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Abstract

The paper tries to apply a developmental and comparative approach to the analysis of the processes bringing 
to the first hierarchical societies in Upper Mesopotamia by focusing on their Neolithic roots and analysing the 
structural similarities and differences with the contemporary societies in two other regions of the Near East: 
South Mesopotamia and Central Anatolia. This comparison is aimed at evidencing, on the one hand, similari-
ties and differences with an area – South Mesopotamia– whose features differed widely in the sixth millennium 
BCE but with which the Upper Mesopotamian communities were closely related for millennia. On the other 
hand, the author examines the profound structural differences with Central Anatolian communities, where 
the subsistence strategies, environmental contexts, and the resulting economic, social, and political organiza-
tion seem to have differed substantially from the Mesopotamian ones. Whereas the comparison with Cen-
tral Anatolian developments therefore essentially focused attention on structural features and differences, the 
analysis of the relationship with Southern Mesopotamia also considered the nature and effects of the intensive 
“contacts” that linked together the two Mesopotamian regions and were relevant to the developments of both 
societies.
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and other relevant areas in the Near East, which 
can be traced back to specific and different envi-
ronmental conditions, subsistence strategies, re-
lated social systems, and historically determined 
phenomena. 

1.1 Applying a comparative approach 
to highlight structural features of Upper 
Mesopotamian societies

Bearing this in mind, this paper aims at identify-
ing and better highlighting the peculiar features of 
the socio-economic and political developments in 
the prehistory of Upper Mesopotamia by compar-
ing them with two other regions of the Near East. 
This comparison is aimed at evidencing, on the one 
hand, similarities and differences with Southern 
Mesopotamia, whose features differed widely in the 
sixth millennium BCE but with which the Upper 
Mesopotamian communities were closely related 
for millennia, and, on the other hand, the profound 
structural differences with Central Anatolian com-
munities, where the subsistence strategies, environ-
mental contexts, and the resulting economic, social, 
and political organization seem to have differed sub-
stantially from the Mesopotamian ones. Whereas 
the comparison with Central Anatolia will there-
fore essentially focus attention on structural fea-
tures, the analysis of the similarities and differenc-
es with Southern Mesopotamia will necessarily also 
consider the nature and effects of the intensive re-
lationships that linked together the two Mesopota-
mian regions and were relevant to the developments 
of both societies. 

The most significant aspects I shall consider when 
drawing comparisons between the involved Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic societies are the following:
– The features of the domestic architecture (hous-

es, equipment, space-use);
– The presence or absence of public or communal 

buildings and their features (dimensions, monu-
mental character, function);

– The overall layout of the settlements (agglutina-
tive, scattered, in blocks or neighbourhood com-
plexes) and the use of free common spaces;

1. Introductory Remarks

In order to face the question of the deep social and 
economic changes that took place in Upper Meso-
potamia in the fifth and fourth millennia BCE, it is 
necessary to focus first on the characteristics of the 
societies that occupied this region in the course of a 
long time span, during the seventh and sixth millen-
nia, preceding the rise of any hierarchy, in order to 
highlight the roots of this crucial change.

Today, the increasing wealth of available ar-
chaeological data has shown that models borrowed 
from anthropology and used to rank societies in a 
succession of evolutionary steps often understate 
the complexity of human history, reducing the im-
pact of a number of variables and partly obscuring 
the diverse trajectories through which human so-
cieties have evolved in different natural and social 
environments. The “formative” processes and their 
outcomes are indeed exhibiting increasingly greater 
variety as more information is gathered on societies 
of archaeological interest in which these processes 
took place for the first time. And the different his-
torical conditions and events within which they oc-
curred have had a substantial impact in determining 
the features of their emergence and the following 
developmental processes. 

The Near East provides a number of very inter-
esting cases with which to built up a comparative 
analysis with the aim of shedding light on the main 
trajectories and pathways leading to social change. 
On the one hand, a number of parallelisms and 
close similarities between regional developments 
in the wide Mesopotamian and peri-Mesopota-
mian world may have had their roots in the exten-
sive interaction network linking the communities 
along the vast mountainous belt and hilly flanks of 
the “Fertile Crescent” during the long period of 
the “Neolithic revolution” and in the successive 
intensive and continuous mutual relations con-
necting the Southern and Northern Mesopota-
mian communities in the sixth and fifth millennia 
BCE.1 On the other hand, substantial differences 
in the structure of societies and their developmen-
tal processes are observable between these regions 

1 Carter, Philip (eds.) 2010.
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2.1 The premises in PPN villages 
in the Taurus region

The most symbolically important communal activ-
ity in PPNB contexts seems to have been the man-
agement of the sacred, which, judging by the impos-
ing sanctuaries with their furnishings and the great 
concentration of collective work needed to build 
them, must have required some sort of central co-
ordination. The sanctuaries were transformed from 
being probably places of pilgrimage for several com-
munities in PPNA (as is the case of Göbekli Tepe)3 
to become sacred places linked to individual settle-
ments in PPNB, where a single sanctuary has been 
documented in each village, but they always re-
mained central places in one way or another around 
which the social life and presumably the religious 
life of the whole community revolved.4 These sanc-
tuaries certainly expressed a symbolic and ideologi-
cal world that held these societies together5 and ena-
bled them to limit the potential conflicts in a period 
that showed a complex and very gradual transition 
from mobile hunter-gatherers to food-producing 
and more stable communities, in a very varied en-
vironment both in terms of topography and climate 
(from the Jezira plain and foothills to the Taurus 
mountains). And Göbekli was exactly located on an 
environmental border. 

