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The Early Development of Pastoralism
in the Central Zagros Mountains

Kamyar Abdi1

This paper explores the changes in early forms of pastoralism in the West
Central Zagros Mountains from village-based herding in the Neolithic period
to initial stages in the formation of full-fledged nomadic pastoralism by the
Late Chalcolithic period. It has been argued that the initial development of
pastoralism in the Central Zagros Mountains should be viewed as an adap-
tive strategy to a highland environment with limited and dispersed resources
in order to supplement a primarily agricultural village-based economy. With
expansion of the agricultural regime, the distance to be traveled to pastures
by herders became greater, and as a consequence, the organization of labor
involved in herding had to be modified to meet the more complex task of mov-
ing sizable herds over larger areas. The empirical evidence for the assessment
of hypotheses proposed in this paper comes from archaeological fieldwork
in the Islamabad Plain in the Zagros Mountains in western Iran, as well as
previous archaeological and ethnographic research in the region.

KEY WORDS: human ecology; pastoralism; nomadism; Zagros Mountains.

INTRODUCTION

Pastoralism, in its various forms, has played an important and diverse
social and economic role in the Near East since the domestication of the pri-
mary herd animals—sheep and goat—in the Neolithic period. In some times
or places the dominant economic pursuit and in other times and places a less
significant aspect of production system, pastoralism has nonetheless always
been an integral part of Near Eastern society and economy (Adams, 1974;
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Barfield, 1993; Bar-Yosef and Khazanov, 1992; Bernbeck, 1993; Clutton-
Brock, 1989; Clutton-Brock and Grigson, 1984; Cribb, 1991a; Digard, 1981;
R. Dyson-Hudson, 1972; Flannery, 1969; Marx, 1977; Salzman and Sadala,
1980; Spooner, 1973; Tapper, 1979, 1998; Vardiman, 1977). Especially in the
mountainous regions of the Near East, such as the Zagros Mountains, pas-
toralism was the dominant economic pursuit until the introduction of mod-
ern agricultural techniques less than a century ago (Amanollahi-Baharvand,
1975, 1989, 1992; Barth, 1961; Beck, 1990, 2003; Black-Michaud, 1974, 1986;
Bradburd, 1996; Lambton, 1953; Marsden, 1978; Oberling, 1974; Stauffer,
1965), providing pastoralists with an adaptive strategy to make more effi-
cient use of the limited and dispersed resources of the Zagros highlands.

So far, research on the early history of pastoralism in the Near East has
concentrated on two pivotal turning points: (1) the domestication of basic
herd animals in the Epipaleolithic to Early Neolithic periods (ca. 11,000–
9000 B.P.); and (2) the emergence of full-fledged nomadic pastoralism, pre-
sumably sometime between the Middle Chalcolithic period and the Early
Bronze Age (ca. 6500–5500 B.P.).

Archaeological research since the 1950s has furnished us with informa-
tion on the origins of food-producing economies in the Near East, includ-
ing the domestication of herd animals and incipient forms of pastoralism
(cf. Blumler and Byrne, 1991; Braidwood, 1952; Cowan and Watson, 1992;
Flannery, 1969; Hesse, 1982, 1984; Hole, 1989, 1996; Reed, 1961; Zeder, 1999,
2001; Zeder and Hesse, 2000). It is now more or less clear that the emergence
of a food-producing economy consisted of two forms of economic activities:
agriculture and animal husbandry.

Recent research shows that early domestication of plants took place
sometime around 12,000 B.P. in the southern Levant (Bar-Yosef and Belfer-
Cohen, 1989; McCorriston and Hole, 1991) and from there gradually
expanded to the rest of the Near East through the so-called “Levantine cor-
ridor.” Within a few centuries, agricultural communities were established in
the Zagros–Taurus Mountains where, in addition to early agriculture, gather-
ing of wild plant resources and hunting of wild animals continued for several
millennia. Once sedentary villages were established, the faunal evidence
from most sites indicates a rather sudden increase in caprines (sheep and
goat) by 9500 B.P. (Helmer, 1989; Zeder, 1994) indicating domestication of
sheep and goat and the emergence of herding (Legge, 1996). It seems that
herding and farming developed out of greater exploitation of plant resources
that increased in geographic range and density with the end of the Ice Age,
as well as ungulates that were also dependent on these resources. Our un-
derstanding of the timing and tempo of this process is still imperfect, so it is
not entirely clear whether herding developed after farming was established
(as seems to be the case in the Levant) or whether herding developed about
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the same time as farming, as in northern Levant, southeastern Anatolia,
and probably the Zagros (Hole, 1996) or perhaps even independently of
agriculture in some parts of the Near East.

The other transformation in the early history of pastoralism in the Near
East is the emergence of nomadic pastoralism sometime between 6500 and
5500 B.P., presumably in several locations including the Zagros Mountains.
Not surprisingly, the economic and military significance attached to nomadic
pastoralism has led to a great amount of research on the origins of no-
madism and its contribution to the course of Near Eastern history (Castillo,
1981; Cribb, 1991a; Gilbert, 1975, 1983; Henrickson, 1985a; Irons and Dyson-
Hudson, 1972; Khazanov, 1994; Nelson, 1973; Scholz, 1995; Zagarell, 1989).
The origins of nomadic pastoralism is arguably one of major developments
in Near Eastern prehistory. As a completely new socioeconomic formation,
nomadic pastoralism came to play a significant role in shaping the course of
ancient Near Eastern civilization (cf. Adams, 1974; Rowton 1973a,b, 1974),
as well as modern Near Eastern societies (cf. Khoury and Kostiner, 1990).
While there is a consensus among archaeologists that the Zagros Mountains
was one of several regions where nomadic pastoralism first emerged, es-
timates on the date when this took place range from the Neolithic (Hole,
1977; Mortensen, 1972; Zagarell, 1975) to the Late Chalcolithic (Henrickson,
1985a).

There is no argument that domestication of herd animals and the emer-
gence of nomadic pastoralism are two pivotal transformations in the early
history of pastoralism in the Near East. However, archaeological research by
the author in the Central Zagros suggests that several intermediate phases
in the development of pastoralism from village-based herding to nomadic
pastoralism may have been overlooked. So far, most theories on the origins
of nomadic pastoralism (e.g., Gilbert, 1983; Henrickson, 1985a; Hole, 1978;
Lees and Bates, 1974) view the development of nomadic pastoralism out of
incipient village-based herding as a single-stage shift from an agricultural
economy to a pastoralist economy, or attempt to reduce successive interme-
diate steps into a direct transition from sedentism to nomadism that seldom
receive more than a brief analysis.

However, intermediate steps in the development of pastoralism from
village-based herding to nomadic pastoralism need to be defined and archae-
ologically described because the shift from incipient, short-range, village-
based herding to highly mobile, full-fledged nomadic pastoralism should be
viewed as a major social transformation that was realized only through a
number of major steps over several centuries. What needs to be addressed is
how and why increasing dependence on the pastoralist means of production,
and consequently increasing mobility to gain access to pastures, led to a shift
in logistics of living from sedentism to nomadism, and how this provided a
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basis for the formation of a pastoral mode of subsistence based on a new
social organization revolving around a newly established nomadic identity.

What we are concerned with in this paper is the intermediate trajectory
of pastoralism from the establishment of early village-based herding to the
formation of a full-fledged nomadic pastoralism in the western part of the
Central Zagros Mountains. It will be argued that this drastic social change
was accomplished through several steps characterized by distinct forms of
pastoralism distinguished by the size of the herd, distance traveled, and
organization of labor involved in herding activities.

TERMINOLOGY

In its broadest sense, pastoralism may be defined as dependence upon
domestic herd animals held and bred as capital (Chang and Koster, 1986).
Unlike hunter and gatherer systems, in pastoralist systems, herd animals
are accumulated wealth and represent the live resources of individuals and
groups (Ingold, 1980). In this paper, more specific terms are used as
follows:

Pastoralism is a mode of production concerned with the exploitation of do-
mestic animals, in the case of the Near East caprines (sheep and goat).
Pastoralism occurs in a continuum from fully sedentary (village-based
herding) to fully mobile (nomadic) pastoralism (Fig. 1).

Mobile pastoralism is a form of pastoralism that involves movement of the
herd beyond the agricultural zone, usually one to a few day’s walk from
the village.

Transhumant pastoralism is a specialized form of mobile pastoralism that
is still based on settlements but involves seasonal movement of the herd
between pastures with some use of campsites.

Nomadic pastoralism is the extreme form of mobile pastoralism. It is a mode
of subsistence (i.e., a way of living) primarily relying on pastoralism in-
volving high mobility and changing dwellings throughout the year, living
in a succession of campsites along vertical or horizontal routes.

Pastoralism can be described as both a means of production and a mode
of subsistence. “Means of production” is the act of production based on an-
imals; “mode of subsistence” is a configuration of productive strategies and
social relations allowing the exploitation of natural resources and repro-
duction of the social groups involved (Cribb, 1984). Therefore, a society
may practice both pastoral means of production and agricultural means of
production (see “village-based herding” below), or a pastoral mode of sub-
sistence may coexist with an agricultural mode of subsistence, such as the
coexistence of nomadic pastoralists and sedentary agriculturalists in an area,
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Fig. 1. The relationship between mobility and the mode of subsistence (after Cribb,
1991a, Fig. 2.1, with some modifications).

each using land and animals according to different systems, but both inte-
grated into a wider regional economy (Barth, 1956, 1964; Swidler, 1973).

We can therefore place social groups along an agricultural–pastoral con-
tinuum based on various factors such as the degree of dependence on pastoral
production or to the extent their income is provided through pastoralism as
opposed to other modes of subsistence (Cribb, 1991a, p. 18). For example,
village agriculturalists may keep a small herd without necessarily adopting
all the elements of a pastoral mode of subsistence (cf. Dahl and Hjort, 1976).
But, with burgeoning emphasis on pastoral production, along with growing
size and number of the herd, comes increasing mobility (Salzman, 1971),
with its own ecological imperative, as well as specialized forms of herd man-
agement (Huntington, 1972; Redding, 1981; Swidler, 1972), and changes in
social organization (Marx, 1977; Tapper, 1979). The full manifestation of
such a propensity toward pastoralism will ultimately involve a shift in logis-
tics and social networks leading to the mode of subsistence characterized as
“nomadic” (Cribb, 1991a; Spooner, 1971).



