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Abstract: The cemeteries of the southern Egyptian 
Nile Valley have for a long time taken up a major 
role in the reconstruction of the emergence of 
social complexity during the 5th and 4th millennia 
and of the early territorial state of Pharaonic 
Egypt. Whilst this data is very substantial and 
highly important, it has overshadowed other 
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cant and that actually challenges certain interpre-
tations deriving only from mortuary data. This 
paper aims at considering archaeological evi-
dence primarily derived from a number of settle-
ments and from material culture of the Neolithic, 
Chalcolithic and until the Early Dynastic Periods 
to better balance and contextualise the mortuary 
evidence of these periods. It will discuss and inter-
pret these on the background of current scholar-
ship on material culture, interregional exchange 
and social complexity and will especially seek to 
answer questions concerning the socio-economic 
context of institutionalised leadership and its 
potential links to early kingship. The paper will 
also address the high degree of variability in 
archaeological data and thereby contribute to a 
growing scholarly consensus that Egypt’s path to 
civilisation and statehood followed a number of 
different, often unrelated, trajectories within a 
regionally variable cultural system in the Egyp-
tian Nile Valley.

Keywords: Predynastic Egypt, social complexi-
ty, settlements, material culture, institutionalised 
leadership, kingship, state formation 

Introduction1

Recent advances in research on the absolute chro-
nology of early Egypt2 would suggest that the most 
crucial socio-cultural transformations leading 
from simple prehistoric small communities or vil-
�'��
�
�������
�

�	�
���������

�
�	�
(
��� �
)���

territorial state in the Egyptian Nile Valley cover a 
time span of only about 700 years between c. 
3800–3100 BCE (Table 1).3 As much as the relative 
and absolute chronologies of this development are 
still under investigation, the major challenge also 
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causes and processes responsible for this unparal-
leled development of Egyptian civilisation. In the 
traditional Egyptological discourse about the path-
ways to Pharaonic power and kingship, the discus-
sion tended to be guided by a historical narrative 
that involved – in short – the ascension to power 
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Egypt. It has long been acknowledged by scholars4 
that this linear approach is unhelpful, because it 
fails to address the complexity of the factors and 
processes as well as the probably multiple trajecto-
ries that actually stand behind the formation of the 
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* Institute for Egyptology, University of Vienna.
1 This contribution is based on a paper delivered at the Ori-

ental Institute Chicago conference Pathways to Power in 
November 2011 that was supposed to be published in the 
conference proceedings which, unfortunately, never mate-
rialised. I am, however, grateful to the organisers of this 
conference, Gil Stein, Yorke Rowan and Abbas Alizadeh 
for the kind invitation to participate and for encouraging a 
most stimulating discussion. This paper was organised and 
delivered in conjunction with Stan Hendrickx who himself 
focused on the mortuary evidence and art of the period 
and who subsequently published parts of his work else-
where. This paper has been updated to acknowledge some 

important research of the last six years. The author would 
like to thank Christian Knoblauch for helping with English 
language editing and Stan Hendrickx for being such a con-
structive and robust discussion partner during and after 
the conference.

2 DEE et al. 2013.
3 For comparison, see the study summarising, among other 

things, the temporal dimensions in the development from 
settled agricultural village societies to primary state for-
mation by FEINMAN and NICHOLAS 2016.

4 BAINES, in: O’CONNOR and SILVERMAN 1995; KAISER 1956–
1995; KÖHLER 1995–2016; and most recently STEVENSON 
2016. 
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early Pharaonic state. Although having been con-
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object of a large number of scholarly studies,5 the 
contemporary written and iconographic sources of 
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in order to reconstruct the emergence of the 
Pharaonic state alone. On the other hand, great 
progress has been achieved in investigating this 
phase with the help of relevant archaeological evi-
dence, especially when interpreted within the 
framework of modern archaeological theory, 
although the implications are still being discussed 
and no consensus has been achieved thus far. This 
may be for a number of reasons, one being the lack 
of comprehensive archaeological data from prehis-
toric Egypt that allow for a systematic investiga-
tion and that cover more than one aspect of life or 
death, rural or urban, elite or non-elite, ritual or 
domestic, north or south, valley or desert. For 
example, the simple fact that the information from 
the entire Neolithic Period of the 5th millennium 
BCE burns down to only four sites in the north, a 
cluster of poorly published sites in Middle Egypt 
and a small number of isolated short-lived sites in 
Upper Egypt obviously prevents us from drawing 
general conclusions about economic, ritual, social 
or political developments during this period. This 
state of affairs changes only slightly with the 4th 
millennium and the period directly preceding the 
emergence of state society in Egypt, but has nev-
ertheless led to a large number of studies into the 
emergence of political power and complex society 
in early Egypt. In contrast to many other ancient 
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dence for polities and even historical individuals 
who may have held a degree of regional power and 
thereby played a role in the political landscape of 
what could be reconstructed as early states during 
the late 4th millennium BCE, in particular in 
southern Egypt. However, the apparent absence of 
such evidence in the north has frequently led to 
the assumption that there were no such power 
structures in Lower Egypt and that, therefore, the 
processes leading to the emergence of social ine-
quality, kingship or complex society originated in 
the south. Yet, the archaeological visibility of and 
the variability in the evidence of social inequality 
are well illustrated by a number of prehistoric 

societies in the Near East and elsewhere.6 It will, 
therefore, be necessary to approach the topic in 
Egypt with a similarly cautious mindset. 

Investigating social complexity in early Egypt

For a long time, the evaluation of social complexi-
ty in Egypt has (by necessity) been largely reliant 
on the rich mortuary evidence from the many 
cemeteries along the Nile Valley. These have pro-
duced the astonishing number of approx. 15 000 
graves from the Predynastic Period alone,7 which 
certainly provided an opportunity to investigate 
changes in the economic and social differentiation 
of early Egyptian societies. Numerous studies 
have been published over more than 100 years 
since the early days of Flinders Petrie’s work at 
Naqada and Ballas that have largely shaped our 
understanding of the development of complex 
society and the formation of the early territorial 
state in Egypt around c. 3100 BCE.8 However, this 
reliance on mortuary data has also caused a num-
ber of problems which are today recognised as 
hindrances towards a more comprehensive picture 
of early social complexity. Firstly, the vast majori-
ty, i.e. about 90% of graves are located along the 
southern part of the Nile Valley, whereas the north 
of Egypt, that is Lower Egypt and the Nile Delta, 
is represented by only 10% of the data.9 This 
means that any conclusions about social complexi-
ty derived from mortuary data in Upper Egypt can 
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dently tested against mortuary data from the north 
in order to arrive at a more comprehensive picture. 
It also raises the question to what extent those 
comparatively few Lower Egyptian graves ought 
to be considered representative for this region, giv-
en that their existence may well be the result of 
archaeological coincidence, especially when con-
sidering the severe underrepresentation of graves 
in the western Nile Delta. This is particularly 
problematic because geography and territoriality 
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narrative of state formation in Egypt.10 Conversely, 
it so happens that a substantial body of archaeo-
logical data from Lower Egypt largely derives 
from non-mortuary contexts and settlements, 
which again prevents us from comparing sites 

5 See the summary in HENDRICKX 2014.
6 STEIN 2010; PRICE and FEINMAN 2012; SMITH 2012.
7 HENDRICKX and VAN DEN BRINK 2002, 346.