In these PPNB villages, the houses, besides be-
ing all very similar in shape and dimensions, as one 
would expect in what were essentially egalitarian so-
cieties, were extremely standardized and the chang-
es in their form and layout in the course of time 
were applied to all the buildings in the same way 
at the same time,6 indicating that the entire com-
munity uniformly complied with strict social rules 
shared by everyone and evenly conformed to meet 
new common needs. This behaviour is not motivat-
ed by the agglutinated arrangement of the settle-
ments and the continuity in the individual family 
“histories”, as it may have been in Central Anatolian 

3 Schmidt 2006, 2011.
4 Hauptmann 1993, 2011; Özdoğan 1999; 

Özdoğan M., Özdoğan A. 1998; Erim Özdoğan 2007.
5 Verhoeven 2002.
6 Schirmer 1990.

– The type and forms of food storage (domestic, 
collective, centralised);

– The management of staple goods (domestic, col-
lective or centrally directed);

– The symbolic or ideological expressions in funer-
ary customs;

– The evidence of territorial organisation, and the 
extent of external relations;

– The basic choices of subsistence economy. This 
aspect is unfortunately more difficult to com-
pare in detail due, in most cases, to the difficul-
ties of retrieving the necessary data to sufficient-
ly understand the actual “economic role” played 
by each of the various subsistence activities per-
formed by the communities.2 

2. Upper Mesopotamia and South-East
Anatolia in the seventh and sixth 
millennia BC

There are clues which suggest that Upper Meso-
potamian and South-Eastern Anatolian socie-
ties, each one in their own manner, may have 
had a strong “community-based” form of govern-
ance, from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic onwards and 
through the various and substantial changes that 
occurred in these areas in the course of the seventh, 
sixth, and fifth millennia BC. We must of course 
distinguish between what has been observed in the 
earliest Pre-Pottery Neolithic and the later devel-
opments of the Jezira societies, in particular those 
of the Hassuna and Halaf period. But I think that 
in both cases – PPNB and EPN –, albeit in a total-
ly different way, the communities may have been 
managed on a cooperative basis: a close structural 
relationship between the domestic units may have 
resulted from the strong social and probably eco-
nomic needs for cooperation, while there was a 
clear symbolic and ideological prominence of the 
collective instances.

2 Whereas finding basic information on plant or faunal 
remains is more or less easy, very rarely is indeed possible to re-
liably reconstruct specific agriculture practices or the prevailing 
animal breeding patterns and their mutual economic role in the 
life of the communities.
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Figure 1
Dwelling areas from Neolithic sites in Eastern Anatolia and north-western Syria: houses with similar layouts (“corridor”/ 
“cell” plans) and open areas with external domestic features. 1: Tell el-Kerkh (from Tsuneki et Al. 1998); 2, 5, 6: 
Mezraa Teleilat, phases IIB2 and III (from Özdoğan 2011, figs. 39, 9, 12); 3: Hakemi Use (adapted from Tekin 2007, 
fig. 3); 4 and 7: Salat Cami (from Miyake 2011, fig. 2, and 2007, fig. 10)
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outline subdivided into standardized small spaces, 
now usually consisting of small cells on either sides 
of a central space (fig. 1: 1-4). Generally speaking, 
the rooms have not revealed numerous internal 
domestic equipment, which have conversely most-
ly been found outside the houses, as already men-
tioned, in positions that are difficult to relate to any 
specific dwelling (fig. 1: 5-7).

Very few adult burials have been document-
ed inside the houses in Pottery Neolithic. In the 
whole Jezira and SE Anatolia infants and children 
were more commonly buried in the houses, where-
as the rare adults buried within the settlements are 
usually not in close connections with any specific 
dwelling; they moreover often had dismembered 
bodies, presumably suggesting particular events 
or rites, also probably with collective connota-
tions. This applies to the westernmost Early Neo-
lithic sites, such as Tell el Kerkh,13 to the Hassuna 
sites of Eastern Jezira (Tell Sotto, Yarim Tepe I), 
and to the Halaf sites (Yarim Tepe II, Domuz-
tepe, the death pit).14 The rarity of adult burials 
may have been due to the existence of extramural 
cemeteries, not found so far in the early Neolith-
ic phase, but well documented in the Halaf (and 
partly Hassuna) period, when a variety of funer-
ary rituals includes either actual cemeteries in the 
vicinity of settlements or at any rate adult burials 
within the villages on the outskirt of the inhabited 
area (Arpachiyah, Gawra).15 The rites connected 
with the death therefore do not show any strong 
and well-rooted relationship with the “house”, but 
rather with the whole community.

Significant changes had occurred in Pottery 
Neolithic with respect to the previous PPN peri-
od, the most remarkable of which is the disappear-
ance – at least as far as the visibility of any material 
remains is concerned – of all forms of “dominant” 
ritual, to use Verhoeven’s definition to describe the 
symbolism expressed by the sanctuaries in PPN.16 
The arrangement of settlements and dwellings as 
well as the remains of material culture however give 

13 Tsuneki et Al. 1998.
14 Merpert, Munchaev 1993b; Carter, Campbell, 

Gauld 2003.
15 Mallowan, Rose 1935; Tobler 1950.
16 Verhoeven 2002.

villages,7 since (a) the houses were built at some dis-
tance from each other and separated by spaces,8 and 
(b) the villages were regularly abandoned before be-
ing rebuilt and re-occupied again.9

The dead, finally, were not usually buried in 
connection with the houses, whereas some special 
burial rituals took place in the sanctuaries (see the 
Skull Building at Çayönü)10 and were therefore per-
formed in a community environment.