P1: IZO

Journal of World Prehistory [jowo] pp1157-jowo-484003 March 12, 2004 18:1 Style file version June 30th, 2002

400 Abdi

TRAJECTORIES TOWARD PASTORALISM

Currently, we know very little about the early phases of pastoralism
in the Near East between the establishment of village life in the tenth
millennium B.P. and around 4500 B.P., when written texts begin to provide
some information on the practice (cf. Edzard, 1981; Szarzynska, 2002). In
the absence of such testimonies before 5000 B.P., we have to base our hy-
potheses on studies of various forms of pastoralism by historians, ethnog-
raphers, and geographers, to be tested against the relevant archaeological
evidence.

There is no generally accepted typology for traditional pastoralism.
Some anthropologists even express doubts that there is an advantage in
having any typology (cf. N. Dyson-Hudson, 1972; R. Dyson-Hudson, 1972).
Such doubts are somewhat supported by the great individual and group vari-
ation in pastoral activities due to specific environmental and social variables.
But a classification of basic forms of pastoralism is imperative in highlighting
the main features in the social organization and economy of a given society.
It has to be stressed, however, that these are “ideal-types” (sensu Weber) to
assist us in isolating the key dimensions of pastoralism and detecting their
archaeological signatures.

For the purpose of this study, the factors we use to define variations
in pastoralism include the degree of mobility, division of labor, and social
organization.

Village-Based Herding

This is perhaps the most basic strategy for pastoralism, still practiced
in many rural parts of the world (Dahl and Hjort, 1976). In fact, village-
based herding is of particular interest to students of the ancient and modern
Near East, as it has usually been taken as the archetype of settlement and
land-use characterizing the Near East from the emergence of early farming
communities in the early Neolithic period to the present.

On the basis of the distance covered by the herd and herders, I have
divided village-based herding into “proximate” and “distant” forms. In prox-
imate village-based herding (Fig. 2), during the warmer months of the year,
the herds graze in pastures and fallow fields adjacent to the permanent set-
tlement and usually return to their pens every evening. During the colder
months of the year, the herds are kept in pens and fed with fodder collected
and stored during the harvest season or procured otherwise. This form of
pastoralism is not the basic foundation of the subsistence economy, but is
supplemental to agricultural production. As a result, the size of the herd
is small and management is usually entrusted to younger members of the
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Fig. 2. Schematic diagram of proximate village-based herding in the Zagros.

household whose presence is not absolutely required for more important
agricultural activities.

The organization of proximate village-based herding in time and space
is closely connected to agricultural needs and dependent on seasonal avail-
ability of fodder for the herd. For example, it is necessary that the herd
be kept away from cultivated areas when the crops are growing to avoid
damage. However, there are insufficient grazing grounds near villages. Fur-
ther, productivity as well as accessibility of different pastures vary during
the year, which leads to the necessity for periodic movement of the herd
through pastures at various elevations to allow the animals access to diverse
fodder resources. Longer travel to access pastures leads to another strategy,
i.e., distant village-based herding.

Distant village-based herding (Fig. 3) describes a strategy for pastoral-
ism in which the distance traveled by the herd to pastures is greater than
1 day’s travel, so the herd remains in pasture for an extended period of time,
usually not exceeding more than a few days, before returning to the village
or camp to be milked, for example. In distant village-based herding, the
majority of the population continues to lead a sedentary life in the village,
occupied for the most part with agriculture. Longer travel is required when a
greater portion of the agricultural zone is brought under cultivation, thereby
increasing the distance that must be traveled to reach pastureland. In forms
of distant village-based herding that involve not too much travel, the herd
may still be trusted to one or two members of the household, usually young
adults, who are capable of caring for themselves and the herd.

One can argue that a new strategy of herding, transhumant pastoral-
ism, has emerged when the herd, or more often part of it, is maintained for
a longer period of time—anywhere from a few days to most of the year—on
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Fig. 3. Schematic diagram of distant village-based herding in the Zagros.

pastures, sometimes quite far from the settlement, tended by herdsmen
specifically assigned to this task.

Transhumant Pastoralism

Transhumant pastoralism is a specialized form of herding that allows
people occupied with agriculture in specific ecological zones, especially in
mountainous regions (Grötzbach, 1982; Grötzbach and Stadl, 1997; Price,
1981), to use other areas as seasonal pastures when they are at their most
productive time (Rinschede, 1988). In this strategy, the herd is kept on moun-
tain pastures during warmer parts of the year and driven back to lower zones
during colder seasons.

Described about a century ago as a regional pastoral practice in southern
France, “transhumance” has come to have many connotations and global
applications in recent decades. Sometimes it is used interchangeably with,
and erroneously for, “nomadic pastoralism,” and sometimes it is used to
describe pastoral practices linked to certain ethnic groups (Husain, 1998;
Jettmar, 1960; Martin and Sanz, 1998; Ponz, 1988; Rinschede, 1979, 1984,
1988; Vidal de la Blache, 1922).

Transhumance involves seasonal migration of the herds between sum-
mer pastures in the highlands and winter pastures in the lowlands. Because
of the difficulties and perils of moving a herd over a long distance along
varied terrain, the shepherds are not adolescents or younger adults from the
households owning the herd in nomadic pastoralism (contra village-based
herding above). Neither are they necessarily closely related to each other to
form a group of relatives managing their common property (contra nomadic
pastoralists below). In contemporary examples of transhumant pastoralism,
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shepherds can even be wage laborers hired by the herd owners (Beck, 1980;
Rinschede, 1979). The use of hired shepherds as wage laborers is a possibility
with monetization and wage systems. In a nonmarket situation, such as the
one we are concerned with in this study, the same effect can be achieved
through kin and pseudo-kin links. In other words, members of an extended
household may be selected for carrying out transhumant activities. As a
rule, hired shepherds are neither related to herd owners, nor do they have
livestock of their own. Herd owners, on the other hand, can be farmers or
nonagrarian entrepreneurs (Rinschede, 1988). In terms of management, the
year-round migration between suitable grazing grounds is independent of
other economic activities of the herd owners. If they are farmers, their farm
management and agricultural activities are not related to their livestock.
However, herd owners sometimes provide shelter and grazing on their fields
after harvest or on meadows. Common-property pastures are usually utilized
in the mountains (Price, 1981), while customary rights or contracts with resi-
dents in the lowlands establish the winter grazing conditions (Jettmar, 1960).

Seminomadic Pastoralism

Seminomadic pastoralism marks the shift from an agriculturally
oriented economy to one based primarily on pastoralism. Seminomadic pas-
toralism is characterized by extensive herding and a periodic change of pas-
tures during the course of the entire or greater part of the year (Johnson,
1969). In this strategy, although pastoralism is the predominant activity, there
is also agriculture in a secondary and supplementary capacity (Vincze, 1980).
The following seem to be the most important and common variants of semi-
nomadic pastoralism: (1) the entire group is occupied with both agriculture
and pastoralism; and (2) within a society, there are groups who devote their
time primarily, or sometimes exclusively to pastoralism, alongside groups
who are primarily occupied with agriculture. In the latter variant, the men
usually move with the herd and the women remain in one place, occupied
with agriculture (Beck, 1998).

From an economic point of view, seminomadic pastoralism and full-
fledged nomadic pastoralism are closely connected and often interdepen-
dent, forming many transitional states that depend on local, historical, and
environmental conditions (Barth, 1956). In some situations, seminomadic
pastoralism can be a relatively stable economic system and therefore func-
tion for a long time in a more or less immutable form (Amanollahi-
Bavarvand, 1992). But, in other situations, seminomadic pastoralism can
be a transitional stage between nomadic pastoralism and a mixed economy
or vice versa.
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Full-Fledged Nomadic Pastoralism

This strategy for pastoralism is characterized by high mobility and an
almost complete absence of agriculture, even in a supplementary capacity.
There are only a few ethnographically attested examples of nomadic pas-
toralism proper, especially in regions with little or no agricultural potential,
including northern Eurasia (Vainshtein, 1980), High Inner Asia (Ekvall,
1968), and the African Sahara (Smith, 1992). However, even in those ar-
eas, nomadic pastoralism occurs with other forms of subsistence, including
agriculture in more productive areas, and seminomadic pastoralism (Dyson-
Hudson and Dyson-Hudson, 1980; Krader, 1959).

In fact, what is usually being described as nomadic pastoralism in the
literature is a seminomadic strategy with greater emphasis on pastoralism
than on agriculture. The nomadic pastoralist economy and labor activities
are predominantly based on animal husbandry. In the Near East today, mixed
herds are composed of sheep and goats for pastoral production (Cribb, 1987;
Huntington, 1972; Redding, 1981, 1984), and cattle, horses, donkeys, and
camel for transport. What is important in nomadic pastoralism is the fact that
the whole group, tied by strong kinship relations (Digard, 1987; Marx, 1977),
covers considerable distances between lowlands and highlands during their
seasonal migration between suitable and accessible pastures (Fig. 4). As a
rule, they distinguish themselves from their neighbors and business partners
as a social group (Horrowitz, 1972). Nomads use pasture for which they
claim rights of access based on customary law (Bates, 1972). When grazing
on private lands, however, the owner of the land is compensated for its use.
In addition, barter trade with farmers provides other goods, especially grain,
which still provides most of the nomad diet. Nomads traditionally engage in a

Fig. 4. Schematic diagram of nomadic pastoralism in the Central Zagros.
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few side activities beyond animal husbandry, such as transportation, trade, or
other services, such as work as guards, guides, or mercenaries. The absence of
permanent settlements and village lands results in a mobile society in which
moveable property, characterized by a portable black tent (Edelberg, 1966–
67; Faegre, 1979; Feilberg, 1944), provides shelter in the grazing grounds.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SIGNATURES OF DIFFERENT
FORMS OF PASTORALISM

The various forms of pastoralism outlined above are primarily based
on ethnographic observations and historical records. Using them as a basis,
one can devise a set of material markers to identify each strategy in the
archaeological record.