8 E.g. CASTILLOS 1982; 1983; BARD 1994; WILKINSON 1996; 
STEVENSON 2016.

9 HENDRICKX and VAN DEN BRINK 2002.
10 E.g. KAISER 1990; SEEHER 1991; VON DER WAY 1991–1993.
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across Egypt, because there are only few contem-
porary settlements known in the south. This prob-
lem is further exacerbated by the issue of a pecu-
liar geomorphology in the Egyptian Nile Valley; 
most early settlements in the alluvial plain are bur-
ied under thick deposits of sediments and the 
water table restricting access on a broader scale. 
Explicit and representative evidence for social 
complexity deriving from settlements, such as 
through spatial analysis of household wealth or 
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cult to ascertain when sites are few and far 
between and cannot be easily investigated on a 
regional scale.11 This overall imbalance of data 
may be the cause for a number of misinterpreta-
tions about early Egypt; one of them probably 
being that the north was less developed or less 
complex in comparison to Upper Egypt.12 Finally, 
the largest part of archaeological work was con-
ducted during the 19th and early 20th centuries; it 
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On the other hand, although settlement sites are 
still underrepresented and archaeological evidence 
from outside the mortuary sphere is scarce, it is 
present nevertheless and can be investigated from 
a modern perspective. Further, even where data 
are incomplete or missing, the focused study of the 
excavated material culture itself, in spite of all the 
caveats and no matter if derived from cemeteries 
or settlements, can be very useful. For example, 
the evidence pertaining to and the interrelation-
ship between manufacturing technologies, raw 
materials and resources, craft specialisation, 
socio-economic context, distribution and 
exchange, are most valuable sources of informa-
tion. These aspects can be indicative of a society’s 
manifold relationships with things that may bear 
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larger socio-economic framework.13 The archaeo-
logical data available provide at least insights into 
certain aspects of economic and social differentia-
tion and allow us to better balance the heavy 
weight of the mortuary data and of social inequali-
ty as measured by cemetery populations. 

Therefore, the point of departure in this paper 
will be early Egyptian settlements in the Nile Val-

ley, their material culture and the information they 
offer with regards to technology, raw materials, 
trade and exchange, craft specialisation and relat-
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social transformations and complexity in early 
Egypt. A number of sites in northern and Middle 
Egypt (Fig. 1) will be selected to discuss certain 

11 TRISTANT 2004; GHILARDI and TRISTANT 2012.
12 Cf. summary in KÖHLER 2008b.

13 BRUMFIEL and EARLE 1987; COSTIN 1991; TAKAMIYA 2004; 
SMITH 2004; 2012; 2016; LATOUR 2005; TILLEY et al. 2006; 
KÖHLER 2008a; HODDER 2012; 2016; SAMIDA, EGGERT and 
HAHN 2014; HART-SKARZYNSKI 2017.

Fig. 1  Map of Egypt with sites mentioned in the text high-
lighted. Square: settlement; triangle: cemetery; black circle: 

Pre-/Early Dynastic site. Red: mainly Neolithic Period, Blue: 
mainly Chalcolithic Period, Green: mainly Proto- and Early 

Dynastic Period (© E.Ch. Köhler).
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changes and phenomena before the settlement and 
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on the possible development of social complexity 
in early Egypt. 

Neolithic societies14

Although the Egyptian Nile Valley and its adjacent 
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prehistoric, especially Palaeolithic remains going 
back as far as hundreds of thousand years, the evi-
dence for dwellings is very much reduced to the 
latest stages of the Pleistocene and in particular 
the Holocene era. It has frequently been noted that 
the transition from hunter-gatherer subsistence to 
food production in Egypt is ill-understood as far 
as relevant early Neolithic sites are concerned. 
Although a number of places in the southern West-
ern Desert of Egypt, such as Bir Kiseiba, Nabta 
Playa and Dakhla Oasis,15 are being discussed as 
evidence for the herding of cattle accompanied by 
pottery production during the late 7th and 6th mil-
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dence for sedentism or plant cultivation at this ear-
ly stage.16
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phenomena with the earliest Neolithic sites of the 
Nile Valley; they appear to represent independent 
developments even though climatic data and cer-
tain aspects of material culture might suggest a 
direct relationship between the desert and Neolith-
ic sites in the Nile Valley.17
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Neolithic occupation in the Nile Valley proper 
dates comparatively late and exhibits a well-devel-
oped stage of Neolithic subsistence, especially in 
the north of Egypt. It includes the cultivation of 
crops (emmer wheat and barley) and animal 
domestication (sheep/goat, cattle, pig), most likely 

introduced from south-western Asia,18 together 
with the exploitation of aquatic and other wildlife 
resources. This regionally variable, highly adap-
tive subsistence strategy is combined with seden-
tary villages in some areas and more mobile settle-
ment systems in other areas as well as pottery pro-
duction between c. 5300–4400 BCE. While some 
scholars would generally label societies in Egypt 
for as late as the second half of the 5th millennium 
BCE as a ‘primary pastoral community’19 or ‘sea-
sonally mobile agropastoralist groups’,20 this 
interpretation appears to be largely based on evi-
dence in southern Egypt excavated in the early 
20th
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The main archaeological sites that can be asso-
ciated with the early Neolithic are located in north-
ern Egypt upon elevated sand gezirahs in the west-
ern Nile Delta,22 at the edge of the western Delta 
¥

�"�'��523 at sites near the lake in the Fayum 
depression,24 and along a small side valley of the 
Nile near modern Cairo.25 The settlement remains 
are characterised by circular or oval house struc-
tures of light, organic construction materials,26 
hearths and storage pits lined with basketry. 

Especially at Merimde Benisalame, more than 
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the existence of a continuous village in one and 
the same place over centuries.27 Ceramics are pro-
duced in primary household production under very 
basic technological conditions and with little 
standardisation. The lithic assemblages exhibit 
bifacially retouched core tools, which follow a 
degree of standardiszation, complemented by a 
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very little direct evidence for economic or social 
differentiation, although a degree of status differ-
entiation can probably be expected.28 Occasional 

14 This paper focuses on the societies of the Nile Valley and 
directly adjacent regions only. To the writer, the surround-
ing desert areas followed very different spatial, ecological 
and chronological trajectories and probably formed dis-
tinct cultural systems. 

15 KUPER 1992; WENDORF and SCHILD 1998; 2004; HENDRICKX 
and VERMEERSCH 2000; HOPE and BOWEN 2002; KLEES and 
LINSEELE, HOLDAWAY and WENDRICH 2016; HOLDAWAY and 
WENDRICH 2017.

16 SHIRAI 2010; HENDRICKX and HUYGE 2014.
17 KUPER and KRÖPELIN 2006. But see WENGROW et al. 2014. 
18 WETTERSTROM 1993; SHIRAI 2010.
19 WENGROW 2006, 26, 63–64; WENGROW et al., 2014, 104.
20 STEVENSON 2016. 

21 See also the most insightful discussion in HOLDAWAY and 
WENDRICH 2017, 12. SMITH’s (2001) concept of ‘low-level 
food producers’ indeed seems very useful for describing 
those sites where wild species play a major role in the sub-
sistence. 