2.2 The Jezira settlements in the seventh and 
sixth millennia BC

The scattered arrangement of the dwellings also 
characterized the settlements subsequently occupy-
ing the whole northern region of Greater Mesopo-
tamia, in the later Pottery Neolithic. The seventh 
and sixth millennium sites both in the Middle Eu-
phrates and Upper Tigris valleys, as well as in the 
whole Jezira, show an intense use of the open spaces 
among the dwellings: numerous hearths and equip-
ment for cooking and processing food were in fact 
almost everywhere scattered around in the open 
spaces between the houses and were not unequivo-
cally ascribable to any individual dwelling (fig. 1). 
The recent excavations at Mezraa Teleilat and 
Akarçay on the Turkish Middle Euphrates, and 
those of Salat Cami and Hakemi Use on the Up-
per Tigris are good example of this.11 Even though 
these sites exhibit differing aspects of the material 
culture and the ceramic productions on the Middle 
Euphrates Valley sites partly differ from the typi-
cal Hassuna/Samarra pottery on the Tigris sites,12 
they nevertheless share numerous common fea-
tures, perhaps of Pre-Pottery origin; these include 
the shape of the houses with their rigid rectangular 

7 Düring 2005; Hodder, Pels 2010.
8 The spaces between houses may have marked the diss-

tance between dwellings more than being open work areas 
linked to them. It is not clear, indeed, if any activities were per-
formed in these spaces.

9 Özdoğan 2018.
10 Özdoğan M., Özdoğan A. 1998.
11 Karul, Ayhan, Özdoğan 2004; Miyake 2007; 

Özbaşaran, Molist 2007; Tekin 2007; Özbaşaran, 
Duru 2011; Özdoğan 2011.

12 Tekin 2005.
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Figure 2
Large communal store buildings from 7th millennium sites in the Jezirah. a: Umm Dabaghiyah (from Kirkbride 1975, 
Pl. I); b: Sabi Abyad, lev. 6, the “Burnt village” (adapted from Akkermans [ed.] 1996 fig. 2.7); c: Seal designs from Sabi 
Abyad level 6 cretulae (from Duistermaat 1996 figs. 5.3 and 5.4)
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by the existence of specialised occupations for spe-
cific purposes, such as the hunting of selected ani-
mal species (perhaps on a seasonal basis) observed 
in sites as Umm Qseir and Shams ed-Din Tannira.20 
This kind of organization may have been related to 
the policies adopted to best exploit a varied environ-
ment of semi-arid plains, hilly steppe zones, and rel-
atively well-watered mountainous lands, which may 
have driven the communities of the Jezira and Tau-
rus-Zagros foothills to diversify their subsistence ac-
tivities according to the environmental potential. 
The faunal remains reveal a mixed animal-rearing 
system with sheep/goats, pigs and cattle, flanked by 
a flourishing hunting activity, and a rich agriculture.

Large, probably communal buildings made of sev-
eral small rooms have also been found at Halaf sites, 
as in the case of Sabi Abyad level 3;21 these buildings 
may have been used – as the seventh millennium ones 
– for the collective storage and perhaps the redistri-
bution of goods between the members of the group. 
Even though no cretulae have been found in the large 
level 3 building at Sabi Abyad, a number of tokens 
and numerous clay “missiles” and balls have been 
found there that may have been related to some sort 
of accounting or administrative practices. The prac-
tice of managing the storage and circulation of food 
through some forms of administrative regulation is 
also suggested by the large number of seals found ev-
erywhere in the Halaf sites, sometimes accompanied 
by a few clay-sealings of various types22 (fig. 4). 

The Sabi Abyad large building architecture of 
the Halaf period – which was also in the same area 
as the large storehouses of the earlier level 6 “burnt 
village” – is not an isolated case, since other exam-
ples of special large rectangular buildings are docu-
mented in other Halaf sites, even though, for var-
ious and different reasons, we do not have enough 
information to be able to correctly interpret these 
buildings: this is for example the case of the partially 
uncovered structure at Khirbet esh-Shenef23 or the 
well-known “burnt house” at Arpachiyah.24 They at 

20 Tsuneki, Miyake 1998; Al-Radi, Seeden 1980.
21 Akkermans 1993, pp. 56-66.
22 Von Wickede 1990.
23 Akkermans, Wittmann 1993.
24 Mallowan, Rose 1935.

the impression of a still strong, or even stronger co-
operative way of conducting the village life. 

The presence of very large storage structures, cer-
tainly not referable to individual nuclear families, 
found in various pre-Halaf Neolithic sites of the Je-
zira, both in the western region (Sabi Abyad) and 
in the eastern/south-eastern area (Umm Dabaghi-
yah, Yarim Tepe I), is an unequivocal proof of the 
existence of such a system17 (fig. 2). In particular, 
the example of the pre-Halaf “burnt village” of Sabi 
Abyad level 6, where the large storage building com-
plex was associated with hundreds of seal impres-
sions grouped together in substantial assemblages in 
some rooms (fig. 2: b-c), clearly suggests the collec-
tive management of the community’s food supply, 
or part of it, which only can justify the need for the 
administrated regulation of access to this food (per-
haps harvested crops) by the village population or 
large sectors of it.18

This impression of a collective organization of 
the community life is further confirmed when look-
ing at the sixth millennium BC societies, when the 
wide expansion of the Halaf culture created the ba-
sis for a marked cultural and organizational homo-
geneity in all regions of Upper Mesopotamia and 
South-Eastern Anatolia. 

The layout of the settlements changed; the hous-
es changed shape, dimension, articulation and space-
use. But the scattered arrangement of the dwellings 
and the intense use of the open spaces with hearths, 
ovens, and various equipment for processing and 
storing food, continued to be distinguishing fea-
tures of these communities (fig. 3). The Halaf settle-
ments, which were usually small or very small, have 
been interpreted as probably occupied by tightly 
related kinship groups (clans or lineages) governed 
collectively.19 This communal government may have 
also concerned some kind of coordination of prima-
ry economic activities, which may have been organ-
ised on a fairly large territorial scale, as is suggested 