Village-based herding is hard to identify positively, because if one has
a village with sheep and goat from a range of age–sex categories but no
evidence of camps, by default one infers village-based herding. But direct
evidence is not easy to find archaeologically.

Since the distance traveled between the village and the pasture is short
and the herd usually returns to the village before nightfall, there is little or
no need to build temporary shelters or campsites at the pasture. In terms of
material culture, what the village-based shepherds usually carry with them
in these short journeys is a modest amount of food (usually wrapped in a
piece of cloth) and a container made from leather or pottery for beverage,
usually water, or occasionally milk or buttermilk. The need for a container
may be eliminated if a source of water is known in the pasture. In the most
optimistic scenario, if the shepherds do in fact take a pottery jar with them,
and the jar does break, our chances of finding a few pieces of surface sherds
after millennia seem low. Of course, there is a minor chance of documenting
such sherds in a careful pedestrian survey, but we are not yet in a position
to differentiate between a herder’s lunch and a farmer’s lunch.

Perhaps the best place to detect village-based herding is in the village
itself. The discovery of pens next to residential quarters can be taken as an
indication of keeping herds. Faunal assemblages showing animals of different
species and ages is also an indication of herding (Bocherens et al., 2001).
Chemical analyses of pottery vessels for residues of dairy products can also
provide us with information on pastoral activities (Craig et al., 2000; Dudd
and Evershed, 1999). Last, but not least, analysis of dung remains from
permanent settlements (Miller, 1996) provides a way to tell where animals
were grazing.

Transhumant pastoralism leaves behind a more detectable archaeologi-
cal signature. One can expect to find transhumant sites between the limits of
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the agricultural zone and the boundary of vegetal growth on highland moun-
tains. The need to reside at the pasture for an extended period of time would
prompt the herders to build some sort of temporary dwelling in a campsite
(Gamble, 1991). This dwelling may show itself in the archaeological record
as stone footing for a tent. Not far from the campsite one can also expect
to find evidence for ancient pens or corrals, depending on the size of the
herd (Cribb, 1991b). Transhumant pastoralists may also use natural features
such as caves and rock-shelters as their temporary dwellings or animal pens
(Straus, 1997).

Transhumant pastoralism leaves a distinct signature in the material cul-
ture. Whether as members of extended households or as wage laborers,
herders travel alone or in small groups depending on the size of the herd,
but they do not form an independent social group. Therefore, one can expect
to see a general pattern in transhumant sites that the material culture does
not show the full range of household activities, but only artifacts that repre-
sent a limited range of activities associated with herding (e.g., stone tools for
sawing wood and cutting fodder, pots for preparation of small amounts of
food and storage of food for a short period of time). Further, if herders were
members of an extended household, one could expect to see a subgroup
of the regional assemblage represented in a transhumant site. In the case
of hired herders, since they may come from different communities, one can
expect to see material culture characteristic of their respective communities
of origin. This may show itself in microstylistic analysis of a regional pot-
tery tradition (if herders come from different villages in the same region),
or examples of different pottery traditions (if herders come from different
regions). In any case, transhumant pastoralists, whether members of an ex-
tended household or hired shepherds, occasionally stop by villages where the
owner of the herd resides to exchange goods and receive payment. There-
fore, one can expect to see examples of the material culture from permanent
settlements finding their way into transhumant sites.

Camps, whether of seminomads or full-fledged nomads, leave the most
characteristic signature in the archaeological record (Cribb, 1991b; Edelberg,
1966–67; Gamble and Boismier, 1991). As Hole (1978, 1979, 1980) has sug-
gested, there are several important factors that should be brought into con-
sideration while searching for nomadic campsites.

1. Nomadic campsites should be located with respect to seasonal pas-
tures and to migration routes without regard to arable lands or con-
cern with close major sources of water like rivers. This is usually
beyond the limits of agricultural zones and in peripheral areas where
nomads can pitch their tents and graze their herd without potential
problems or interference with sedentary villagers, but close enough so
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they could carry out their exchange of goods without having to travel
a distance that may be detrimental to some perishable material such
as dairy products.

2. Nomadic campsites should provide evidence of repetitive seasonal
occupation.

3. Nomadic campsites should show evidence for small groups of tem-
porary dwellings built with minimum investment of time and labor.

4. Material culture from nomadic campsites should represent a range of
activities associated with a self-sufficient household. This should in-
clude a whole range of artifacts associated with procurement, process-
ing, and storage of food, as well as domestic production (e.g., textile
weaving and basket making), and personal belongings, including
ornaments.

Moreover, the bulk of the pottery from a nomadic campsite should be
handmade and coarse, something that can easily be made without elab-
orate firing installations. One can, however, expect to find examples of
fine pottery characteristic of the region or other regions along the migra-
tory route, either as social gifts from sedentary people, or as luxurious
tableware used by nomads for guests as a gesture of hospitality. Chipped
stone from nomadic sites should also be traceable to sources along the mi-
gration route. However, in some cases, some chipped stone may find its
way to a nomadic assemblage through exchange with sedentary villagers.
There is also the possibility that flint may have been supplied to villagers by
nomads.

Having defined these archaeological signatures for different strategies
of patoralism, we now have a framework within which we can approach
the question of early developments of pastoralism in the Central Zagros
Mountains through a series of regional surveys and excavations.

CENTRAL ZAGROS MOUNTAINS AND THE EARLY
DEVELOPMENT OF PASTORALISM

The Central Zagros mountains (Fig. 5) has been a focus for archaeo-
logical research on the early developments of pastoralism and the origins of
nomadic pastoralism (Gilbert, 1975, 1983; Henrickson, 1985a; Hole, 1977,
1978, 1979; Mortensen, 1972; Wright, 1987; Zagarell, 1975, 1982, 1989). This
can be attributed to a number of factors.

First, the Central Zagros mountains is a vast region of rugged terrains
unsuitable for large-scale agriculture, but ideal for different forms of pas-
toralism, including nomadic pastoralism (Ehlers, 1974), which is still prac-
ticed in the region by several groups (Amanollahi-Baharvand, 1989).
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Fig. 5. General map of the Central Zagros and adjacent regions. The marked area along the
High Road is the Islamabad Plain (see Fig. 7).

Second, the Central Zagros mountains seem to have been the natu-
ral habitat of the wild ancestors of the domesticated caprines (sheep and
goat), commonly associated with pastoralism in the Near East. Sheep (Ovis
aries) appear to have been domesticated during the Epipaleolithic–Early
Neolithic period in multiple locations in the Near East including the Levant
(Horwitz et al., 1999; Peters et al., 1999), and perhaps in the Zagros foothills
(Uerpmann, 1987). However, in the latter region, sheep seem to have de-
clined in importance compared to their wild ancestors in earlier periods
(Hole, 1996; Legge, 1996), suggesting that in the Zagros early herding of
caprines focused not on sheep but on goat.

Goat (Capra hircus) is the herd animal immediately associated with
pastoralism, especially nomadic pastoralism. The goat’s wild ancestor, the
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Persian wild goat or bezoar (Capra aegagrus) is native to the rugged moun-
tain terrains of the Central Zagros where recent reanalysis of faunal remains
(Zeder, 2001; Zeder and Hesse, 2000) place the domestication of the goat
sometime in the Epipaleolithic–Early Neolithic period.

Semiarid environments and strong seasonality in rainfall make the
mountainous regions of the Near East, including the Zagros, best suited
for herding of small stock, particularly sheep and goats. Complementary
patterns of selective grazing by sheep and indiscriminant browsing by goats
(Johnson, 1969; Nyerges, 1980; Spooner, 1972) make this combination of
species a useful one in terms of both productivity and stock management
(Redding, 1981, 1984). Sheep’s tendency toward flocking (Garrard, 1984) is
exploited by pastoralists to concentrate animals in manageable units, while
the higher agility and intelligence of goats make them useful as flock leaders
(Nyerges, 1980).

Third, the Central Zagros has yielded some of the earliest remains of
what archaeologists believe to be evidence for people pursuing a nomadic
pastoralist way of life. These include a number of sites described as tempo-
rary pastoralist campsites (Hole, 1978, 1979, 1980; Mortensen, 1972, 1976;
Zagarell, 1982), as well as isolated cemeteries commonly attributed to no-
madic groups (Haerinck and Overlaet, 1996; Vanden Berghe, 1987). What
has led archaeologists to argue that these sites are pastoralist camps is their
peripheral location, which makes them unsuitable for agricultural activities,
but appropriate for pastoral exploits. Cemeteries, on the other hand, have
been attributed to nomadic people because no evidence for permanent set-
tlement has been discovered in their vicinity and they are located along
nomadic migratory routes.

Fourth, early written documents from Mesopotamia suggest the pres-
ence of a well-established nomadic component in the Zagros, perhaps as
early as 4500 B.P. with whom sedentary Mesopotamians maintained a complex
social, economic, and political interaction that usually operated smoothly,
but occasionally erupted into open hostilities (Adams, 1974; Edzard, 1981;
Rowton, 1973a,b, 1974, 1977; Vardiman, 1977).

Fifth, the paleoecological evidence from the Central Zagros is sug-
gestive of expansion of pastoralist activities from the Neolithic period to
the Bronze Age. Most importantly, the pollen diagrams from Lake Zeribar
(van Zeist, 1967; van Zeist and Bottema, 1977) provide some clues on flo-
ral changes in the area from the colder, drier early Holocene to the warmer,
wetter middle Holocene. Of the pollen diagrams published for Lake Zeribar
(van Zeist and Bottema, 1977, fig. 24), Zones 5b, 5c, and 6 from pollen core
I and II can be attributed to the Middle Neolithic to the Middle Chalcolithic
periods (Fig. 6). In Zone 5b, one can see an increase in oak pollen, while later,
in Zone 5c, there is a sharp drop to half the previous level, while pistachio
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and ash (both quality woods suitable for making bows and arrows and other
tools) increase. Later in Zone 6, oak increases to 3–4 times more than its
level in earlier Zone 5c.