22 Sais: WILSON, GILBERT and TASSIE 2014.
23 Merimde Benisalame: EIWANGER 1984–1992, ROWLANDS 

2016.
24 Fayum A or Fayumian: CATON-THOMPSON and GARDNER 

1934; HOLDAWAY and WENDRICH 2017.
25 El-Omari: DEBONO and MORTENSEN 1990.
26 The use of large, hand-made mud slabs, which may be 

considered precursors of mudbricks, is attested at Mer-
mide Benisalame, cf. JUNKER
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27 EIWANGER 1984–1992; JUNKER 1933.
28 PRICE and BAR-YOSEF, in: PRICE and FEINMAN 2012. 
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artefacts, suggest that there was a degree of con-
tact with areas outside the Nile Valley.29 Consistent 
elements in the lithic and ceramic assemblages of 
these early Neolithic sites in the north also indi-
cate a connection with the slightly later Neolithic 
in the south, especially with the area of Middle 
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ment and cemetery remains of the late 5th millen-
nium were excavated during the early 20th centu-
ry.30 The subsistence and material culture observed 
here represent a continuation of the early Neolithic 
tradition, although there is also conspicuous evi-
dence for contacts with regions further south and 
with the Eastern and Western Deserts, thus under-
lining the distinctly regional character of this ear-
ly, yet chronologically and technologically more 
advanced material culture.31 The lithic industries 
exhibit bifacial hollow-based arrowheads, sickles 
and axes, as well as an emerging specialised blade 
industry for knives, complemented by growing 
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endscrapers, perforators and the like.32 In addition 
to these observable technological changes in the 
lithic industries, also pottery manufacturing tech-
nology is improving insofar as the potters exhibit 
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wares of very high quality, which complement the 
coarse domestic wares. However, although there is 
also increasing evidence for standardisation in the 
spectrum of ceramic types, the production scale 
appears to be at a primary household or household 
industry level.33 In addition to lithics and ceram-

ics, the inhabitants of this region also begin to 
explore new materials, such as cold-hammered 
native copper for beads and pins as well as ivory 
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spoons, combs and jewellery, where some effort is 
also invested in the creation of decorative arts. A 
study on Badarian burials has concluded that there 
is evidence for social inequality, although neither 
sex/age, knowledge nor status related differentia-
tion ought to be excluded.34 There is also some 
evidence for interregional exchange, e.g. siltstone 
palettes whose raw material was probably import-
ed from further south, Red Sea shells, beads 
carved from turquoise and possibly native copper 
from the Eastern Desert and/or Sinai.35 

Because there is very little recognised and pub-
lished evidence for permanent structural remains 
in the settlements, the state of sedentism of Neo-
lithic societies in the Egyptian Nile Valley has 
been questioned and there is disagreement 
amongst scholars about the nature of human habi-
tation and life-style in the Badari region during 
the Neolithic Period. Opinions range between 
doubting the existence of permanent habitations 
and greater emphasis on mobile pastoralism com-
bined with ‘low level cereal farming’ in this area 
and beyond,36 and a fully sedentary ‘village socie-
ty’ with a subsistence economy based on agricul-
ture and animal husbandry.37 That the latter may 
be more likely38 would be supported by the fact 
that bifacial sickles, with and without sickle gloss, 
were a consistent element recovered at Badarian 
sites, indicating systemic cereal faming,39 and that 
Brunton and Caton-Thompson recorded over 

29 EIWANGER 1984.
30 BRUNTON and CATON-THOMPSON 1928.
31 WENGROW et al. 2014 emphasised the cultural links 

between the Middle Egyptian and Sudanese Neolithic and 
concluded that a culture of Nubian ‘primary pastoral com-
munities’ may have spread from south to north. 

32 HOLMES 1989.
33 FRIEDMAN 1994.
34 ANDERSON 1992.
35 HARTUNG
�¨¨º5
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36 BRUNTON and CATON-THOMPSON 1928, 74; MIDANT-REYNES 

2000, 160; WENGROW 2006, 63; WENGROW et al. 2014, 104; 
STEVENSON 2016. 

37 HASSAN 1988, 154; HENDRICKX and VERMEERSCH 2000, 
40–42; HENDRICKX and HUYGE 2014, 247.

38 This writer has suggested previously (2010a) that the strat-
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dozen Old Kingdom burials, may have been too disturbed 
for CATON-THOMPSON to take more notice of delicate struc-

tural remains such as postholes or wall screens. She did 
record a mud wall of uncertain date together with a num-
ber of posts in Area G-H (BRUNTON and CATON-THOMPSON 
1928, 87–88: Feature 261b). But because the section draw-
ings in her account of the site (pl. LXIV) do not acknowl-
edge pitting and other vertical disturbances, which must 
have existed due to the later burials which penetrate the 
���'��)�'��
�
 �
(�
 �

 �	�
 Ì������' 
 �����5
 �	�!
 "�
�'��!


��	�
�
�
��
�';��
'�
'���'�
'��	'�
�
���'�
"�
)���4
%
��

recent excavations in the area by D. Holmes and R.F. 
Friedman (1994) did not report structural remains other 
than mud circles, either. However, they did note the exist-
ence of emmer wheat and barley remains in the early Neo-
lithic levels, thus providing substance to the notion of reg-
ular cereal farming during the 5th millennium BCE (contra 
WENGROW et al. 2014).    

39 BRUNTON and CATON-THOMPSON 1928, 36–37; HOLMES 1989, 
162–163; HOLMES and FRIEDMAN
�¨¨¹5
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HART-SKAR-
ZYNSKI 2017, 242–244.
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30 individual Badarian, i.e. late Neolithic, settle-
ment remains in the region of Badari.40 Recent 
excavations at a late Neolithic site in Upper Egypt 
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ty of identifying structural remains due to the high 
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nevertheless suggest buildings of wattle-and-daub 
construction, despite its specialised, periodic char-
acter.41 The results of biomechanical and biometric 
analyses on Neolithic (Badari) and Chalcolithic 
(Predynastic Hierakonpolis) human populations 
indicate patterns for the Neolithic inhabitants 
which are relatively consistent with an agrarian 
sedentary life-style in general.42 Conversely, like 
the central Delta, the region of Middle Egypt has 
been known for its extensive areas of natural pas-
ture and thus intensive use of animal herding 
throughout the Pharaonic Period, possibly because 
of the greater width of the alluvial plain making 
natural irrigation less easy to control and thus less 
suitable for agriculture.43 It is also possible that 
some of those sites along the Valley where season-
ality is evident, with the exception of Mahgar 
Dendera 2,44 represent refuge areas for life stock 
during the inundation season. Although the sug-
gestion that the permanent villages may have been 
located near the river45 may appear as an ex nihilo 
argument, the few documented Neolithic settle-
ments in the Nile Valley only underline the prob-
lem of archaeological preservation and documen-
tation of sites in the alluvial plain. Any settlement 
remains present would today be covered by thick 
sediment deposits, making archaeological discov-
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would have not only contributed to the deposition 
of alluvial silts, but also to the potential shifting, 
erosion and displacement of riverine settlements.46 
Further, the nature of preserved settlement 

remains only gradually becomes more solid with 
the progress of time and many early Chalcolithic 
habitation sites in the early-mid 4th millennium in 
low desert locations barely differ from the Neo-
lithic.47 It is probably only with the more continu-
ous use of mudbrick architecture from the late 
Chalcolithic onwards,48
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cantly later than in western Asia, that settlement 
debris could start to accumulate in one place over 
time, thus forming raised settlement tells like in 
the Near East. 

For the 5th millennium BCE, most of the evi-
dence points to agrarian, more or less sedentary, 
Neolithic transegalitarian societies with signs of 
incipient social and economic complexity, but little 
evidence for status, ranking or institutionalised 
leadership. 