17 Kirkbride 1975; Merpert, Munchaev 1993a; 
Frangipane 1996, pp. 51-68; 2007.

18 Akkermans (ed.) 1996; Akkermans, Duister-
maat 1996; Duistermaat 1996; Verhoeven 1999; Fran-
gipane 2000, 2016. 

19 Frangipane 1996, pp. 69-87; 2007, 2013; Forest 
1996, pp. 27-35.
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Figure 3
Plans of some Halaf settlements. 1: Arpachiyah (from  Mallowan, Rose 1935, fig. 3); 2: Khirbet esh-Shenef (adapted 
from Akkermans, Wittmann 1993, fig. 5); 3: Sabi Abyad, lev. 3 (from Akkermans [ed.] 1996, fig. 2.25); 4: Yarim 
Tepe II, lev. 5 (from Breniquet 1996, Pl. 36)
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Figure 4
Various seal types and a hanging ovoid cretula from the Halaf period (from von Wickede 1990, Pls. 54, 154, 155, 167, 
183, 186, 200)

any rate suggest the existence of buildings intended 
for “public” or communal purposes also in the Halaf 
period; and their possible connection with storage 
or redistribution functions might plausibly be in-
ferred from the general organizational similarity of 
the Halaf communities with the Jezira groups of the 
previous Hassuna and pre-Hassuna periods. 

The Halaf societies must have been profound-
ly egalitarian in character, but such an organisation 
would have required forms of coordination and gov-

ernance of the community. This appears to have been 
managed at a community level for a long time, by 
maintaining small cohabiting groups, probably con-
trasting the archaeologically well-documented popu-
lation increase by means of fission mechanisms. The 
whole Jezira, and the Taurus/Anti-Taurus foothills 
and mountains, were very densely populated by a huge 
number of small villages in the Halaf period (fig. 5), 
which form a dense network of closely related com-
munities sharing the same very homogeneous culture. 
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This widespread organisation of intra-group re-
lations within and between the villages must have 
also created wide-ranging relations over a vast ter-
ritory, covering an area previously occupied by 
various Neolithic groups, related each other but 
distinct, and marking the beginning of that cul-
tural koiné which was later to form the basis for 
the spread of the South-Mesopotamian model 
throughout all the regions touched by the Tigris 
and Euphrates basins.

The communal management of storage and good 
circulation may have required the presence of indi-
viduals who took charge of the tasks of regulating the 
access to basic resources in a socio-economic context 
based on a collective management of staple goods and 
their intra- and inter-community circulation, whose 
survival depended on the sound functioning of this 
organisation. The same existence of very few special 
large multi-roomed buildings (perhaps one per vil-
lage) may be in keeping with this interpretation.

Figure 5
Map of the Near East with the approximate extension of the main cultural areas in Anatolia and Upper Mesopotamia in 
the 7th/6th millennium BC. 1 Hacilar, 2 Bademağacı, 3 Höyücek, 4 Kuruçay, 5 Çatal Höyük, 6 Can Hasan, 7 Kösk Höyük, 
8 Tepecik Çiftlik, 9 Aşıklı, 10 Musular, 11 Cafer H., 12 Nevalı Çori, 13 Çayönü, 14 Mezraa Teleilat, 15 Akarçay, 16 Tell 
al ‘Abr, 17 Halula, 18 Tell el Kerkh, 19 Sabi Abyad, 20 Salat Cami, 21 Hakemi Use, 22 Umm Dabaghiyah, 23 Hassuna, 
24 Yarim Tepe, 25 Tell Sotto, 26 Telul eth Thalathat, 27 Arpachiyah, 28 Chagar Bazar, 29 Tell Halaf, 30 Domuztepe, 31 
Girikihaciyan, 32 Tilki Tepe, 33 Tell Kurdu, 34 Mersin Yumuktepe, 35 Tell es Sawwan, 36 Tell Abada, 37 Tell Oueili, 
38 Eridu, 39 Tepe Gawra, 40 Koshak Shamali, 41 Kenan Tepe, 42 Değirmentepe, 43 Çavı Tarlası, 44 Tell Zeidan, 45 
Hammam et-Turkman
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lations.30 The Çatal Höyük society indeed appears 
to have been organized by relatively autonomous 
families, which perhaps variously acted as either 
smaller or larger households according to different 
occasions, activities and social events.

This impression is confirmed by the presence 
of the well known richly decorated rooms, Mel-
laart’s “shrines” or Hodder’s “elaborated houses” 
(fig. 6: f), which were adorned with extraordinary 
wall paintings and relief decorations. These rooms 
do not show any correlation with a larger size or 
particular functional peculiarities of the hous-
es of which they form part, and were widespread 
and dispersed throughout the settlement in vari-
ous building clusters, to which each of them per-
haps belonged (fig. 6: e). The only recognisable 
link these richly decorated structures shows is 
with a larger number of burials often found below 
their floors, which, according to Hodder, indicate 
that more people than those living in these hous-
es were buried there.31 And, even though Düring 
points out that the association between “elaborat-
ed houses” and concentration of burials was not 
so close, since the rooms with paintings are more 
numerous than the ones with many interments 
below them,32 it must be noted that many of the 
other undecorated rooms had no burials under 
their floors. Numerous individuals of both sexes 
and various ages were buried in the same intern-
ment as primary burials, then moved aside when 
other bodies were added to the pit, suggesting that 
various members of possibly related families were 
repeatedly buried in connection with these special 
places in the houses in the course of time. These 
special rooms with ritual and memory elements 
were probably used as a sort of home “shrines” or 
symbolic places by each large household or resi-
dential group living in a cluster of architectural-
ly-related small houses, whereas the individual nu-
clear families composing these clusters probably 
performed their daily life activities independent-
ly. All houses have indeed a similar functional ar-
rangement and evidence of domestic storage.