What stands out in terms of differences in vegetation related to pastoral-
ism in Zones 5b/c and 6 is the genus used for fodder and the genus indicating
overgrazing. Most importantly, in Zone 5c one can see a radical increase in
Rumex, a common fodder, while with Zone 6 there is a sudden increase in
Sanguisorba minor, a common indicator of overgrazing. Another indication
of overgrazing in Zone 6 is the fairly frequent occurrence of Rheum and
Anisosciadium. These tragacanthic plants enter various Artemisia and even
segetal habitats, indicating the lack of competition resulting from overgraz-
ing (Zohary, 1973, p. 491).

In summary, conditions for grazing were excellent during much of the
Middle Chalcolithic period, but at the end of this period, there is evidence
for general deterioration of the climate (van Zeist and Bottema, 1982, 1991)
and overgrazing.

THE FIELD RESEARCH

The area around the High Road (also known as “the Great Khorasan
Road” in Medieval times) in the Central Zagros (Fig. 5) was a focus of
archaeological research in the Near East from the early nineteenth cen-
tury to the late 1970s, furnishing us with much information on societies in
the region from the Paleolithic times to the Islamic period (Hole, 1987c).
The Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the ensuing Iran–Iraq War of 1980–88
brought systematic archaeological research in western Iran, including the
Central Zagros to a halt. Since the Iranian Revolution, thanks to publica-
tions of old survey and excavation reports, as well as a multitude of synthetic
studies, our knowledge of early socioeconomic and political developments in
other parts of the Near East, especially southern and northern Mesopotamia
and the Susiana and Deh Luran Plains has dramatically increased, yet so im-
portant a region as the Central Zagros remained poorly explored. After a
gap of more than two decades in systematic archaeological research, I car-
ried out four seasons of fieldwork in the Islamabad (formerly Shahabad)
Plain in the West Central Zagros Mountains between 1998 and 2001 (Abdi,
1999a,b, 2000, 2001a,b, 2002, 2005; Abdi et al., 2002a,b; Biglari and Abdi,
1999; Heydari, 2001; Mashkour and Abdi, 2002).

The Islamabad Plain (Fig. 7) is a roughly 1500 km2 mountain plain
in the folded zone of the Central Zagros Mountains, about 60 km west of
Kermanshah, halfway between the Zagros foothills around Qasr-i Shirin and
the passes over the central spine of the Zagros and on to the Central Plateau
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Fig. 7. Map of the Islamabad Plain with the location of major sites mentioned in the text.

of Iran near Asadabad. Formed from a number of smaller plains and valleys
somewhat separated from each other by rocky ridges, the Islamabad Plain
nonetheless forms a coherent physiographic area and a single hydrographic
unit dependent on the Ravand River, the most important water supply in
the area to which all other sources, including smaller tributaries and streams
from springs flow. The Islamabad Plain is the first large agricultural plain
along the High Road in the highland, summer pasture areas (sardsir) of
the Zagros Mountains. Favorable climate, fertile soil, and ample water have
made the Islamabad Plain one of the agriculturally more productive and
heavily populated areas in the Zagros Mountains in recent times. Moreover,
extensive pastures and a strategic position between highland and lowland
pastures along the High Road have made the Islamabad Plain an important
way-station along the migration routes of contemporary pastoral nomads.

My research in the Islamabad Plain was focused on socioeconomic de-
velopments from the Neolithic period to the Bronze Age (Fig. 8), especially
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Fig. 8. Comparative chronology of the Central Zagros and adjacent regions (after Henrickson,
1985a, Fig. 21, with some revisions and modifications).

early forms of pastoralism as a prelude to the emergence of full-fledged no-
madic pastoralism in the region, presumably by the Late Chalcolithic period
to Early Bronze Age (Abdi, 2002). My fieldwork included an intensive sur-
vey of the plain (Abdi, 1999a), stratigraphic excavations at Chogha Gavaneh
(the site with the longest history of Holocene occupation on the plain) (Abdi,
2005), excavations at the campsite of Tuwah Khoshkeh (Abdi et al., 2002b;
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Mashkour and Abdi, 2002), and excavations at the cave-site of Wezmeh
(Abdi et al., 2002a).

The Survey Evidence

In four seasons of survey in the Islamabad Plain (Abdi, 1999a) we
recorded a total of 190 sites ranging in date from a late Early to early Middle
Paleolithic open-air site (Biglari and Abdi, 1999) to several recent cemeter-
ies. The majority of these sites date to the later historical and Islamic periods,
but we believe we also recorded a representative sample of sites of earlier
periods, especially the Neolithic and Chalcolithic period, sufficient to furnish
us with an outline of the settlement history of the Islamabad Plain in these
periods that concern us in this study. In the following section, we shall focus
on the settlement pattern of the Neolithic and Chalcolithic periods to trace
the changes in settled area (Fig. 9), settlement history, and to document the
shift from a sedentary to nomadic occupation in the Islamabad Plain.

The Early (Aceramic) Neolithic Period

Only three sites dating to the Early (Aceramic) Neolithic are recorded:
ID1 (or, more simply “1”) (Chogha Gavaneh), 48 (Chia Baft), and 117 (Chia
Jani) (Fig. 10). On the basis of their size, height, and location along a major
river, four more sites (39, 64, 78, and 168) may also have Early (Aceramic)
Neolithic occupation in their basal levels, but this cannot be confirmed based
on surface remains.

Of the three Early (Aceramic) Neolithic sites, two (1 and 117) are lo-
cated along major watercourses; 1 along the Ravand River and 117 along
the Qouchemi stream leading to the Ravand River about 3 km to the south.
ID48 is today less than 1 km to the east of a major bend of the Ravand
River in the alluvial plain, but on aerial photographs one can see traces of
at least two shifts in the course of the river, both coming very close to the
site. These three sites, all 1 ha or smaller, represent the earliest phase of
sedentary occupation on the Islamabad Plain.

The Middle Neolithic Period

By the Middle Neolithic, there was an increase in the number of sites to
10 (Fig. 11). ID1, 48, and 117 all continue to be occupied. In addition, seven
new sites are established, all along the Ravand River or its tributaries on
the alluvial plain. ID70 was perhaps founded to benefit from the cluster of
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Fig. 9. Size distribution of sites from Early (Aceramic) Neolithic to
the end of the Chalcolithic period.

springs and fertile soils in the Sarab-e Arkavazi area. Further downstream,
a series of almost equidistant settlements were founded along the Ravand
River, namely ID62, 39, 41, and 64. The only gap is about 10 km between
ID41 and 64. ID168, although distant from the Ravand River, could have
been sustained by water from a stream coming from a major spring 3 km
away. Another newly founded site (ID78), although in the relatively dry
Shiyan Plain, is nonetheless strategically located on the piedmonts between
the Mileh Sar and Shiyan springs.
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Fig. 10. Settlement pattern of the Early (Aceramic) Neolithic period.

The Middle Neolithic sites in both the upstream grouping and down-
stream grouping are all relatively small mounds of 1 ha or less (see Fig. 9)
within the expected size range for small villages with 100–200 inhabitants.

The Late Neolithic Period

By the Late Neolithic period, there was an increase in the number of
sites to 18 (Fig. 12). Only one site (117) was abandoned, but other sites
continued to be occupied and expand in size. Further, nine new sites were
founded. Of these, two (8 and 153) are strategically located to take advantage
of previously unoccupied areas: the fertile Firuzabad Plain to the northwest
and the threshold of Tang-e Mansouri to the southeast, respectively.

A new site (69) in the Sarab-e Arkavazi area, in addition to the pre-
viously occupied ID70, suggests that people were pushing their use of the
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Fig. 11. Settlement pattern of the Middle Neolithic period.

major sources of water in this area. Other new sites are ID26, 40, 42, 46, 111,
and 167. ID40 and 111 are located along the Ravand River; ID111 in partic-
ular, in the gap between ID39 and 64, suggests an expansion of agricultural
activities. ID26, 41, 42, and 46, although a few kilometers away from the
Ravand River, are all within the alluvial plain, where dry-farming was per-
fectly feasible in wetter Late Neolithic times. Further, ID26 is located along
a seasonal stream coming down from the higher elevation Souran Valley,
perhaps providing water during warmer seasons. For both ID41 and 42, the
slope of the ground seems right for small canals and one can see some traces
of canals on the aerial photographs and detailed topographic maps. ID46,
however, is on a higher slope, and water must have come from a seasonal
stream flowing from the southern slopes into the Plain and ultimately into
the Ravand River. Another new site (167) further to the north of 168 could
also have used the water from the nearby spring.



P1: IZO

Journal of World Prehistory [jowo] pp1157-jowo-484003 March 12, 2004 18:1 Style file version June 30th, 2002

418 Abdi

Fig. 12. Settlement pattern of the Late Neolithic period.

All the Late Neolithic sites are roughly 2 ha or smaller (Fig. 9). There
might have been a slight size difference between old and newly established
sites, but it is doubtful this had any meaningful sociopolitical significance.
There is no indication in the types of ceramics or stone tools of any social
difference between these sites, but one should bear in mind that at all of
them earlier occupation is covered by later deposits, and the interpretation
of scant surface remains is difficult.

The Early Chalcolithic Period

The Early Chalcolithic period in the Central Zagros is characterized
by J-Ware, a well-crafted and fine pottery, usually compared to the Halaf
tradition of northern Mesopotamia and taken to indicate influx of people
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Fig. 13. Settlement pattern of the Early Chalcolithic period.

from the latter region into Central Zagros (Henrickson, 1983, 1986; Hole,
1987a,b; Levine and Young, 1987).

