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THE ORGANIZATION OF ANCIENT ECONOMIES

In this book, Kenneth Hirth provides a comparative view of the organiza-

tion of ancient and premodern society and economy. Hirth establishes that

humans adapted to their environments, not as individuals but in the social

groups where they lived and worked out the details of their livelihoods. He

explores the variation in economic organization used by simple and com-

plex societies to procure, produce, and distribute resources required by

both individual households and the social and political institutions that they

supported. Drawing on a wealth of archaeological, historic, and ethno-

graphic information, he develops and applies an analytical framework for

studying ancient societies that range from the hunting and gathering groups

of native North America to the large state societies of both the New and

Old Worlds. Hirth demonstrates that despite differences in transportation

and communication technologies, the economic organizations of ancient

and modern societies are not as different as we sometimes think.
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PREFACE

A book can be written for many different reasons. It can chronicle the life and

times of notable individuals, tell a spellbinding tale, or follow a personal quest

of the author. This book fits in the latter of these three categories. I was

fortunate to be raised on my family’s 1850s homestead farm in southern

Wisconsin. Nothing was ever thrown away in my German–American family.

The farm was overflowing with wooden tools (mallets, flails, pitchforks,

pulleys), farm implements (sickles, ropes, draw knives, adzes), crocks and

caskets, harnesses and the equipment to go with our two working horses,

and an endless supply of 19th- and early 20th-century items squirreled away in

corners of the barn, outbuildings, and the attic and cellar of our stone house.

The abundance of old items sparked my curiosity in what they were and how

they were used. Fortunately, my grandfather and grandmother still had one

foot planted in the late 19th century and could explain how all the old

technology was used to plant, harvest, butcher, preserve, and manage a farm

household before the advent of hybrid seed, store-bought food, and electrical

appliances. With the vantage of hindsight I realized that they also imparted an

understanding of how a self-sufficient family farm needed to operate in order

to survive. This was my introduction to history and the beginning of an

academic career as an archaeologist and anthropologist that sought to under-

stand how ancient societies were organized to get work done.

This book was written with two audiences in mind. The first is that group

of general readers who are interested in how ancient societies developed and

produced the food and other resources needed to support themselves, build

civilizations, and engage in long-distance trade using simple preindustrial

technologies. Although not written for the classroom, these topics can be of

interest to eclectic students and lifelong learners interested in the broad sweep

of economic history. We have all have grown up with a basic understanding of

20th- and/or 21st-century capitalistic society. But does that understanding

overlay neatly onto the past? This volume explores how ancient and premo-

dern societies were similar or different from the modern one in which we live.

The second audience is comprised of my archaeological colleagues who are

interested in the economy and comparative analysis but have to put the

majority of their efforts into developing an up-to-date mastery of the culture

xv
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areas where they conduct their research. Developing a detailed understanding

of a single past society is a full-time job for scholars pursuing serious research.

This book uses a comparative approach to summarize alternative forms of

economic organization found in both large- and small-scale societies. All

ancient and premodern societies were economically plastic with different

forms of organization coexisting and operating simultaneously in different

contexts and levels of society. The comparative approach reminds us to beware

of monolithic models that propose an ideal form of economic organization

without taking into consideration the heterogeneity inherent in both the

domestic and institutional economies. The examples provided are intended

to help researchers think broadly about the economy of the societies that

they study.

All authors have their biases. My family heritage together with professional

training in business administration, anthropology, and archaeology have shaped

the presentation and rationale of this book in several ways. My upbringing along

with later experience in sales and marketing had taught me the importance of

organization in shaping the cost and operation of economic enterprises.

Anthropology and archaeology have provided insight into the structure of

small-scale societies and illustrated how simpler forms of organization continued

unchanged over long spans of time enabling households to adapt to changing

cultural and environmental conditions. The anthropologist in me believes in the

inherent value of the cross-cultural approach for understanding the diversity of

ways that human societies developed over time. In this sense it runs contrary to

historical particularism that views all societies as intrinsically unique and unable

to be compared with one another in structural terms.

The format of the volume follows anthropological conventions. In-text

citations are used for bibliographic references, and endnotes provide supple-

mentary information not included in the text. One of the distracting aspects of

a cross-cultural and comparative approach is keeping track of the many

different societies where parallel and divergent cultural practices are found.

There is no easy solution to this, and I do not assume that readers have a global

knowledge of all the place names, provinces, and ethnic groups that existed in

the ancient and premodern past. As a partial remedy to this issue, four maps are

located at the end of this Preface that provide general locations for the more

than 250 archaeological sites, regions, and ethnic groups mentioned through-

out this volume. Finally, I feel that the examples used in the comparative

discussions are one of the most valuable aspects of this volume. They naturally

reflect my research interests, which are centered on state- and chiefdom-level

societies more than on foraging or pastoral groups. Nevertheless, research

suggests that there are similarities in organization across both small- and

large-scale societies that fit within the analytical framework for studying the

economy proposed here.
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Albert Einstein believed that time was an illusion. Calculating time in a

uniform way is a problem that archaeologists are intimately familiar with

despite the many ways we have for counting it. Time can be calculated in

tree ring growth, radiocarbon years, geological eras, and atomic clocks using

uranium isotope decay, potassium–argon ratios, paleo-magnetic measure-

ments, and thermo-luminescence differences. Once calculated, time can be

expressed in different calendar series including BP (before present), BC/AD

(Julian calendar), BCE/CE (modified Julian calendar), and calibrated or unca-

librated radiocarbon years. Preference for one calendar scale over another

depends on the age of the material studied and the regional or academic

traditions of the investigators that use them. I have chosen to express time in

Julian calendar dates (BC/AD) because they are well established in the arch-

aeological and historic literature in both the New and Old Worlds. Rather

than tracking time with chronological charts for each area discussed, dates and

time spans are identified within the discussion by the century or millennium

BC or AD. When a specific archaeological period or phase is used (e.g., Ur III

or third dynasty), the time span is provided in parentheses (e.g., 2112–2004 BC)

to contextualize the discussion.

Finally and most importantly I want to thank my family and colleagues for

the advice and assistance they have provided over more than a decade of

reading and research that led to this volume. First in line is my wife Susan, who

fueled this research with gifts of books during holidays and other family

celebrations, which dealt with merchants, trade commodities, and general

economic history. Her encouragement and interest in my work have endured

despite being subjected to reading drafts on all manner of tedious economic

topics ranging from lithic technology, craft production, and market develop-

ment to the present volume. A shout also goes out to all of my archaeological

colleagues in Mesoamerica with whom I have conducted research and

exchanged ideas over the years, including Ann Cyphers, Jorge Angulo, Raul

Arana, Frances Berdan, David Carballo, Susan Evans, Norberto Gonzalez,

David Grove, George Hasemann, Gloria Lara, William Sanders, and David

Webster. Economic anthropology provides the theoretical foundation of this

volume, and I thank Timothy Earle, Thomas Hakannson, Paul Durrenberger,

Donald Kurtz, and Della McMillan for our many stimulating discussions about

the economic organization of ethnographic societies. Finally, I want to thank

Mark Munn and Gonzalo Rubio for their comments on Classical

Mediterranean society, and my son Colin Hirth for many insightful and

invigorating discussions on medieval Icelandic and European society and

economy. I thank them for their contributions and recognize any errors in

describing the ancient economy are my own creation.
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