30 Pilloud-Larsen 2011.
31 Hodder, Pels 2010.
32 Düring 2011, pp. 107-111.

3. Central Anatolia: 
A different Neolithic society 

In this area the excavated sites of the seventh and 
sixth millennia BC have revealed the existence of 
“cultural” areas of limited extension, each defined 
by distinctive features, though being related each 
other25 (fig. 5): the Southern Plateau, with the fa-
mous site of Çatal Höyük;26 Cappadocia, with its 
remarkable Pre-Pottery Neolithic premises in sites 
such as Aşıklı;27 the so-called “Lake region”, in the 
South-West, with sites such as Hacılar, Kuruçay, 
Bademağacı, Höyücek.28 Though clearly distinguish-
able from one another in terms of the specific traits 
of their domestic architecture, pottery, figurines, 
and other features of the material culture, structural 
similarities are shared by all these communities, in 
terms of their subsistence economy, domestic life, 
and symbolic expressions, which mark the differ-
ence from the Upper Mesopotamian communities. 
Whereas the houses on each of these sites differ in 
terms of their particular layout and arrangement 
in the settlement, they all comprise a small num-
ber of rooms and a number of domestic furnishings, 
such as fireplaces, ovens, and bins, that, differently 
from the Jezira settlements, can be either inside the 
house, or somehow related with them (fig. 6).

In extensively excavated sites such as Çatal 
Höyük or Hacılar, the houses are variously clustered 
in neighbourhood groups of buildings and arranged 
in sub-units according to a strictly agglutinative 
pattern,29 with no substantial differences between 
them. Even though the buildings are grouped in 
clusters, each organized around a courtyard, as in 
the case of Çatal Höyük, or arranged around com-
mon open spaces, as in the settlements of the Lake 
region or Cappadocia, the basic unit seems to be 
the house and the nuclear family occupying it, even 
when these families were most probably linked into 
larger household structures by kinship and social re-

25 Özdoğan 2002, p. 253.
26 Mellaart 1967, 1970; Hodder 2006.
27 Esin 1991.
28 Mellaart 1970; Umurtak 2000; Duru 2008.
29 Mellaart 1967, 1970; Düring 2006, 2011; Hod-

der 2006, pp. 109-140; Hodder, Pels 2010.
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Figure 6
Examples of house arrangement with related domestic features in some Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic sites in Central 
and South-Central Anatolia. a-b: from Duru 2007 figs. 7 and 31;  c: adapted from Öztan 2007 fig.5 and Düring 2011 
fig. 6.11;  d: from Hodder, Pels 2010 fig. 7.1; e: adapted from Mellaart 1967, fig. 8; f:  one of the ‘elaborated rooms’ 
at Çatal Höyük (from Mellaart 1967, fig. 40)
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so-called pintaderas –, were used for administra-
tive purposes. A support to the hypothesis that the 
stamps of Central Anatolian Neolithic were not real 
seals comes from the finding of geometric patterns 
applied to wet plaster in the upper levels at Çatal 
Höyük East, which are well comparable to motifs 
on the contemporary stamps.39

These basic features of the central Anatolian so-
cieties appear to have been well in keeping with the 
environmental conditions of this region40 consist-
ing of well watered valleys or plateau areas where ag-
riculture and other subsistence activities may have 
been easily carried out at a domestic level. A rich 
and varied agriculture, producing a wide variety of 
cereals and pulses,41 was accompanied by mixed an-
imal breeding patterns mainly based on sheep and 
goat but also combined with cattle and pig rearing 
and an intense hunting activity.42

In conclusion, the organization of food produc-
tion and consumption, as well as that of social life, 
must have revolved around the family in the Neo-
lithic and Early Chalcolithic communities of Cen-
tral Anatolia, and the “house”, i.e. the family, seems 
to have been the basic unit of production and con-
sumption, and have had a material and symbolic 
dominance over the village as a whole. Following the 
Lévi-Strauss’s definition, these societies may be de-
fined as “house-based” or “family-based” societies.43

This does not mean that there was little or no 
sense of the community as a wider social system 
linking together contiguous and interrelated house-
holds. The compact agglutinative layout of the hous-
es in settlements such as Çatal Höyük, or the earlier 
Aşıklı and the later Can Hasan, may be considered 
a proof of the self-perception of these communi-
ties. But the way people lived and settled suggests a 
markedly autonomous management of the basic ac-
tivities by essentially egalitarian individual domestic 
units, which were the focus of social relations and 
in which the group survival and reproduction was 
symbolically represented. 

39 Düring 2011, p. 131.
40 Özdoğan 2002.
41 Asouti, Fairbairn 2002.
42 Martin, Russel, Carruthers 2002.
43 Levi-Strauss 1979; Gillespie 2000; Bloch 2010; 

Hodder, Pels 2010, pp. 180-181.

A similar organisation of society can be seen both 
in the Late Neolithic sites of the “Lake Region”,33 
and in Early Chalcolithic Cappadocia,34 even though 
the settlements are not agglutinative. In these re-
gions too, the role of the individual houses is not un-
like that of the Central Anatolian environment, al-
though they had a different layout (fig. 6: a-c).

The presence of some burials beneath the hous-
es, though mainly of infants and children and only 
occasionally of adults, indicate that the inhabitants 
of Neolithic/Early Chalcolithic Central Anatolia 
must have shared the feeling of the existence of some 
connection between the dead and the house, both 
in the case of an emphasized relationship with spe-
cial rooms or “lineage houses”, as in the case of Çatal 
Höyük, and in more simple and dispersed distribu-
tion, as can be seen in the Lake region and Cappa-
docia sites. One may suggest that, in all these cases, 
the dead in some way continued to form part of the 
household, and it was in the house that the idea of 
the perpetuation and continuity of the group must 
have taken shape through a close linkage between its 
occupants, both living and dead.35

A rich repertoire of figurines and symbolic repre-
sentations in pottery and other materials expressed 
the domestic transmission of the group ideology.36 

No areas for communal use and no communal 
buildings have been found in these villages in either 
the agglutinative village of Çatal Höyük, or in settle-
ments with free spaces such as Hacilar, Bademağacı 
or Kuruçay.37 The subsistence activities appear to 
have once more performed at household level and 
the staple products were produced, stored, and con-
sumed domestically. And these groups do not show 
any indication of an organized and large-scale com-
munal work.38

In these societies real cretulae (clay-sealings) 
are almost absent and it is not proven that the few 
“seals”, which were often made of terracotta and 
usually bore fairly simple geometric designs – the 

33 Mellaart 1970; Umurtak 2000; Duru 1999, 
2008. 

34 Bıçakçı et Al. 2007; Öztan 2007.
35 Bloch 2010.
36 Verhoeven 2002.
37 Duru 1994, 2007.
38 Özdoğan 2002.
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South (and particularly the Samarra area in Central 
Mesopotamia during the Neolithic), constituted 
the foundations for the transmission of the South-
Mesopotamian society model to the Jezira commu-
nities in the course of the fifth and fourth millennia 
BCE, determining the emergence of, albeit differ-
ent, hierarchical societies in the two areas. 