By the Early Chalcolithic period, the number of sites increased to 28
(Fig. 13). All the sites of the previous period continue to be occupied and to
expand in size. There are 10 new sites. Of these, two (66 and 67) are located
in the Sarab-e Arkavazi area, thus suggesting an increase in agricultural
activity taking advantage of the major springs in this area. Three, ID36, 38,
and 61, are located along the Ravand River, suggesting further expansion
of agricultural regime using water from the river. ID29, 34, 125, and 142
are new foundations, all four small sites at some distance from the Ravand
River. ID29 is a small site in the dry-farming zone and not in the immediate
vicinity of any source of water, thus suggesting a seasonal occupation. ID
34, however, is located not far from a semipermanent stream flowing down
the Souran Valley. ID125, also a rather small site, may have been another
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seasonal occupation, taking advantage of seasonal streams in an unexploited
area. The last four sites may have been seasonal hamlets for agricultural
activities during wetter seasons.

By the Early Chalcolithic, there is a subtle two-tier site-size variation
(see Fig. 8), with one major sedentary site (ID1) of about 2–3 ha and smaller
sites of 2 ha and less. By this time, ID1 (Chogha Gavaneh) seems to have
become a center in the plain. The clustering of smaller sites in the western
part of the plain probably relates to both the less intensive survey and the
damaging effects of a large late historic – early Islamic town and leveling
and agricultural activities in the eastern part of the Plain. This first evidence
of settlement hierarchy together with small groups within the Plain and with
suggestions of small canals in this period parallel the contemporary Khazineh
Phase in Deh Luran plain (Hole et al., 1969; Neely and Wright, 1994) and
the Early Middle Susiana period on the Susiana plain (Hole, 1985).

The Middle Chalcolithic Period

My analyses of the Middle Chalcolithic settlement pattern relied on
a refined typology of the Middle Chalcolithic period (Abdi, 2002; see also
Henrickson, 1983; Levine and Young, 1987). Briefly, the Early Middle
Chalcolithic (EMC) period is characterized by three wares: Dalma
Impressed, Red-Slipped, and Dalma ‘Ubaid, in addition to some Zagros
Black-on-Buff (BOB). In the Mid-Middle Chalcolithic (MMC), the Dalma-
related wares disappear, to be replaced by a higher frequency of BOB. By
the Late Middle Chalcolithic (LMC), BOB falls in frequency in favor of a
Red-White-and-Black Ware and smaller quantities of Black-on-Red Ware,
both of which continue to the Early Late Chalcolithic period.

In ascribing sites to successive phases of the Middle Chalcolithic, I fo-
cused on the only ware that seems to have had some time depth in the Zagros:
the Red-Slipped Burnished Ware. Wares of similar fabric and general sur-
face treatment were common in the Islamabad Plain from the Late Neolithic
times, and there seems to have been a prolonged continuity in the general
red-slipped tradition well into the Late Chalcolithic period. Detailed analy-
ses of the Red-Slipped Burnished Ware indicates that a temporal continuum
can be devised for this ware based on fabric and surface treatment, as both
show some development from the Late Neolithic to the Late Chalcolithic
period: the fabric became more dense and the surface more burnished, until
burnishing disappeared after Early Middle Chalcolithic times. I therefore
tentatively assume that sites with both Red-Slipped Ware and BOB should
be dated to EMC to MMC, a higher frequency of Red-Slipped Ware indicat-
ing an EMC date, while higher frequency of BOB indicating a MMC date.
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Sites with the highest frequency of BOB indicate a MMC date. A decreasing
frequency of BOB and increasing frequency of RWB and BOR indicate a
LMC date. On the basis of these assumptions, the settlement pattern of the
consecutive phases of the Middle Chalcolithic period is as follows.

The Early Middle Chalcolithic Period

By the Early Middle Chalcolithic period, the number of sites increased
to 37 (Fig. 14). At 3.5–4 ha in area, ID1 (Chogha Gavaneh) is now the domi-
nant center of the Plain (Fig. 9). All the major sites of the Early Chalcolithic
period continue to be occupied and to expand in size, except ID62, which was
abandoned, perhaps in favor of 38 across the River. All 11 new sites seem to
be temporary campsites beyond the agricultural zone in the peripheries of
the plain more toward areas where one can expect to find pastures, but none

Fig. 14. Settlement pattern of the Early Middle Chalcolithic period.
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Fig. 15. Settlement pattern of the Mid-Middle Chalcolithic period.

is more than 5 km from a permanent site, suggesting an increasing reliance
on distant village-based herding.

The Mid-Middle Chalcolithic Period

In the Mid-Middle Chalcolithic period, the number of sites dropped
to 36 (Fig. 15). Despite a minor change in the number of sites, settlement
patterns show major change. ID1 is still the dominant center of the Plain,
but there is a major change in the Sarab-e Arkavazi area. After a subtle
increase throughout the Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic period, one site in
the area (70) is abandoned, while the other three (66, 67, and 69) shrink in
size. Further down the Ravand River, several smaller sites were abandoned,
while the neighboring permanent sites expanded, suggesting an emigration
of people from smaller to larger sites. Two main examples of this process can
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be seen in abandonment of 39 and expansion of 40, and abandonment of
41 and 42 and an expansion of 44. All the campsites from the Early Middle
Chalcolithic period continue to be used. Further, a new campsite (169) was
founded in the southeastern sector of the Plain, perhaps serving 168.

The Late Middle Chalcolithic Period

By the Late Middle Chalcolithic, the number of sites dropped to 27
(Fig. 16). All the occupied sites show a decrease in size (Fig. 9). Further,
a number of sites were abandoned, most notably 44, perhaps as a result
of decline of the agricultural system. Campsites to the east of the Plain
are all abandoned, while a few continue to operate to the west and north,
along migratory routes connecting the Plain to neighboring plains, suggesting
mobile pastoralist movement on a larger scale.

Fig. 16. Settlement pattern of the Late Middle Chalcolithic period.
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Fig. 17. Settlement pattern of the Late Chalcolithic period.

The Late Chalcolithic Period

In the Late Chalcolithic period, the decline in settled area continues
(Fig. 17). Only 14 sites remain, all much smaller than the previous period.
No campsite can be securely dated to this period.

The latter half of the Late Chalcolithic in the Islamabad Plain corre-
sponds to the Middle and Late Uruk period in the lowland plains to the
southwest. In our exploratory step trench at Chogha Gavaneh (ID1), we dis-
covered a trash deposit with typical Uruk pottery, suggesting that an Uruk
enclave like the one excavated at Godin Tappeh V (Weiss and Young, 1975)
may have existed at Chogha Gavaneh. Apart from Chogha Gavaneh, the
only reliable Uruk find is a piece of beveled-rim bowl from Wezmeh Cave.
Another possible Uruk sherd was picked up from the surface of ID153, but an
Uruk occupation at the site cannot be supported with any degree of certainty.
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Fig. 18. Site-size from Early Neolithic to Late Chalcolithic period.

Evaluation of the Survey Evidence

The survey evidence suggests that the settlement pattern in the
Islamabad Plain developed in several significant ways during the Neolithic
and Chalcolithic periods (Fig. 18). As one would expect, sedentism emerged
in the Early Neolithic period along major watercourses, gradually expand-
ing to the rest of the alluvial plain by the Middle and Late Neolithic period.
This trend continued in the Early Chalcolithic period. In this period, if not
before, larger centers developed, and there is some indication of small-scale
irrigation. The number of villages increased substantially at the end of the
Early Chalcolithic, reaching its peak in the Early Middle Chalcolithic period,
suggesting the expansion of the agricultural regime to its maximum capacity,
a hypothesis supported by some evidence for small-scale canals.

Then, in the Late-Middle to Late Chalcolithic, the trend was abruptly
reversed and the number of permanent settlements dropped precipitously in
favor of temporary campsites with increasing distance from the agricultural
zone. This suggests growing dependence on mobile pastoralism by exploiting
pastures in other environmental niches in the Plain. What stands out in the
Middle and Late Middle Chalcolithic is the increasing distance between
sedentary villages and campsites, suggesting a gradual shift from proximate-
village herding to distant-village herding and to transhumant pastoralism.
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Excavations

Excavations at Chogha Gavaneh

In the first and second seasons of fieldwork (1998–99), I carried out some
small-scale stratigraphic excavations at Chogha Gavaneh—the site with the
longest history of Holocene settlement which, with around 3 ha of occupa-
tion, appeared to be the largest Chalcolithic site on the Plain. One of the
stratigraphic cuts—Operation W263—exposed Late Neolithic to Late Mid-
dle Chalcolithic deposits (Abdi, 1999b, 2005). These excavations, although
small in scale, yielded direct evidence of (1) subsistence in the form of do-
mesticated plants (e.g., wheat, barley, chickpeas) and animals (e.g., sheep,
goat, cattle, pig); (2) social activities in the form of clay figurines and ceramics
rich in painted decoration; (3) craft activities in the form of stone tools; and
possibly (4) administrative activities in the form of a stamp seal and tokens.
These findings indicate that the Middle Chalcolithic sedentary community
at Chogha Gavaneh was a fairly complex society with considerable inter-
and intracommunity interaction.

What seemed striking in excavations at Chogha Gavaneh was the di-
versity of the pottery recovered compared to that found on the surface of
other Middle Chalcolithic sites on the Plain. The pottery found during sur-
face surveys belongs to local Zagros Chalcolithic Black-on-Buff, Red-White-
and-Black, and Black-on-Red (Levine and Young, 1987), while in Operation
W263 at Chogha Gavaneh, in addition to the local Zagros Chalcolithic ce-
ramics, there was a considerable number of sherds characteristic of other
areas. These included various types of Dalma Ware, representing a ceramic
tradition extending from Azarbaijan to Central Zagros (Henrickson and
Vidali 1987); Black-on-Buff pottery typical of the Deh Luran and Susiana
Plains in the lowlands of southwestern Iran (Delougaz and Kantor, 1996;
Dollfus, 1983a,b; Hole et al., 1969; Le Breton, 1957); and ‘Ubaid pottery of
southern Mesopotamia (Oates, 1983; Safar et al., 1981; Ziegler, 1953). This
is also true for the lithic material from excavations at Chogha Gavaneh, as
we found cherts perhaps coming from the Southern Zagros, Deh Luran, and
the Middle Euphrates, and also obsidian, which perhaps came from Anatolia
(Wright, 2005).