Chalcolithic societies

A similar case has recently also been made for the 
site of Maadi in northern Egypt, dating approx. 
3700–3500 BCE,49 which used to be labelled as the 
type site for Lower Egyptian Predynastic material 
culture. Maadi was excavated before and just after 
World War II by O. Menghin, M. Amer and I. Riz-
kana, but the material had never been comprehen-
sively published until the 1980s. The time lag 
between excavation and full publication has 
caused variable assessments and incorrect chrono-
logical assignments.50 Nevertheless, M. Hoffman 
made a very sensible observation already in 1979: 
“On the surface it displays many of the typical 
characteristics of a Lower Egyptian Predynastic 
farming village, but the evidence unearthed...
reveals an emphasis on trade, metallurgy and for-
eign contacts unknown in other northern sites like 
el-Omari.” 51 However, following the comprehen-

40 HOLMES and FRIEDMAN 1994; HENDRICKX and VAN DEN BRINK 
2002, 374–376.

41 HENDRICKX et al. 2001.
42 STOCK et al. 2011.
43 EYRE 2010, 293. Interestingly, although this does not have 

to be related, the greatest concentration of the modern cat-
tle population (26.2%) is also in Middle Egypt, cf. El-NAH-
RAWY 2011, 8.

44 VAN NEER, in: HENDRICKX et al.
����5
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45 HENDRICKX et al. 2001.
46 HOLDAWAY and WENDRICH 2017, 238.
47 This point has been emphasised by WENGROW 2006, 83, but 

it should be noted that there is indeed abundant evidence 
for ‘vertical tell-urbanisation’ throughout the Egyptian 
Nile Valley and Delta from at least the 4th millennium BCE 
onwards.

48 ��%�����	��?:>*�
49 HARTUNG 2014.
50 See, for example, the chronological tables in HOFFMAN 

1979, tab. II and TRIGGER
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Egyptian sites are dated consistently younger in relation to 
Upper Egypt than what is consensus today. This incorrect 
relative chronological placement of Lower Egyptian sites 
and the comparison of sites of distinct levels of socio-eco-
nomic development have probably contributed to the per-
sistent view that the north was less developed than the 
south. 

51 HOFFMAN 1979, 200.
52 RIZKANA and SEEHER 1987–1989.
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sive modern analysis and publication of all the 
material excavated,52 J. Seeher concluded that 
Maadians “…adhered to the Neolithic way of life, 
while social transformations occurred in Upper 
Egypt” and that Maadi’s contribution to the emer-
gence of social complexity was a rather passive 
one.53 This more recent conclusion has been gener-
ally endorsed by numerous scholars because the 
mortuary data from Maadi and other Lower Egyp-
tian sites indeed, in stark contrast to many con-
temporary Upper Egyptian sites, exhibit little evi-
dence for socio-economic differentiation.54 Never-
theless, when considering the evidence deriving 
from the settlement itself and the material culture 
found therein, a more nuanced picture is obvious, 
which already caused Hoffman to suggest that the 
“sober merchants” at Maadi “...preferred to invest 
their extra wealth in trade, storage and metallur-
gy”, i.e. production facilities and safe storage of 
surplus, “...rather than in fancy tombs and luxury 
goods” as they did in the south.55  

Maadi is a large, permanent settlement with 
mainly wattle-and-daub and some mudbrick and 
stone architecture covering an area of max. 1.5 km 
by 300 m or approx. 45 hectares, although activi-
ties appear to have shifted spatially over its c. 
200–300 years of occupation.56 The material cul-
ture exhibits coarse domestic ceramic wares, in 
particular the typical ovoid vessels on pedestals 
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The latter are an interesting detail that warrants 
attention. Stone vessels have been found at Maadi 
in relatively large numbers, most of which are 
made from soft limestone, whereas the second 
most common material is basalt.57 The probable 
source for the basalt is the area of the northern 
Fayum depression and the edge of the northern 
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proof that basalt vessels were produced locally, the 
relatively short distance between the source and 
Maadi as well as the close parallels in the local 
pottery repertoire make it at least very likely that 

their place of production was nearby. Considering 
the skill, labour and energy involved in their man-
ufacture, the degree of morphological standardisa-
tion and their wide distribution pattern with such 
vessels featuring as frequent Upper Egyptian 
grave goods, it seems reasonable to suggest that 
these basalt vessels were manufactured in special-
ised workshops in or near Maadi.58 

It has also been observed that the excavations 
in the settlement at Maadi produced an unusual 
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hooks and ingots, as well as lumps of copper ore. 
Although the raw material and technology may 
have been imported from the southern Levant,59 
and although there is no archaeological evidence 
for metallurgical workshops on-site as yet, the 
extant evidence does suggest that Maadians were 
well acquainted with metallurgical technology and 
the casting of copper objects. This is further sup-
ported by the observation that there are only very 
few stone axes, but instead mainly copper axes in 
the tool assemblage.60 This evidence for special-
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knife, which seem to be imported from the south, 
where such knives are produced in highly special-
ised workshops almost exclusively for the con-
sumption by the elites. It has been suggested that 
these knives carry a degree of symbolism that 
relates to ritual use, status or other elite concepts.63       

Finally, Maadi exhibits rich evidence for inter-
regional exchange and trade with the southern 
Levant, indicated by imported copper ingots, cop-
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as architecture that has close parallels at southern 
and central Levantine sites of the late Chalcolithic 
and Early Bronze I periods.64 One building, a 

53 SEEHER 1991, 317; 1992. This interpretation seems to be 
shared by the most recent excavator; cf. HARTUNG 2013; 
2014, 108.

54 MIDANT REYNES 2000, 59; HENDRICKX and VAN DEN BRINK 
2002, 347.

55 HOFFMAN 1979, 209.
56 HARTUNG 2003.
57 RIZKANA and SEEHER
�¨ºº5
)�4
��4
58 SEEHER 1990, 141; MALLORY-GREENOUGH 2002.
59 HARTUNG 2014.

60 SEEHER 1990, 148; 1991, 315. The more recent discovery of 
one stone axe at Maadi has, therefore, been pointed out as 
important, cf. HIKADE 2003a, 184. 

61 GOLDEN 2002.
62 RIZKANA and SEEHER 1988, pl. 69; HIKADE
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63 HIKADE 2003b. HART-SKARZYNSKI
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notes that probably only rhomboidal knives qualify as 
prestige status products.  

64 RIZKANA and SEEHER 1987–1989; HARTUNG et al. 2003; 
HARTUNG 2014.
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semi-subterranean single-room structure with 
mortared stonewalls of up to 0.80 m thickness and 
covering an area of c. 55 m2, has been interpreted 
as a facility for central storage.65 The consistent 
presence of non-Egyptian house structures 
throughout the settlement’s spatial and temporal 
development would suggest that non-Egyptians, 
i.e. possibly Levantine merchants, may have actu-
ally lived at Maadi and helped to organise the 
trade with the Levant.

Trade and exchange seems to be an activity that 
Maadians had engaged in frequently, not only with 
the Levant but also with southern Egypt. This is 
probably explained by its favourable geographic 
location at the meeting points of the Upper Egyp-
tian Nile Valley, the Nile Delta and adjacent land 
routes. When also considering the size of the settle-
ment, the evidence of craft specialisation, central-
ised storage, the consumption of elite products and 
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seems appropriate to consider the level of economic 
and social organisation at Maadi in view of the 
emergence of political power and social complexity. 