5. Central and Southern Mesopotamian 
societies

Both the Samarra and Ubaid societies, notwithstand-
ing the differences existing between them, on the 
whole may have constituted a third organizational 
model,44 differing from both the other two. Both in 
Central and Southern Mesopotamia the settlements 
were characterised by the well-known very large tri-
partite houses, which, in each of the two regions, 
had very standardised shapes and were scattered in 
separated blocks, at a distance from one another. As 
in the north and unlike central Anatolia, almost no 
internal furnishings, except for fireplaces, have been 
found inside the houses, and the few ovens and other 
structures for domestic activities found in open spac-
es in sites as Tell-es-Sawwan or some Hamrin settle-
ments do not seem to have been evidently connected 
with any individual dwelling.45 This may suggest an 
organization at more than household level, albeit we 
do not have any clear indication in this respect. The 
outstanding architecture of the houses, whose clear 
distinction suggests a strong role of the families, goes 
side by side with the emergence of one or two of 
these buildings that detached from other dwellings 
in the same village for their size and features. The 
most famous case is that of the large House A at Tell 
Abada, in the Hamrin valley,46 which, due to its size, 
special architectural features, and associated objects 
appears as a special home, probably belonging to the 
dominant family in the social hierarchy.47 The pres-
ence of another large house close to it (House B), 
which however lacks some of the House A features, 

44 Breniquet 1991; Oates 2004.
45 Pollock 2010.
46 Jasim 1985, 1989; Breniquet 1991.
47 Frangipane 2007.

4. East and West: A comparison

The seventh and sixth millennia societies in Upper 
Mesopotamia and South-Eastern Anatolia could be 
defined as “community-based” societies in contrast 
to the contemporary “family-based” societies of 
South-Central Anatolia, which showed profoundly 
different structural features.

The differences between Anatolian and Upper 
Mesopotamian Neolithic communities highlight 
the very specific and distinguishing features of the 
Jezira societies:
– Small houses, with spaces between them and 

with equipment scattered outside in the open 
areas, as opposed to the clustered houses of Cen-
tral Anatolia designed to host all the domestic 
activities inside them; 

– Buildings to be used for collective functions 
(sacred buildings in the PPN and buildings for 
storage and redistribution in the PN), which are 
conversely absent in central Anatolia; 

– An ideological and symbolic relations of the 
world of the dead with the whole community 
rather than the individual homes; 

– A subsistence economy based on group special-
isation and coordination over a vast and eco-
logically varied territory requiring forms of ad-
ministrative management, versus a probably 
independent management of the subsistence ac-
tivities and products by individual families and 
villages in Anatolia; 

– The progressive enlargement and integration of 
a shared cultural network over vast territories 
as the result of intensive inter-site relations in a 
diversified and integrated subsistence system, as 
opposite to the Central Anatolian cultural areas 
of limited or very limited extension, which I be-
lieve were the result of independent village econ-
omies (fig. 5).

I believe that the cooperation system developed 
within the Upper Mesopotamian communities and 
the wide-ranging sharing of cultural and organiza-
tional traits over increasingly larger areas that char-
acterized the Upper Mesopotamian societies, to-
gether with their long-lasting relations with the 
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high rank families, though perceived as a symbolic 
and effective reference for the whole community, 
may have met the important need to coordinate the 
subsistence production, rich and varied, but subject 
to risk in the southern Mesopotamian difficult en-
vironment.49 The ceremonial function performed in 
the temples may have ideologically supported the 
political and economic role of the increasingly pow-
erful leaders in the southern Mesopotamian envi-
ronment, giving rise to a process that would have led 
to a progressive attraction of the population in and 
around these centres, which generated an extraordi-
nary urban phenomenon.50 

The southern societies, therefore, appear to have 
combined a structure based on competing hierar-
chically organized extended families and the need 
for coordinating and centralising resource manage-
ment, in the name of the whole community. 

6. South-north interaction 
and the formation of hierarchies 
in the Mesopotamian environments

The recent archaeological information, although it is 
still too small to provide any real understanding of 
the far-reaching transformations undergone by the 
Neolithic societies in Upper Mesopotamia and SE 
Anatolia in the fifth millennium BCE, and it is far 
from offering the tools to clarify the nature of the 
“Ubaid phenomenon” in the North, has increasingly 
revealed the constant interaction between the vari-
ous regions of the so-called “Greater Mesopotamia” 
dating back to the Neolithic. Not only Hassuna but 
also Samarra wares have been found in various sites 
throughout the Jezira51 and are unexpectedly attest-
ed on the Upper Tigris in Southeastern Anatolia, as 
is shown by the findings at Hakemi Use;52 this far 
eastern Anatolian site was also reached by the Dark 
Faced Burnished Ware, whose home was mainly 
to the west, in Cilicia and the regions west of the 

49 Adams 1966, 2004.
50 Algaze 2018.
51 Oates 2010.
52 Tekin 2005.

does not contradict this hypothesis, but conversely 
supports the idea of a stratified society with families 
of different status. 