The discovery of sherds and lithics from remote areas in Middle Chalcol-
ithic deposits at Chogha Gavaneh suggested, among other alternatives such
as exchange, the presence of a mobile component in the Middle Chalcolithic
population of the Islamabad Plain responsible for transporting such items
over long distances, an inference supported by the survey evidence discussed
above. In the third season in the Spring of 2000, I therefore investigated the
mobile pastoralist component of the Middle Chalcolithic population in the
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Plain. In April 2000, I revisited every small Middle Chalcolithic site recorded
in preceding seasons and, after assessing the archaeological preservation and
logistical access for the fieldwork, selected Tuwah Khoshkeh as the optimal
site for test excavations.

Excavations at Tuwah Khoshkeh

Tuwah Khoshkeh is a small site on a natural hill slope in the Tuwah
Khoshkeh Plain about 10 km west of the town of Islamabad (Fig. 7). In a
short season in June 2000, we opened three exploratory trenches at the site
(Abdi et al., 2002b). In the main one, we found two superimposed levels
of occupation with at least one irregular ovoid-shaped structure with stone
foundations (Fig. 19) that seems to be the remains of one component of
a campsite. Another exploratory trench revealed several layers of super-
imposed stone alignments that may belong to similar structures. The Deep
Sounding, on the other hand, suggests that the site may have been used on a
temporary (perhaps seasonal) basis for a relatively short period, an inference
supported by studies of the faunal remains.

A comparison of faunal remains from Chogha Gavaneh and Tuwah
Khoshkeh (Mashkour and Abdi, 2002) shows a diversified exploitation of
animal products at Chogha Gavaneh, while Tuwah Khoshkeh seems to rep-
resent a more specialized form of pastoralism. Further, analysis of metrical
data suggests that there was a differential exploitation of caprine herds at
Tuwah Khoshkeh. This may be an indication of the seasonal occupation of
the site, since young animals are better represented in the caprine remains.
Because of severe winters, modern shepherds in the Zagros only allow sheep
to give birth during the spring. If milk is an objective of herding, young males
are slaughtered within the first 6 months, depending on the techniques used
to prevent suckling (Digard, 1981). Thus, given these different approaches,
it can be assumed that Tuwah Khoshkeh was occupied during the summer. It
is interesting that the valley is still used today as a stopping place for mobile
pastoralists in the summer.

The material culture from Tuwah Khoshkeh was also rather limited
and suggestive of the function of the site. The pottery has a narrow range of
forms and larger vessels associated with production and storage of food for
larger numbers of people is missing. Further, the lithic assemblage consists of
primary tools used for a limited range of activities, or tools used for reaping
and butchering. One should especially consider the narrow (1–3 mm) stripes
of polish on some blades, suggesting that they were used for reaping wild
cereals and grass (Korobkova, 1999). This in itself may point to provisioning
of fodder for the flock rather than full-fledged agricultural activities. More
important is the absence of any processing tools (grinding slabs, mill stones,
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Fig. 19. Excavated features and stone alignments in Layer II, Operation A, Tuwah Khoshkeh.

querns, abraders, pounders, etc.) that one would expect to see associated with
a self-sufficient nomadic household, even one dependent on some agriculture
as well as on pastoralism.

On the basis of the evidence from excavations, we therefore inter-
preted Tuwah Khoshkeh as a temporary campsite occupied by transhumant
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pastoralists during the Middle Chalcolithic. These people were most likely
taking the flocks away from agricultural fields in the alluvial plain to graz-
ing fields in more peripheral areas. As indicated by material culture, the
herders did not consist of entire households, but a few members of one or
more households from a nearby village. During their residence at Tuwah
Khoshkeh, which may have ranged from a few days to a few weeks, these
herders were evidently exploiting the local resources not only by providing
fodder for their flock, but by hunting wild deer and boar.

Excavations at Wezmeh Cave

When excavations confirmed our interpretation of Tuwah Khoshkeh as
a transhumant campsite, we turned to testing our hypothesis that the Middle
Chalcolithic mobile pastoralists used a number of caves and rock-shelters as
temporary occupations. For this we turned to Wezmeh Cave, about 12 km
southwest of the town of Islamabad-e Gharb in a small side valley tucked
into the western foothills of the Qazivand Mountain (Fig. 7).

The evidence from our excavations (Abdi et al., 2002a) seems to support
our initial assessment of Wezmeh Cave as primarily a carnivore den in the
Pleistocene, used intermittently in the Holocene by mobile people, perhaps
pastoralists. On the basis of the nature and percentage of the archaeological
material, especially the high proportion of Burnished Red-Slipped Ware, it
seems safe to argue that the major period of occupation at the cave was the
Early to Mid-Middle Chalcolithic period, followed by limited use from 5500
to 4500 B.P.

The area around Wezmeh Cave is rich in remains that can be attributed
to mobile people, including nomadic pastoralists. Above Wezmeh Cave, on
the mountain slope, we discovered an unnamed site (ID 88) with at least
one stone alignment which may have been the remains of a lamb pen. On
the floor of the plain, about 800 m west of the Cave, we discovered another
unnamed site (ID 86), that was a very low hummock with no surface remains
except for some rocks protruding from the ground, which may suggest that
the site was a nomadic campsite. Perhaps most interesting of all, about 400 m
northwest of Wezmeh Cave, on a gentle slope on the foothills, along a dry
stream was yet another unnamed site (ID 85) with the remains of several
circular stone features with no surface material, which in all likelihood are
the remains of corrals.

The sites of ID 85, 86, and 88 cannot be dated to the Middle Chalcolithic
because they lack surface material, but they nonetheless indicate the appeal
of this area to pastoralists in earlier times when it enjoyed more precipitation
and greener pastures. Although the general area has suffered from partial
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drought in the past few years, even today, one can see shepherds from nearby
villages, only a few hours’ walk to the south and southwest, wandering in the
area with their flocks.

Most importantly, about 1300 m northeast of Wezmeh Cave on the east-
ern foothills of Qazivand Mountain we discovered Qalaylan Rock-shelter
(ID 77). Among the 128 pieces of chipped stone collected on the talus of this
small shelter, the presence of microblades suggests that the site may have
been occupied from the Epipaleolithic to the Early Chalcolithic period. A
denticulate blade with sickle sheen and a trapezoidal microlith, however,
most probably date to the Middle or Late Chalcolithic period (cf. similar
examples from Bayat phase Deh Luran: Hole et al., 1969, p. 77).

DISCUSSION

It seems that by the Late Neolithic/Early Chalcolithic period, the agri-
cultural regime in the Islamabad Plain was at its optimal level. At this time,
perhaps with an influx of people (responsible for the introduction of the
J-Ware) from central and northern Mesopotamia into the West Central Za-
gros, the region experienced a rapid population growth, evidenced by a sharp
increase in the number of settlements, some in more marginal, previously
underexploited areas.

By the Early Middle Chalcolithic, the expansion of the agricultural
regime, early experimentation with canal irrigation, and diversification of
the staple crops (chickpeas and lentils perhaps being introduced to supple-
ment wheat and barley) brought a large portion of the alluvial plain under
cultivation. This forced the village-based herders to travel longer distances
to access pastures, perhaps up to several kilometers from the alluvial plain,
to places in the area around the Qazivand Mountain, where they stayed for a
day or two, occupying natural features such as Wezmeh Cave and Qalaylan
Rock-shelter.

By the Mid-Middle Chalcolithic, temporary campsites seem to have
been located even farther away in the peripheries of the Plain in places like
Tuwah Khoshkeh, which had been scarcely exploited in previous periods.
By the Late Middle Chalcolithic, with a sharp drop in the number of seden-
tary settlements, perhaps as a result of a decline of the agricultural regime
similar to that in the southern Zagros in Fars during Late Bakun – Early
Lapui Phase (Sumner, 1988, 1994), it seems likely that more and more peo-
ple turned to mobile pastoralism as a viable subsistence strategy. The shift to
a nomadic way of life may have begun by the Late Middle Chalcolithic/Early
Late Chalcolithic period, when we see isolated cemeteries at Hakalan and
Parchineh in Pusht-i Kuh Luristan (Haerinck and Overlaet, 1996), with
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evidence that connects Deh Luran and south-central Mesopotamia with the
Central Zagros.

Let us now assess the data from the Islamabad Plain against those from
the West Central Zagros Mountains from the Early to Late Chalcolithic
period to evaluate this model.

Settlement Pattern

It is interesting that in so diverse and discontinuous a region as the
Zagros Mountains and the lowlands to the west and southwest (Fig. 5),
Chalcolithic settlement patterns were so dissimilar.

In the West Central Zagros, the most comprehensively surveyed
plains—Mahidasht and Islamabad—reveal a generally similar settlement
pattern, although the timing of the peak in the number of settlements differed
somewhat. During the Early Chalcolithic, most habitable areas were sparsely
settled, and small, undifferentiated village sites were located near rivers,
streams, and springs. This was a continuation of the Neolithic settlement
pattern (Smith and Young, 1983) and in a few areas, such as the northwest-
ern Zagros (Swiny, 1975) and East Central Zagros such as Kangavar (Young,
1975) this pattern appears to have continued throughout the Chalcolithic pe-
riod. In the great majority of arable mountain valleys and lowland plains,
however, the settlement pattern shows significant changes during the
Chalcolithic. The number of villages increased substantially at the end of the
Early and especially in the Middle Chalcolithic. Then, in the Late
Chalcolithic, the trend was abruptly reversed and the number of permanent
settlements had dropped precipitously by the end of the period.