The economy had certainly moved beyond the 
level of organisation previously seen at the Neo-
lithic sites of the 5th millennium. Although the 
graves associated with this community would not 
support a conclusion that the society was vertically 
or horizontally differentiated, the evidence from 
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ascertain a degree of social differentiation and 
ranking and that social transformations have 
indeed occurred since the Neolithic Period. Maadi 
can, therefore, be compared to other Chalcolithic 
societies, where metallurgy is not only a consistent 
element of the tool manufacturing technologies, 
but also where other specialised industries as well 
as interregional exchange support a more complex 
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nition of Neolithic village society would allow for. 
In this regard, Maadi is equal to the level of social 
and economic development of contemporary sites 
in the south, even if the mortuary data cannot cor-
roborate this.66 

Chronologically a successor to Maadi in the 
north is Tell el-Farkha in the eastern Nile Delta, 

where a team of Polish archaeologists has been 
working for a considerable period of time and 
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further support the conclusions derived from 
Maadi. Tell el-Farkha is a large multi-zone settle-
ment with associated cemeteries.67 The settlement 
itself develops continuously from rectilinear wat-
tle-and-daub architecture to solid mudbrick archi-
tecture from c. 3600 BCE onwards. Different 
zones of Predynastic activities can be distin-
guished, such as a group of buildings interpreted 
as the residence of a high-status person and large 
breweries whose production output clearly caters 
for a substantial part of the community. There is 
also evidence for a local sanctuary where (royal?) 
ancestors or a male anthropomorphic deity may 
have been worshipped during the late 4th millenni-
um BCE. This is particularly indicated by two 
statuettes of gold-sheet with lapis lazuli-inlaid 
eyes of late Chalcolithic style, found in a second-
ary context, but presumably once a ritual focus in 
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gious activities continued over a considerable peri-
od of time, as large numbers of unusual, ritually 
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Period would suggest. The other artefacts coming 
out of the early levels at this site, such as prestig-
ious and valuable imported goods (e.g. gold beads, 
objects of semiprecious stones and copper, Levan-
tine pottery), objects of administrative function 
(such as cylinder seals with early hieroglyphic 
inscriptions) and early signs of leadership or royal-
ty (e.g. serekhs = royal Horus names), exhibit an 
unusual wealth and high level of societal develop-
ment. They indicate that Tell el-Farkha’s society 
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plex networks of interregional trade and exchange, 
but that this polity later probably also played a key 
role. Importantly, after decades of intensive 
archaeological research in the eastern Nile Delta, 
there is scope for regional analysis in this particu-
lar area and this clearly illustrates that Tell el-
Farkha stands out from most of the other contem-
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cance. The only other comparably important site 
in the vicinity is Tell Ibrahim Awad, about 25 km 

65 HARTUNG et al. 2003; HARTUNG 2006.
66 It is interesting to note that comparable evidence for craft 

specialisation at Hierakonpolis (i.e. large-scale breweries, 
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production) is interpreted as an indication for a ‘multi-
tiered, complex society’, cf. HENDRICKX 2014, 263. If this 

logic were to be followed, society at Maadi would have to 
be considered a complex society as well. 

67 For summaries, cf. ��%�����	� 2004; 2011; ���%�
��
 
2004; 2011; ��%�����	� and ���%�
��
 2007; ��%�����	� 
et al., 2012.
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to the east, which also houses a major early sanc-
tuary.68 Considering the socio-economic and polit-
ical landscape of the Nile Valley and Delta at the 
time, it would be reasonable to conclude that Tell 
el-Farkha eventually developed into a primary 
centre of one of the early regional ‘proto-states’ 
that was emerging during the Proto-Dynastic Peri-
od some 200 years before the beginning of the 1st 
Dynasty and the formation of the territorial state 
of Egypt (see below).69

Proto- and Early Dynastic societies

Tell el-Farkha and other contemporary settlement 
sites in the eastern Nile Delta70 allow for drawing 
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and early urbanism in Egypt and document that an 
area of high population density existed here, but 
there is little evidence for comparison on an inter-
regional scale and based on the settlements alone.71 
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tems and settlement hierarchies. Based on the 
quantity of excavated graves from this period, the 
region at the apex of the Nile Delta exhibits the 
greatest population density in all of Egypt, fol-
lowed by the Abydos – Thinis region, and there is 
every indication that an urban centre was located 
here, probably already during the Proto-Dynastic 
period.72 Historical sources suggest that the capital 
city of the Pharaonic state eventually came to be 
located here, but there are currently no archaeo-
logical remains of the early city itself.73 The 
archaeological evidence from the large Early 
Dynastic cemeteries in the direct vicinity of the 
later city of Memphis, or Inebu-Hedju as it would 
have been called then, especially at Helwan and 
Saqqara, document that this region eventually 
assumed the role of the primary centre within the 
settlement hierarchy of the early territorial state. 
In the course of this development, the urban settle-
ments in the Nile Delta and southern Valley would 

have adopted a secondary and tertiary role within 
the gradually evolving economic and administra-
tive state system.74 In lieu of the required settle-
ment data, the focused investigation of material 
culture from the cemeteries surrounding the early 
primary centre provide valuable data about the 
level of this region’s socio-economical complexity. 
Especially the various raw materials from a wide 
spectrum of geographic origins (e.g. copper from 
the Eastern Desert, Sinai and southern Levant, 
cedar wood and ceramic containers with contents 
from the central and northern Levant, large quan-
tities of pottery from southern Egypt, hard stones 
from the Eastern Desert and Lower Nubia) allow 
for wide-ranging conclusions about the high con-
centration of material resources and industries. 
The fact that also members of the middle and low-
er classes had access to imported commodities is 
indicative of the extent to which long-distance 
trade was an integral element in early Egyptian 
economy.75 The complex technologies and the high 
level of craft specialisation as mirrored in the 
great variety and large quantity of artefacts recov-
ered in the burials of this time further support the 
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this area and the high degree of urban and social 
complexity in the context of the early state and 
political economy.76 

Conclusion: pathways to power in Early Egypt

The narrative of state formation in Egypt has 
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which is understandable considering the continu-
ous growth of archaeological data over the past 
half century. Many scholars tended to largely rely 
on mortuary data and concluded that Pharaonic 
rule originated in the south and that also the devel-
opment of social and economic complexity in the 
south occurred consistently earlier and was superi-
or to that of the north. On the basis of this inter-

68 BUSSMANN 2010; 2011; VAN HAARLEM 2014.
69 CAMPAGNO 2002; KÖHLER 2004; 2010b; 2011; 2012.
70 HENDRICKX and VAN DEN BRINK 2002, 370–371; JUCHA 2016.
71 Because of the greater depth of alluvial sediments in the 

western Nile Delta, the important site of Tell el-Fara’in - 
Buto is still relatively isolated in archaeological terms and 
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ertheless, documents the existence of an important urban 
centre during the Proto- and Early Dynastic Period, cf. 
most recently HARTUNG et al. 2016. 

72 Cf. MORTENSEN 1991; JEFFREYS and TAVARES 1994; KÖHLER 
2004; 2008c.

73 The early settlement remains found near Abusir and 
Saqqara (cf. JEFFREYS 2008) are possibly not part of the 
urban core of the city, which itself was probably located at 
the centre of the alluvial plain to the east of the ancient riv-
er course.  

74 TRIGGER 2003, 161; KÖHLER 2008c. On the basic principles 
of early Egyptian administration, cf. ENGEL 2013.

75 KÖHLER and OWNBY 2011; HARTUNG et al. 2015.
76 SMITH 2004; 2011; 2012; STOREY 2006; KÖHLER forthcom-

ing.
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pretation as well as later Pharaonic ideology, they 
also suggested that it was a southern culture (i.e. 
‘Naqada Culture’77) or polity that expanded north 
during the 4th millennium BCE and thereby insti-
gated a process of cultural integration of the coun-
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of Egypt’, or the formation of the territorial state 
of Egypt around 3100 BCE. That this reconstruc-
tion is far too simplistic has been recognised for 
some time now,78 at least by some and at least in 
regard to some of the details, but the corner points 
of this account are still accepted by many, and to 
this day they set the agenda for ongoing research.79 

What most of us do agree upon today, however, 
is that the prevalence of mortuary data may have 
not only caused an imbalance and bias towards the 
south, but also that mortuary data in general are 
always a problematic source of evidence when 
investigating a society’s economic and social 
development and that other data must be consulted 
as well. As the above has aimed to demonstrate, 
evidence to assess social complexity outside the 
mortuary sphere is indeed present in the form of 
settlement sites of the 5th and 4th millennium BCE 
and in a rich material culture which together pro-
vide valuable evidence for developing technolo-
gies, craft specialisation, interregional trade and 
exchange, as well as for centralisation and settle-
ment systems. This evidence complements and – 
in part – corrects conclusions derived from mortu-
ary data and allows for the observation of an inde-
pendent development of social and economic com-
plexity in the north that clearly is not the result of 
an apparent ethnic, cultural or military expansion 
from the south. 