A large storehouse consisting of a series of small 
cell-rooms and repeatedly rebuilt in successive lay-
ers at Tell Oueili, was interpreted as a possible gra-
nary.48 But this peculiar structure was smaller than 
the large communal storehouses in the northern 
Neolithic villages and does not show any seal or seal-
ings and any other accounting device or evidence 
for redistribution activity.  This structure might be 
perhaps interpreted as a storehouse used for storing 
the harvest of some sectors of the community, more 
probably large élite households or kinship groups. 

Burials were, as in the North, not directly relat-
ed to individual houses, except for some cases of in-
fants and children, whereas the adults were usually 
buried in cemeteries. It is, however, interesting to 
note that particular concentrations of infant buri-
als are found under the floors of the largest and 
most important house in the village, probably the 
“chief’s” house. This practice has clearly been re-
corded at Tell Abada in House A, and is perhaps 
also attested in the earliest phases (I-II) of Tell-es-
Sawwan, though some doubts still remain as to the 
dating of the infant interments at Sawwan, which 
might be ascribed to a phase preceding the founding 
of the settlement. Burying dead infants from vari-
ous families under the floor of the main house of the 
village, perhaps the home of the highest rank family, 
may have had a strong symbolic meaning, empha-
sizing the role of the leaders as representatives of the 
whole community and custodians of the continuity 
of the group.

The existence of a rank society in Southern Mes-
opotamia at least by the fifth millennium BCE and 
the role of a sort of central authority from the ear-
liest phases of the Ubaid period is also suggested by 
the appearance of the first “temples” or public cer-
emonial buildings at Eridu, which were very likely 
the seat of redistribution practices and the centres 
where basic economic, social and political transac-
tions were performed in the name of the communi-
ty. The development of central institutions, which, 
at the beginning, were probably embodied by the 

48 Huot (ed.) 1991; Forest 1996.
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The two types of Mesopotamian societies, north-
ern and southern, for differing reasons, seem to have 
been driven to open up to the outside world and 
this must have also led people to travel around, en-
couraged by the lack of any defined political bound-
aries. I am not trying to hypothesise migrations, let 
alone any colonial or trade-motivated movements, 
but the archaeological evidence leads me to suggest 
that the borders were very indefinite and that small 
groups must, at times, have moved away into areas 
with which they had already long-established in-
tense relations.57 There is little data available, as we 
have already said, but the tripartite houses of the 
Hamrin type found at Tepe Gawra XV,58 and then 
re-proposed at Değirmentepe later in the Terminal 
Ubaid period59 (fig. 7), in my opinion suggest the 
possible actual intrusion of people of non-local or-
igin. The house shape and layout, as well as the dis-
tribution of variously sized spaces inside it, reveal 
specific ways of using those spaces and conducting 
home life, which must have been closely linked to 
specific cultures and society customs, and unlikely 
to be simply imitated. 

At the same time it is obvious that there was 
no replacement of populations or colonisation. 
Recent data on the contrary show that on most of 
these sites the domestic structures seem to have re-
tained what were essentially traditional features, as 
seems to have been the case at Kenan Tepe to the 
east/noth-east,60 or Koshak Shamali, Tell al-‘Abr, 
and Tell Zeidan to the west.61 On the other hand, 
the presence of Halaf-type painted motifs on Ubaid 
fabrics at Tell al-‘Abr, or, conversely, of Ubaid-style 
painted patterns on Halaf ware at Domuztepe,62 
both dating back to the end of the sixth – beginning 
of the fifth millennium, shows that there were con-
tacts with the Ubaid world even in the westernmost 
areas in a very early phase.

Yet the outcomes of the second half of the fifth 
and fourth millennia show that the Chalcolithic 

57 Frangipane 2001, 2013.
58 Tobler 1950.
59 Gurdil 2010.
60 Parker 2010.
61 Nishiaki, Matsutani 2001; Yamazaki 2010; 

Stein 2010, 2011.
62 Campbell, Fletcher 2010.

Euphrates;53 husking trays, once considered diag-
nostic of the so-called “Hassuna culture”, have been 
found in the Middle Euphrates and as far as Tell el 
Kherkh near the Orontes River.54 The wide circula-
tion of ceramics in the seventh and sixth millennia,55 
far from being the result of trade or the simple ex-
change of exotic objects, in my opinion reflects the 
framework of open and highly permeable societies, 
which tended to interact with the neighbouring 
communities, either because they had an organiza-
tion that exploited different territories and ecologi-
cal zones for their own subsistence, as was probably 
the case with the Hassuna and Halaf communities 
in the North, or because they tended to expand their 
sphere of interaction in the hope of establishing alli-
ances or obtaining greater resources and “human la-
bour”, as was perhaps the case of the southern Ubaid 
societies. Indeed, from their origins the societies 
in Lower and Central Mesopotamia, as I have sug-
gested, seem to have had an intrinsically hierarchi-
cal social structure which I have proposed to call a 
“vertical egalitarian society”.56 This, together with the 
rather severe environmental constraints, must have 
led to increasing the tasks and enhancing the privi-
leges of the social élites, leading to an early process 
of formation of central institutionalized authorities.

Both the Hassuna-Halaf and the Ubaid com-
munities were to a certain extent “communi-
ty-based” societies, differing widely from one an-
other but both built up around the management 
of collective interests, whether they were really 
collective, or they were, to a great extent, the in-
terests of the high-ranking figures representing the 
community that were somehow perceived to be in 
the collective interest. The Ubaid temples and the 
emergence of the redistribution system bear wit-
ness to this coexistence and combination of con-
centration of goods and reallocation of them, of 
“private” interests and “public” interests, in a sys-
tem that could not be managed at the household 
level, but in which the whole of society was really 
and ideologically involved.