In the Mahidasht, one of the broadest and richest stretches of arable
land in the Central Zagros, alluviation may have added as much as 10 m
to the late prehistoric land surface and it is possible that many Chalcolithic
sites are buried (Brookes, 1989). Nonetheless, the number of known villages
shows a marked increase from the Neolithic to the Early Chalcolithic (Levine
and McDonald, 1977). An abrupt and complete change in the ceramic as-
semblage, marked by the appearance of J-Ware at 70 sites, suggests that the
increase may have been caused by an influx of people from the north and
west like the one surmised for Islamabad Plain. In the Middle Chalcolihic,
the number of sites rose sharply to a peak of 134. The average size of sites
without heavy overburden was 1.6 ha in the Early Chalcolithic and just over
1 ha in the Middle Chalcolithic, but several sites covering more than 3 ha
existed in both phases (Levine and McDonald, 1977). By the Late Chalcol-
ithic, the florescence of village life in the Mahidasht seems to have ended,
with only a handful of sites remaining. Apparently the settled population
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declined considerably at this time because of either emigration, increased
mortality, or adoption of a more mobile way of life like nomadism.

On the Kangavar Plain, about 100 km to the east of Mahidasht on the
High Road, the pattern was noticeably different from that on the Mahidasht.
The number of sites rose to 20 small villages in the Early Middle Chalcolithic,
located exclusively near the streams crossing the central valley floor.
Throughout Middle Chalcolithic and Early Late Chalcolithic, the number
and location of sites remained relatively stable (17 in the Seh Gabi and 23 in
Godin VII phases) (Young, 1975), although the ceramics and other aspects
of material culture changed abruptly between these two phases (Levine and
Young, 1987). The stability in the number of settlements probably indicates
stability in subsistence strategy, and perhaps greater isolation from external
influences. Only toward the end of the Late Chalcolithic was there a notable
increase in the number of sites (39 by the Godin VI Phase). The delayed and
less marked population increase in Kangavar plain, which is anomalous com-
pared to other well-surveyed areas, may have been a result of a cooler, drier
climate and thus lower agricultural production than on the plains further
to the west. Sociopolitical developments and external connections with the
lowlands may also have accounted for a local increase or influx of population
during the Godin VI period (Henrickson, 1994). However, the Chalcolithic
layers at Godin Tappeh are buried under deep Bronze and Iron Age de-
posits, and it is not known how large or important it was in relation to the
rest of Kangavar during most of the period. During the Late Chalcolithic pe-
riod, however, an oval enclosure was built at Godin, presumably by people
of lowland origin (Badler, 2002; Weiss and Young, 1975; Young, 1986).

The smaller and more marginal Hulailan valley to the south of
Mahidasht and southeast of Islamabad Plain has been more intensively
surveyed (Mortensen, 1974, 1976, 1979). In the Hulailan valley, perma-
nent settlements peaked in the Middle Chalcolithic period, but by the Late
Chalcolithic, there seems to have been a diversification of subsistence activ-
ities with greater emphasis on mobile pastoralism (Mortensen, 1976), fol-
lowed by a marked decline in sites of all types. Surveys in Hulailan found
three cave-sites, one open-air site, and five village settlements dating to the
Neolithic period, suggesting a diverse and not completely sedentary sys-
tem in which both the valley floor and the surrounding hills were exploited.
Neither J- nor Dalma wares occur so far southeast, and developments in
the Early Chalcolithic and Early Middle Chalcolithic periods are thus un-
clear. Eleven small village sites with Black-on-Buff were recorded, all on
the valley floor (Mortensen, 1976). In the Early Late Chalcolithic period,
the number of sites remained stable, but the settlement system had again
been diversified to include two open-air and two village sites in the hills,
as well as seven villages on the valley floor (Mortensen, 1976), all yielding
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ceramics related to generic Susa A, including Black-on-Red. The sharp de-
cline occurred later, with only two villages on the valley floor, two cave-sites,
and two open-air campsites, all yielding ceramics related to those of Sar-
garab and Godin VI (Mortensen, 1976), suggesting a less sedentary life and
a concomitant increase in pastoralism in this area.

Mortuary Remains

In the Central Zagros, the pattern of burial within or near villages con-
tinued without much change from Middle Neolithic to Middle Chalcolithic.
However, toward the end of the Middle Chalcolithic period, a major change
seems to have occurred: the appearance of isolated cemeteries in Pusht-i
Kuh in southwest Lurestan. Here, in the two cemeteries of Hakalan and
Dum Gar-i Parchineh, 200 burials have been discovered (164 at Parchineh
and 36 at Hakalan) which may represent people with a nomadic way of
life (Haerinck and Overlaet, 1996; Vanden Berghe, 1973, 1975a,b, 1987).
Parchineh, the larger and longer used cemetery, covers a vast area whose
extent has not yet been determined, but Vanden Berghe estimates that as
many as 1000 graves remain to be excavated (Hole, 1987a, p. 44).

The tombs from Parchineh and Hakalan consist of stone-lined and cov-
ered cists large enough to contain an adult lying extended. Nearly half the
tombs lacked any grave goods; the remainder had generally one or more pots
and rarely other artifacts such as seals, mace-heads, axes, rubbing stones, flint
artifacts, or beads. No age or sex determinations were made.

Hakalan and Parchineh may represent an egalitarian society taking ini-
tial steps toward ranking. It is apparent that a few tombs signify higher status.
For example, Parchineh B72 contains two alabaster jars, a large pedestaled
ceramic bowl, a plain ceramic bowl, two small stone celts, two mace-heads,
a spindle-whorl, and a bead-seal. Both the quantity of goods, the fact that
some vessels were made of stone, and especially the co-occurrence of maces
and a seal, which are often indicators of authority, make this tomb stand out.
At Hakalan, much higher proportions of tombs contained artifacts, mostly
painted ceramics, but there are also a number of richer tombs. For example,
Hakalan A4 has nine ceramic vessels, one stone vessel, a blade, and three
mace-heads.

There are reasons to argue that Hakalan and Parchineh fall within the
territory of a nomadic group. This part of southern Pusht-i Kuh is ill-suited
for permanent agricultural villages. In fact, no contemporary Chalcolithic
settlement was found near the cemeteries and the area is today inhabited
by nomadic pastoralists. Hakalan is at 1200 m and Parchineh at 900 m a.s.l.;
that is, in the middle of the annual migratory routes. This does not mean that
nomads remained in the vicinity of either cemetery for half a year at a time,
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only that the cemeteries were close enough to summer and winter camping
grounds, respectively, to make them accessible during all seasons.

The ceramics from Parchineh and Hakalan show stylistic similarities
with both the Central Zagros and Deh Luran, especially Farukh phase ce-
ramics from the latter area. This is not surprising since both cemeteries are
less than 100 km from Deh Luran as the crow flies. (Compare, for instance,
examples from Parchineh in Vanden Berghe, 1975a, figs. 5.2, 7, 9, 10, with
those from Tappeh Farukhabad in Wright, 1981, figs. 23i–j, 20c, 21f, 20a, 22b.)
Of particular significance among ceramics at Parchineh and Hakalan are ex-
amples of the Late Middle – Early Late Chalcolithic pottery from the West
Central Zagros, especially Black-on-Red Ware, to which I will now turn.

Ceramic Evidence: Black-on-Red Ware and Nomadic Pastoralists

Perhaps the most important ceramic evidence pertaining to the devel-
opment of mobile pastoralism in the West Central Zagros comes in the form
of the Late Middle to Early Late Chalcolithic Black-on-Red (BOR) ware.
The evidence from cemeteries at Dum Gar-i Parchineh and Hakalan (above)
and the distribution of BOR in the West Central Zagros (Fig. 5) may be in-
tegrated into a model of socioeconomic developments in the region. Earlier
I presented my argument for interpreting Hakalan and Parchineh as burial
places of nomadic pastoralists groups. If this interpretation is reasonable,
the chronological position of the ceramic assemblage from the longer-used
Parchineh within the Zagros Chalcolithic becomes clearer. Unlike a sin-
gle occupation level in a village site, a large graveyard like Parchineh, with
several hundred graves, was probably used for several centuries. This may
account for the Early to Late Chalcolithic parallels cited by the excavators
(Haerinck and Overlaet, 1996; Vanden Berghe, 1987).

Statistical analyses of design elements (Henrickson, 1983, 1986, 1989)
show that Parchineh is loosely grouped with the three Seh Gabi levels far
to the northeast (Levine, 1974) and with ‘Ubaid layers at Tell ‘Uqair far
to the south (Lloyd and Safar, 1943). If Parchineh served as a traditional
graveyard on the annual migration route of a group of nomadic pastoral-
ists, the group’s regular pattern of medium to long distance travel could
result in diverse ceramic associations. The Parchineh nomads would have
wintered in a low altitude grazing ground somewhere south of Parchineh
in the southern Pusht-i Kuh or in adjacent northern Deh Luran or east-
ern central Mesopotamia to escape the severe cold and snows of the higher
Zagros. In the spring, they would have migrated northeastward, up into the
Central Zagros to avoid the heat and winds of the lowland summer. Given
the likely endpoints, the far-flung economic transactions of such migrating
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pastoralists could have transmitted cultural information, perhaps accounting
for the association between Parchineh and Seh Gabi painted ware. During
their annual stay in the high altitude summer pastures in the Central Zagros,
the Parchineh nomads would have exchanged animal products for grain and
craft goods from villagers who made and used painted ware. They would
not have carried great quantities of pottery with them back to their winter
pastures in the fall, but some of the stylistic patterns perhaps carried on fab-
rics could have served as a source of aesthetic inspiration for the nomads’
funerary pottery.

Parchineh’s stylistic association with Tell ‘Uqair and the central
Mesopotamian ceramic tradition would not seem to fit into this model based
on highland pastoralist migration pattern. ‘Uqair is, however, the closest
excavated lowland Late ‘Ubaid site to Parchineh. In fact, in straight-line
distance, ‘Uqair is roughly as close as Seh Gabi, and must have been consid-
erably closer in terms of travel time because of gentle topography.