In combination of domestic and mortuary data 
that are interpreted on the background of their 
contemporary social and ideological context, i.e. 
without the assistance of later Pharaonic ideolo-
gies, it is today possible to reconstruct a more 
adjusted picture of the various pathways to power 
and of the emergence of early Egyptian civilisa-
tion than was possible even only 20–30 years ago. 

It appears, though, that especially research on 
early Egypt has long been rather bogged down by 

now outdated scholarly concepts, which can prob-
ably be explained with the history of archaeologi-
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civilisation has been granted in world history. In 
the pioneering days of archaeological research on 
Predynastic Egypt, the underlying research objec-
tive was a taxonomy of cultures when new sites 
(���
����
�����
'��
��(
��������
(���
��)���
'�

a rapid speed. At this time, cultures represented 
distinct groups of persons, or peoples, who shared 
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and beliefs.80 In this view, cultures were consid-
ered actors, as active participants in historical 
developments. And particularly in regards to early 
Egypt, cultural change was primarily explained by 
migration.81 In this tradition of culture history, the 
Neolithic sites in the region of Badari were seen as 
representing a ‘culture’ or ‘civilisation’. Its origin 
and ending were considered in relation to the so-
called Tasian, Naqada and other cultures whose 
cultural sets somewhat differed from the Badarian 
and, therefore, represented different peoples.82 The 
construction of the history of Neolithic and Predy-
nastic cultures accordingly set the archaeological 
parameters for the then recounted historical narra-
tive as outlined at the beginning of this paper.

Modern research on archaeological cultures 
does not follow this explicatory model of ethnic 
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ture history anymore. Decades of interdisciplinary 
research involving not only the natural sciences, 
but also social and cultural anthropology as well 
as comparative archaeological theory, have result-
ed in an increased awareness of the complexities 
of cultural change and cultural process. Today, 
migration is often regarded as one of the least like-
ly causes for change. This is not to say that people 
did not move around – quite the opposite; many 
prehistoric societies were probably very mobile, 
but their movements, scale, origin and destination 
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even in the age of modern genetic analysis. Con-
versely, when cultural change is observed, other 
factors, including independent processes, techno-
logical as well as knowledge transfer via trade and 

77 But see KÖHLER 2014 and 2016 for the author’s most recent 
thoughts on the ‘Naqada Culture’. This writer’s earlier 
suggestions (1995) that the distinction of two separate cul-
tures, Buto/Maadi vs. Naqada Culture, was unfounded and 
that there may be at least three distinct regions, or facies, 
of Predynastic material culture, have been sustained and 
further developed; contra HENDRICKX 2014, 262.

78 E.g. KÖHLER 1995–2016; BUCHEZ and MIDANT-REYNES 2007; 
MACZYNSKA 2011; STEVENSON 2016.

79 BUCHEZ and MIDANT-REYNES 2011; CIALOWICZ 2004–2016; 
HENDRICKX 2014; STEVENSON 2009; 2016.

80 E.g. CHILDE 1929, p. V–VI.
81 See discussion in KÖHLER 2016.
82 KAISER 1985.
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exchange, also need to be taken into considera-
tion.83

This shift in archaeological paradigms has 
slowly also made entry in the research on Predy-
nastic Egypt and now challenges a number of 
widely held interpretations. Among these are the 
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cal cultures as well as the development of Egyp-
tian civilisation itself. Instead of contributing to 
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in the Nile Valley, which may have migrated in 
and out of the valley, preceded or succeeded each 
other, it may perhaps be more appropriate to con-
sider early Egyptian civilisation as a highly com-
plex cultural system where each region has its own 
geographical, spatial, ecological, societal context 
and temporal development.      

The various Neolithic sites along the Nile Val-
ley have a lot in common with regard to their 
material culture and subsistence, i.e. the subsys-
tems that make up the matrix of this cultural sys-
tem. Especially the northern sites, which are also 
chronologically closer to each other, share aspects 
in the manufacture and styles of domestic pottery, 
the fact that they engage in food production com-
plemented by varying degrees of wild food sourc-
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employ light organic materials for house construc-
tion and store grain in basket-lined pits as well as 
an array of comparable lithic implements.84 But 
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them, as for example the degree to which they live 
a sedentary life style, precisely what kinds of natu-
ral resources they exploit and which other regions 
they are in contact with. These differences are 
largely explained by the geographic location and 
variability of ecological systems along the Nile 
and adjacent areas. These obvious differences 
emphasise the strong regional character of the ear-
ly Neolithic cultural system and indicate a loosely 
tied matrix. It is possible that this matrix only 
became tighter as time progressed, as population 
density increased, and exchange between the 
regions became more intensive during the late 5th 
and 4th millennium BCE. 

But, although there is an increasing degree of 
consistency in several subsystems of the wider 

cultural system from one phase to the next and 
between different regions, it is important to note 
that it is clearly not appropriate to describe a histo-
ry of culture from the Neolithic to the Chalcolithic 
periods for all of Egypt; or for north-eastern Afri-
ca, for that matter. This is because each site and 
each region essentially follows its own develop-
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and environment.85 While cultural change can 
sometimes be observed in different regions at 
roughly the same time, because this may have 
been catalysed by interregional contact and trans-
fer, especially during the late Chalcolithic period, 
it is only with the emergence of the territorial state 
that a more geographically integrated historical 
narrative is possible. 

Nevertheless, and although our conclusions 
may seem leaning towards a ‘neo-evolutionary’ 
approach when looking at the development of 
Egyptian civilisation across the Nile Valley, the 
current data generally support observing a change 
from transegalitarian small communities during 
the 5th to larger, more socio-economically complex 
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the end of the 4th millennium BCE. From a socio-
economic point of view, this millennium was 
probably the most crucial to the development of 
Egyptian civilisation across the different regions, 
because the end of it saw the emergence of inde-
pendent complex chiefdoms or kingdoms in differ-
ent places. This detail, however, is most obscure, 
because there is still not enough data from all the 
regions of Egypt to investigate how and why this 
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are available, such as Hierakonpolis, Abydos or 
Tell el-Farkha, only represent a minority of com-
munities and ought not be taken as exemplars for 
all the other regions for reasons outlined above.  

It is possible that kingdoms may have been pre-
ceded by chiefdoms at least in some areas of Egypt 
and that power structures developed within a 
socio-political milieu dominated by one powerful 
individual who controlled resources and a territory 
of limited size and complexity.86 The concept of 
the chiefdom in general has undergone review 
over the last few decades,87 and has been rejected 
especially as a label for those societies where there 

83 BURMEISTER 2016.
84 MORTENSEN 1992; HOLDAWAY and WENDRICH 2017.
85 Cf. HOLMES 1989, 328; FRIEDMAN 1994, 862; KÖHLER 2014; 

2016; and most recently HOLDAWAY and WENDRICH 2017.