53 Balossi-Restelli 2006.
54 Tsuneki et Al. 1998, fig. 13.
55 Oates 2004.
56 Frangipane 2007.



West & East 19 Monografie, 2

Changes in Upper Mesopotamian societies from the Halaf to the Late Chalcolithic period

Figure 7
Mesopotamian villages and “tripartite” houses and temples from southern and northern Mesopotamia: a: Tell Oueili 
tripartite house (from Huot 1991); b: Eridu, the level VII ‘temple’ (from Forest 1996 fig. 84); c: Tell Abada, lev. II 
(adapted from Jasim 1989 fig. 2);  d: A tripartite house from the Değirmentepe Late Ubaid village (adapted from Gurdil 
2010 fig. 22.7);  e: 3D drawing of the main tripartite house from Gawra XV (elaborated by C. Alvaro);  f: Tepe Gawra, the 
level XV village (adapted from Tobler 1950 Pl. XV)



West & East 20 Monografie, 2

marcella frangipane

links. The existence of solid systems for the gover-
nance of the community can lay the foundations 
for strengthening a sort of central authority, while 
at the same time the management of wide com-
plex relations, which were structurally necessary to 
the same survival and reproduction of the systems, 
could have further strengthened that authority. 

7. Concluding remarks

Whatever the mechanisms underlying the North-
South hybridization might have been, it is signifi-
cant that the development of the highly hierarchical 
socio-political and economic systems recorded in 
the Mesopotamian world as early as the end of the 
fifth or the very beginning of the fourth millennium 
BCE did not occur in the more inward-looking and 
self-sufficient societies that occupied the ecological-
ly more favourable territories in Central-Southern 
Anatolia.

In Central and Western Anatolia, it was only 
at the beginning of the third millennium (possibly 
at the end of the fourth), with the establishment of 
the so-called “Troy culture”, that full-blown élites 
with their own seats are recognisable,66 and even in 
this case, I do not think these élites were able to fully 
control and interfere in the economic life of the pop-
ulation. There is no evidence of any central admin-
istration of the movement of basic goods, or the accu-
mulation and redistribution of foodstuffs, or control 
over labour. But there is evidence of the accumulation 
of non-perishable wealth, often in the form of metal.67 
The settlements generally remained fairly small, and 
the cultural areas – probably at least partially coincid-
ing with political entities – remained limited in ex-
tension. On the other hand, a network of wide trade 
relations was established among the Anatolian com-
munities in the Early Bronze Age, perhaps in connec-
tion with the development of new exchange circuits, 
also using maritime routes. These societies appear as 
small polities, may be often in conflict, as is shown 
from the spreading of town-walls and the defensive 
layout of many settlements. 

66 Efe 2003; Korfman (ed.) 2006.
67 Efe 2002; Bachhuber 2009; Frangipane 2010.

societies in the North developed towards hierar-
chical systems exhibiting close structural similari-
ties with the southern communities: see, as exam-
ples, Gawra XIII-XII for the Late Ubaid period, 
or Tell Brak TW 20-18 for LC1-2.63 In the course 
of the fifth millennium, typical southern structur-
ing features must have been adopted, which were 
to change the look of the northern societies in a 
“southern-like” sense.

What I would like to propose here is that it was 
precisely the structure of both societies based on 
the essential strong relationship among their com-
ponents as well as their similarly structural opening 
to the exterior that stimulated and made it possi-
ble this interaction, which brought about real and 
radical change in both regions. According to N.Yof-
fee, «An interaction sphere […] refers […] to the 
systematic, consistent, and normative set of activi-
ties that link people in such a way that a significant 
part of their identities are defined by such interac-
tions». 64 It was not the importation of a “superior” 
model in the North, but the adoption there of new 
systems of social relations with which the northern 
populations had been in long-standing contact, and 
which probably offered better solutions for meeting 
the new needs and dealing with the structural diffi-
culties that Halaf society must have found in the fi-
nal phase of its development.65 The new system was 
certainly a hybrid of favourable experiences from 
the history of the northern communities, such as 
the wide use of administrative procedures, and the 
new hierarchical relations that were originally specif-
ic to the southern world, while each society largely 
retained their basic local subsistence economy and 
settlement patterns. Urbanisation, for instance, one 
of the main distinguishing traits of the southern so-
cieties, is little recognizable in most of the northern 
areas, except for the wide and well-watered Kha-
bour basin.

I think that it is no coincidence that a strong-
ly structured hierarchical system was established in 
“community-based” societies, and that it was also 
the outcome of their wide-ranging and long-lasting 

63 Tobler 1950; Oates 2005, pp. 14-28; McMahon, 
Oates 2007, pp. 148-155; Oates et Al. 2007.

64 Yoffee 1993, p.258.
65 Breniquet 1996; Frangipane 2007.
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for coordination of subsistence activities in com-
plex, variously productive, and, to varying degrees, 
difficult environments, which developed a strong, 
though differently manifested, sense of communi-
ty. The centralized control over the basic produc-
tion of the population that had primarily devel-
oped in the south appears to have also offered an 
effective model to the heads of the northern com-
munities at the beginning of the fifth millennium 
BCE, becoming the basis for the development of a 
strong centralized power in the hands of the rulers 
all over the Mesopotamian regions in the fourth 
millennium BCE. 

Large cities (where there were the conditions for 
these to develop), imposing public areas, food ac-
cumulation and redistribution, administration and 
bureaucracy were the emblems of the fourth millen-
nium societies in the whole Greater Mesopotamia.

In other words, it seems to me that, in western 
societies, real hierarchies developed later than in the 
Mesopotamian environment, and the new emerging 
élites mainly concentrated prestige and “wealth” in 
the form of non-perishable goods, which also prob-
ably functioned as a social amplifier of their prestige. 
This may have led these élites to somehow control, 
or influence craft activities and exchanges, perhaps 
also providing protection of the trade routes, but 
they do not seem to have interfered in the primary 
economic activities of the population. Town-walls, 
weapons and metals were the emblems of the third 
millennium Anatolian societies. 

The archaeological evidence conversely shows 
the capacity of the early Mesopotamian élites, 
both south and north, to exercise an increasing 
economic control over staple production and la-
bour, perhaps as the result of the original needs 
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