The type of interaction between the central Mesopotamian ‘Ubaid vil-
lagers and the nomadic highland pastoralists wintering nearby is unclear. A
series of trading relationships between individual farmers and the herders
may have been established as in similar modern situations (Barth, 1962).
During their annual lowland sojourn in winter, nomadic pastoralists would
have needed to replenish their stocks of agricultural products and village-
made equipment in exchange for animal products as well as raw material
from the mountains. Village as well as nomad craft items would have been
included in barter transactions, resulting in the exchange of stylistic ideas
and conventions, including those of pot painting. Pastoralists therefore bring
the products of a neighboring niche to the central lowland ‘Ubaid farmers.
Thus, economic exchange between the Parchineh nomads and the central
lowland villagers would have been “down-the-line trade,” serving to redis-
tribute diverse resources in a series of small-scale, local, dyadic transactions,
and requiring neither central places of high population and centralized ad-
ministration, nor central persons to organize the exchange (Renfrew, 1975).

The extremely widespread but ephemeral distribution of BOR ware
is consistent with this hypothesis. BOR ware has been found, always in
small quantities, at ‘Uqair and Madhhur in the Hamrin region, at a number
of sites in the west Central Zagros including Chogha Maran in Mahidasht
and Chogha Gavaneh and Tuwah Khoshkeh in the Islamabad Plain, in the
Saimareh Valleys and Pusht-i Kuh including the cemeteries of Parchineh and
Hakalan, in northern Khuzestan (Susa, Jaffarabad, Sargarab) and as far east
as the Bakhtiari mountains in the southern Zagros (Henrickson, 1985b). It
can be argued that BOR ware can be identified as a distinctive craft prod-
uct of a Central Zagros nomadic pastoralist group or associated farming
villages along their migration routes. Its widespread distribution may be a
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by-product of the long-distance migrations and related, widely scattered eco-
nomic transactions. Although skin bags were likely used for transport of such
staples as yogurt, butter, milk, ghee, and grains, a few small pottery vessels
could have been used as containers, and, given their presence in tombs, as
funerary gifts. Its rarity and distinctiveness would make BOR ware a valued
item among the villagers in the West Central Zagros and surrounding areas.
The striking occurrences of only a few examples of BOR ware at the widely
scattered sites listed above is consistent with such a process.

Indeed, the broad but sparse distribution of BOR ware and the diverse
stylistic associations of Parchineh Middle Chalcolithic monochrome painted
buff ware may both be results of the rapid growth of nomadic pastoral-
ism as a new specialized highland subsistence strategy in the West Central
Zagros. The appearance of highland camps and cemeteries concides with
a widespread decline in the number of permanent villages in the highland
plains after the Mid-Middle Chalcolithic period. This highland shift from
village farming to specialized nomadic pastoralism is evident in the survey
data from Islamabad Plain as well as from the other West Central Zagros
Plains (Mahidasht and Hulailan) discussed above.

To sum up, on the basis of the archaeological evidence from the high-
lands of the Central Zagros, there seem to be two distinct economic strate-
gies taking shape in the Middle Chalcolithic. The East Central Zagros (the
Kangavar Plain) seems to have maintained a village-based agricultural econ-
omy, perhaps as a result of environmental conditions, lower agricultural pro-
duction, and social isolation. In the meantime, the West Central Zagros (the
plains of Mahidasht, Islamabad, Hulailan) shows more interaction with the
lowland plains such as Hamrin, Diyala, and Deh Luran to the west and south-
west through the High Road. More importantly, the evidence from surveys
and excavations suggests a gradual shift in the Chalcolithic period of the West
Central Zagros from an undifferentiated village-based agricultural economy
to a differentiated economy with increasing reliance on pastoralism. The sur-
vey evidence from successive phases of the Middle Chalcolithic suggests a
gradual shift from village-based herding to mobile pastoralism with increas-
ing distance from agricultural zone, while the excavated evidence suggests
increasing interregional contact that may indicate higher mobility. Toward
the end of the Middle Chalcolithic, the mortuary evidence suggests the initial
steps toward the formation of a nomadic society, perhaps one that already
traversed a wide region from the southwestern lowlands to the Central Za-
gros highlands.

While the environmental and economic conditions may have set the
stage for a shift from sedentary mixed agriculture and herding to mobile
pastoralism in the West Central Zagros, the formation of a nomadic identity
may have had a socio-political impetus (cf. Irons, 1975). With emerging poli-
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ties in the lowland plains of Mesopotamia and Susiana, with which mobile
pastoralists had established extensive contact by now, and their encroach-
ment into the highlands through the establishment of enclaves (Algaze, 1993;
Rothman, 2001; Wright, 1998), mobile pastoralists may have felt a need to
adopt new political strategies for protection.

For over a millennium from 6000–4900 B.P. (Early Late Chalcolithic to
the Early Bronze Age I) we have little nomadic mortuary evidence from
the Pusht-i Kuh (Vanden Berghe, 1984, p. 200). This is most probably a
result of a major change in mortuary practice or a sampling error due to
the unassuming appearance of the pottery of this era (Early to Late Uruk
period). When we find evidence again—in the Early Bronze Age I—it is
still in the form of individual tombs at Mir Khair and Kalleh Nesar Area
A, not unlike earlier Hakalan and Parchineh burials. However, in Early
Bronze Age II, individual graves are replaced by large communal tombs at
the cemeteries of Bani Surmah and Kalleh Nesar, suggesting the emergence
of a new nomadic social formation.

Meanwhile, emerging urban communities in central Mesopotamia in
the Early Dynastic I period may have felt a threat from the West Central
Zagros nomads, as evidenced by a chain of forts built on the High Road along
the foothills of Zagros in the Hamrin area at sites such as Gubba and Songor
(Fujii, 1981), Kheit Qasim (Forest-Foucault, 1980), Madhhur (Roaf, 1984),
and Razuk (Gibson, 1981–90). Thus began several millennia of dynamic
interaction, punctuated by episodes of hostility, between the town-dwellers
and tent-dwellers, documented so dramatically in later Mesopotamian texts.

CONCLUSION: PASTORALISM AS AN ADAPTIVE STRATEGY

A prehistoric economy predominantly dependent on agricultural strat-
egy entails risk. There was considerable uncertainty in crop yields due to
frost, drought, excess precipitation, salinization of the fields due to ineffi-
cient water-management, pests, disease, intercommunity conflict, and other
factors that could seriously jeopardize a community exclusively dependent
on agriculture. Further, a prehistoric agricultural strategy based solely on one
or two staple crops and some use of wild foods may not have been capable of
producing sufficient foodstuff even under optimal combinations. A growing
population may thus demand foodstuffs beyond the potentials of the pro-
duction system. Under such circumstances, some groups, either sedentary
or mobile, may begin to exploit adjacent production zones through tempo-
rary settlements. Over time, temporary settlements became permanent in
order to reduce the energy expended in movement. Gradually, social con-
tact between the new settlements and the original settlement decreases, and
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an autonomous settlement based on a specialized strategy emerges. Each
community develops its own characteristics while still participating in the
regional cultural tradition.

The rational response to the risk involved in a single-strategy economy is
diversification, enabling producers to reduce risk in the face of environmen-
tal and social factors. In the case of early village economies, diversification
can take a number of forms, including diversification of staple crop produc-
tion, and diversification of the production system by placing more emphasis
on pastoralism.

Different production strategies pose different challenges in coordina-
tion of effort in space and time. In early agriculture, with the occasional ex-
ception of the communal maintenance of irrigation systems, most tasks could
have been managed within the household. Even in some mixed economies
(like village-based herding) factors related to timing and movement could
still be administered within the household. Pastoralism, on the other hand,
involves the coordination of complex movements of people and animals,
necessitating communal institutions for scheduling and integration. With
the increasing size of the herd and numbers of herders, the control mech-
anism that processes information concerning the distribution of resources,
allocation of tasks, scheduling of movement, coordination of demands, and
resolution of conflicts must, in turn, expand (Johnson, 1983).

With lands surrounding the villages coming increasingly under cultiva-
tion, village-based herders faced the problem of having to travel farther to
take the flocks out of the agricultural zone. Initially, the distance traveled
was more or less a day’s walk, so that younger people, whose presence was
not required for more essential agricultural activities, could have been en-
trusted with the task. But as the distance became greater and many small
household herds were aggregated into a few large collective herds, mature
individuals had to be sent out who were capable of managing and protecting
the herd.

These herders were still members of the village community, but they
had diminishing involvement with their home village, instead spending long
portions of the year traveling from pasture to pasture at various elevations.
Realizing the benefits of pastoralism, especially the demands of growing
settlements for animal products, some herders may have started their own
flock. These herders only occasionally returned to their home village, per-
haps to exchange goods and to socialize. With more time in the wild and
less time in their home village, some herders may have invited their house-
holds to accompany them on their trips. In a few years, social bonds that tied
pastoralist and agriculturalist families began to fade away, as parents died,
and brothers and sisters grew up and formed their own family. Within two to
three generations, any memory the mobile pastoralists may have had of their
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ancestral links with the village may have been lost. They considered them-
selves a different social group: nomads who, as far as they could remember,
had always wandered the land.
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Westfälische Geographische Studien 32, Münster, Ireland.

Rinschede, G. (1984). Wanderviehwirtschaft im Vergleich: Alpen/Pyrenaen-Hochgebirge der
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et l’exploration récente du Djebel Hamrin, Éditions de la Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique, Paris, pp. 91–126.

van Zeist, W. (1967). Late quaternary vegetation history of western Iran. Review of Paleobotany
and Palynology 2: 301–311.

van Zeist, W., and Bottema. S. (1977). Palynological investigations in western Iran. Paleohistoria
19: 19–95.

van Zeist, W., and Bottema. S. (1982). Vegetational history of the eastern Mediterranean and the
Near East during the last 20,000 years. In Bintliff J. L., and van Zeist, W. (eds.), Palaeocli-
mates, Palaeoenvironments and Human Communities in the Eastern Mediterranean Region
in Later Prehistory, BAR International 133, Oxford, pp. 277–321.

van Zeist, W., and Bottema. S. (1991). Late Quaternary Vegetation of the Near East, Tübinger
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