86 CARNEIRO 1981; EARLE 1987; 1991; 1997; STEIN and ROTH-
MAN 1994; FLANNERY 1999; BELIAEV et al. 2001; PRICE and 
FEINMAN 2012; SMITH 2012.

87 YOFFEE 2005; PAUKETAT 2007. 
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is little evidence for powerful leaders, but whose 
social structure and economic development would 
otherwise suggest a certain level of social com-
plexity. This clearly applies to society at Maadi 
during the early Chalcolithic Period and it may be 
possible to consider this society in the sense of 
corporate organisation, rather than exclusionary 
network power arrangements, which can both be 
found in chiefdoms.88 The latter might well apply 
to contemporaneous societies in Upper Egypt, 
where powerful individuals in a ranked or incipi-
ent complex society held political and economic 
control over a region of limited size, i.e. a number 
of villages, and whose polity lacks the hallmarks 
of a state society, i.e. at least three-tiered social 
and settlement hierarchy as well as centralisation 
and urbanism. Some regions eventually developed 
into state societies at the end of the 4th millennium, 
but a number of important questions remain, one 
�����
(	���
'��
(	��
�	�
)���
��������
�
�
;���-
doms (or early states) materialises, and the other 
what form of society and environment their power 
and institutions had originally emerged from. The 
distinction between these two forms of institution-
alised leadership, i.e. chiefdom and kingdom, is 
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plete. The early mortuary evidence currently 
available cannot be contextualised on the back-
ground of overall population or polity size, settle-
ment hierarchy and of the level of social complexi-
ty of that society as a whole. Especially when 
there is iconographic evidence that would suggest 
a degree of continuity over long periods of time, 
e.g. with an imagery that focuses on the powerful 
leader who subjugates his enemies that stretches 
from the early 4th millennium BCE and across the 
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a line between ‘chief’ and ‘king’.89 This strong ele-
ment of iconographic continuity alone90 obviously 
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those who used it in prehistoric times were also 
kings and that, by implication, society was as 
complex as in Pharaonic times. What it does show, 
however, is that the institution of the leader, be it 

religious, political and/or economic, has its roots 
in earlier forms of society and that its Pharaonic 
version rests on very long traditions. Even if some 
evidence is of high quality as in the case of the 
early elite cemetery HK6 at Hierakonpolis,91 
which is roughly contemporary with Maadi and 
the earliest levels at Tell el-Farkha, and whose 
occupants have been interpreted as early kings,92 it 
is important not to lose sight of the ‘bigger pic-
ture’. In isolation, this evidence is very impressive 
and suggestive of certain individuals’ obvious 
high status and their desire to express their power 
in ostentatious burials. But it is not necessarily 
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especially if other areas of evidence, such as the 
level of craft specialisation, interregional exchange 
and a cemetery of commoners (HK43), as well as 
other scattered contemporary tombs, would rather 
point to a ranked or chiefdom society, particularly 
during the early Chalcolithic period.93 The com-
parison between the varying interpretations of 
sites like Maadi and Hierakonpolis may be consid-
ered indicative of the different standards and val-
ues applied to settlement and funerary data.

The distinction between ‘chief’ and ‘king’, 
between chiefdom and kingdom or complex state 
society, clearly is a rather important and challeng-
ing question in current research on early Egypt 
and must be approached with a solid set of data 
and theoretical grounding. Considering the hetero-
geneity of the evidence deriving from the many 
different sites along the Nile Valley, it is important 
to emphasise that there also may have been many 
different pathways to power in the Nile Valley and 
that the process of state formation clearly was not 
a linear one. It also seems as if the emergence of 
political power, independent from social and eco-
nomic processes, is more visible in the south due 
to the greater emphasis on powerful individuals 
and their kin in the iconography and mortuary 
sphere, who employ the display of wealth in a lav-
ish burial as an avenue to express power and sta-
tus. It is also reasonable to consider that funerary 
and other feasts, possibly explaining the invest-

88 FEINMAN, in: SMITH 2012.
89 KÖHLER 2002.
90 It is also necessary to consider the ever-changing socio-

ideological context of this concept and the resulting 
change in identity of the enemy. It was only with the 
advent of the early territorial state, during secondary state 
formation, that the iconography of the enemy became 
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tion of ethnic identity by the early Egyptian rulers. The 
ceremonial palette of Narmer is a perfect example of this 
concept, cf. KÖHLER 2002.     

91 FRIEDMAN 2008; FRIEDMAN et al. 2011.
92 FRIEDMAN 2008; HENDRICKX 2014, 265.
93 In this context, ‘YOFFEE’s Rule’ (2005, 41) comes to mind: 

“if you can argue whether a society is a state or isn’t, then 
it isn’t”. See also PEREGRINE, in: SMITH 2012, 165.
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ment in large breweries as evident at Tell el-
Farkha and Hierakonpolis, played a central role in 
solidifying the chiefs’ power.94 And it is also possi-
ble that it was just this element of self-aggrandise-
ment of Upper Egyptian rulers that may have 
caused their temporary impoverishment or 
decline, as has been observed for example at Hier-
akonpolis, Abydos and Naqada where the elite 
cemeteries exhibit phases of reduction and even 
abandonment. This has been explained in different 
ways,95 but it is also possible to hypothesise that 
this phenomenon simply might be the result of the 
aggrandising chiefs’ overextending of resources 
invested in feasting and expensive burials, rather 
than a struggle over power in southern peer-polity 
competition, especially given that there is little 
evidence of relevant physical violence.96 

There were most probably high-status persons 
and political leaders in Lower Egypt as well who 
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their polities and beyond, who engaged in rituals 
in their local sanctuaries, but who – on the basis of 
the current evidence – chose not to express their 
status through the conspicuous display of mortu-
ary goods as much as their southern counterparts. 
It is very possible that early rulers in the north 
employed different media to express their status 
which have not yet been recognised. It is also pos-
sible that power was shared among several indi-
viduals or clans in the north and that ‘personal 
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been noted previously,98 political organisation and 
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across a geographically diverse cultural system, 
such as the Ubaid horizon in Mesopotamia, and a 
similar view can be taken to understand the situa-
tion in Egypt. It would be useful to investigate 
Chalcolithic Egypt along the lines of a multidi-
mensional approach, as has been proposed by P. 
Peregrine, that builds upon the Corporate/Network 
Theory99 and adds the Profane/Sacred as well as 
Volunteeristic/Terroristic trajectories to the analy-
sis of archaeological evidence.100  

Further, there is increasing evidence that we 
should not only seriously consider the varieties of 
pathways to power but also that there were at least 
two distinct processes of state formation.101 One 
being a process of primary state formation in the 
different regions of the Nile Valley, as indicated by 
a number of contemporary Proto-Dynastic polities 
of comparable socio-economic development and 
social complexity, or what has been labelled ‘pro-
to-states’,102 for example at Hierakonpolis, Naqada, 
Abydos, the Memphis-Fayum region, the eastern 
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ble individual rulers. The evidence for these 
derives from unusually large tombs, early writing 
and bureaucracy and in particular numerous early 
royal names (serekhs), which appear around the 
same time in different parts of the Nile Valley and 
Delta.103 Most of these individuals cannot be 
attributed to the line of royal predecessors of the 
1st Dynasty at Abydos who eventually dominated 
the political landscape of early Egypt. The serekhs 
themselves suggest that these rulers engaged in the 
same medium of language and writing by identify-
ing their names with a central building and by 
associating themselves with one or several deities, 
thus suggesting comparable ideas of institutional-
ised sacred rulership. They seem to speak the 
same language and the aspects they have in com-
mon may be the result of peer-polity competition, 
each trying to outdo the other and simultaneously 
imitating the other. One could possibly argue that 
the stronger emphasis of individual leaders in the 
south gradually became incorporated in the 
expression of power also in the north. This could 
be an adaptation of a language of power in 
response to peer-polity interaction or a shift along 
the Corporate/Network continuum. The early 
serekhs also demonstrate how tightly woven the 
matrix of the Nile Valley cultural system already 
was at this time. But they exhibit great variety, 
with or without the falcon on top of the serekh or 
next to it, without serekh, with one or two falcons, 
with name and without name, just to mention a 

94 HAYDEN and VILLENEUVE, in: PRICE and FEINMAN 2012.
95 HENDRICKX 2014; HARTUNG 2016.
96 HAYDEN and VILLENEUVE, in: PRICE and FEINMAN 2012, 105.
97 FEINMAN and NICHOLAS 2016. Especially the comparison of 

the Classic Maya with Teotihuacan polities (p. 285–286) 
demonstrates the differences in expressing power, and in 
reading that power archaeologically.

98 STEIN 2010, 32. STEIN’s analysis of the ‘Ubaid horizon’ in 
Mesopotamia and its aspects of regional diversity offer a 

very useful approach for understanding the Egyptian Nile 
Valley cultural system. 

99 BLANTON et al. 1996; DRENNAN, PETERSON and FOX, in: 
PRICE and FEINMAN 2012, 45–76.

100 PEREGRINE, in: SMITH 2012.
101 KÖHLER 2010b; 2011.
102 KEMP 1989; CAMPAGNO 2002.
103 KAISER 1982; VAN DEN BRINK 1996; JIMENEZ-SERRANO 2003; 

KÖHLER 2004.
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few varieties. Up to now, they have resisted 
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cal sequence, which again speaks for their inde-
pendent development. 

The primary process of state formation clearly 
is the result of independent social, ritual and eco-
nomic transformations in the different regions of 
Egypt that involved different avenues of express-
ing political power and leadership. It is followed 
by a political process, namely by the integration of 
several polities into an ever larger one, culminat-
ing in the formation of a territorial state polity 
along the entire Egyptian Nile Valley around 3100 
BCE. Because quite different processes and 
parameters have now come into play during this 
later course of political integration, internal eco-
nomic, administrative organisation and control, 
and ultimately of the creation of a state ideology 
that completely changed the nature and purpose of 
this new territorial state, this development ought 
to be considered secondary. To this writer, the dis-
tinction between primary and secondary state for-
mation is an important one, because the processes 
involved are of quite different quality and charac-
ter that must have also impacted on the institution 
of the leader. 

The primary process of state formation proba-
bly occurred independently in the different 
regions, undoubtedly as a result of various socio-
economic transformations within a highly com-
plex cultural system. Contrary to that, the second-
ary process can almost be reduced to peer-polity 
interaction as well as economic and administrative 
integration of the territory.104 It was, therefore, a 
largely political process that gave rise to complete-
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Pharaonic rule based on the concept of duality that 
again later became symbolic of the two parts of 
the country, Upper and Lower Egypt.105 Thus, 
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of Egypt’, and the apparent historical develop-
ments as narrated by later Pharaonic mythology 

and state ideology, in essence really describes the 
secondary process of political integration into one 
territory, rather than the far more crucial one, i.e. 
the process of primary state formation and the 
development of complex state society, hierarchical 
centralisation and institutionalised power at a 
regional level that preceded it. 
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tion between primary and secondary are particu-
larly highlighted at times of political fragmenta-
tion during the three so-called Intermediate Peri-
ods of Pharaonic history.106 Although separated by 
hundreds and thousands of years and completely 
different historical circumstances, one could argue 
that when the centralised government lost control 
over the country to the advantage of regional lead-
ers, the situation thereby reversed to a political 
landscape quite comparable to the Proto-Dynastic 
Period.107 However, during these periods of rela-
tively strong regional kingdoms along the Nile 
Valley,108 complex state society probably never 
ceased to exist, meaning that the process of prima-
ry state formation was not reversed.109 Instead, 
what came to be challenged every time when this 
process of political fragmentation occurred were 
only the effects of secondary state formation. 
These had to be renegotiated anew when one of 
the regional polities later took on a dominant role 
and again succeeded in re-unifying the country, as 
during the 11th, 17/18th and 25/26th Dynasties, 
thereby essentially repeating secondary state for-
mation. This conclusion would suggest that the 
state formed by secondary state formation was 
ultimately less stable and enjoyed only limited 
success à la longue durée, despite the efforts and 
achievements of the Egyptian Pharaohs in trying 
to cement the legitimacy of their rule with ever-
changing religious ideologies and political meas-
ures. It also underlines the tight fabric of local and 
regional culture, the endurance of regional com-
plex societies in Egypt and their underlying, deep-
ly rooted socio-cultural foundations, even during 

104 RENFREW and CHERRY 1986; TRIGGER 2003, 101.
105 KAHL 2008; KÖHLER 2010b; 2011; 2012.
106 SEIDLMAYER 2000. L. MORENZ speaks of “Zeit der 

Regionen”, instead of the term Intermediate Period. 
MORENZ 2010.

107 KÖHLER 2012.
108 RYHOLT 1997; SEIDLMAYER 1990, 2000; SCHNEIDER 2003; 

DODSON 2012.

109 It has been suggested that power devolved to a chiefdom 
level and that state society had collapsed, for example dur-
ing the First Intermediate Period; cf. BARTA 2015. This 
notion, however, is not supported by the overall level of 
socio-economic complexity and the existence of local 
kingdoms, which were incorporated in later king lists. See 
also the discussion on the question of the apparent loss of 
the idea of the state (‘Verlust der Staatsidee’) during the 
Third Intermediate Period, as originally proposed by H. 
BRUNNER, in ASSMANN 1996, 313.  
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times of tight central control.110 It is, therefore, also 
important to remember that the institution of 
Pharaonic rule throughout the more than 3000 
years between the beginning of the Dynastic era 
until the Roman Period was never static. It was 
subject to constant changes and adaptations of reli-
gious, ideological and political nature, always 
depending on and in response to the circumstanc-
es of the time.111 

And the same changeability probably applies to 
the institution of the leader in prehistoric and early 
historical times. This specially accounts for the 
emergence of leadership of possibly tribal or clan-
based character, the appearance of powerful chief-
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ship during the primary and secondary processes 
of state formation that each required their own, 
distinct political responses as well as ideological 
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110 E.g. ASSMANN 1996; 2000; 2009; 2010. GUNDLACH (1998, 
18) points out that divine kingship per se was mandatory 
in Pharaonic Egypt and was thus never questioned. But 
each and every individual king had to take measures to 
legitimise his claim to the throne and to exercise his pow-
ers.  

111 O’CONNOR and SILVERMAN 1995; GUNDLACH 1998.

Table 1: Chronological Table of the Egyptian Nile Valley during the pre- and early historical periods 
Absolute chronology 

(in years BCE)
Historical chronology Relative chronology

2700–2100

Early Bronze Age

Old Kingdom (Dynasties 3–8)

2700
3100

Early Dynastic
(Dynasties 1–2)

Naqada IIIC-D

3300 Proto-Dynastic Naqada IIIA-B
3500 Late Chalcolithic Naqada IIC/D – IIIA
3800 Early Chalcolithic Naqada IB/C-IIB

4400 Late Neolithic
Naqada IA/B
Badarian

5300 Early Neolithic
El-Omari
Merimde Benisalame
Fayum A

7000 Epi-Palaeolithic
10 000

300 000
Palaeolithic
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