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TESTING A CYCLICAL INSTABILITY
THEORY IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST
WILLIAM R. T H O M P S O N
Contemporary globalization processes currently command considerable analytical attention. Many observers are convinced that current
events are wholly unprecedented. Occasionally, it is pointed out that the
world has been engaged in a sequence of globalization processes for at
least the last half-millennium. Yet globalization processes undoubtedly
are much older than a mere 500 years. Just how much older remains a
debatable subject.
One argument that deserves more attention than it receives is
Chernykh's Great Migration (hereafter C-waves) model. Chernykh
(1992) argues that in the era characterized by the development of metal
tools and weapons beginning around 3500 B.C. and up through about
1500, recurring periods of migrations had, as one of their effects, the
closer integration of Eurasia and North Africa. Moreover, this closer
integration can be observed in the pan-Eurasian synchronization of
major periods of stability and instability. If this argument is valid, globalization processes and their impacts have been with us at least five and
a half millennia. Moreover, the argument also suggests that to some
unknown extent, all history is world history. Few areas of development
outside of perhaps neolithic East Africa were truly pristine. Many developments thought to be local in origin were somewhat less autonomous
than previously thought.
But a model is only a model. It needs empirical corroboration. One
way to test Chernykh's arguments is to apply his periodization to the
region that emerged as the core of the first international system—the
ancient Near East. How much explanatory purchase can be obtained by
imposing pan-Eurasian rhythms on Near Eastern events? In other
words, does the model appear to fit the contours of the ancient Near
Eastern world? The Chernykh model in particular emphasizes the rise
and decline of states and "barbarian" invasions. The political development of both Mesopotamia and Egypt alternated between periods of
centralization and decentralization. The periods of decentralization
were often accompanied by conflict between sedentary and non-sedentary populations. Is there a pan-Eurasian, early globalization rhythm at
work here?
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2002
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The answer appears to be yes, although certainly more testing is in
order. Four of Chernykh's periods of migration and crisis took place in
ancient world times—roughly 3500 to 1000 B.C. Three of these four
crisis periods (3500-3200 B.C., 1800-1500 B.C., and 1200-900 B.C.)
were definitely crisis periods for the ancient Near East and elsewhere.
A fourth crisis period (2600-2400 B.C.) fits less well but even it cannot
be dismissed as a complete miss. It borders on a fourth regional crisis
period that was most easily discernible by the 2200s, and may reflect a
Near Eastern lag.
Alternatively, we may not fully appreciate what happened in the
Near East during this period. Thus, Chernykh's four "C-waves" provide
a reasonably good fit in the Near Eastern ancient world, suggesting
strongly a link between Near Eastern developments and other Eurasian
conditions and changes. If not globalization exactly, Eurasianization
appears to have preceded the emergence of written history. If globalization/Eurasianization can be reduced to cyclical phases of increasing
interdependence, many of the processes and problems that we observe
in the contemporary period have been around in some form for quite
some time.
But these outcomes presume a test of the C-wave model. After first
describing the nature of Chernykh's model, information on Mesopotamian
and Egyptian center-hinterland conflict and regime transitions is presented and then analyzed in terms of the Chernykh periodization. The
main question is whether Chernykh's schedule of intermittent crises
corresponds to rhythms in ancient Near Eastern political conflict
between 3500 and 1000 B.C. The assumption is that a close correspondence, especially if accompanied with explicit links to external pressures, suggests that general Eurasian processes had some influence on
Near Eastern political processes throughout the Bronze Age. Supportive
evidence will not "prove" the Chernykh thesis, but it should encourage
us to devise better tests of the argument, and to further explore its implications.
Chernykh's Great Migration Model
Table 1 outlines the Chernykh model. Seven periods of crisis and
transformation, each separated from its predecessor by some seven to
nine hundred years, have punctuated the six millennia between the
fourth millennium B.C. and the second half of the second millennium
A.D. Each period lasted 400-500 years but attains peaks for no more
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol46/iss46/5
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than two to three centuries. The magnitude and scale of the migrations
and their impacts are not uniform from period to period.
Table 1: Chernykh's Seven Great Migration Crises
Timing

3500-3000,
peaking in

Scope

Carpatho-Balkins to
Iran and Afghanistan

Comments

2600-2400
peak

Throughout metal
producing cultures

Aegean-west Asia Minor destruction; early
bronze age towns in Syria and Palestine
collapse: Old Kingdom crisis onset in Egypt

1800-1500

Eastern Europe to China

Spread of tin-bronze; middle-late Bronze Age
transition in Eurasian steppes; Kassites in
Mesopotamia; Hyksos in Egypt; Harappan
collapse in Indus; Hsia collapse and rise of
Shang in China

1200-900

Pan-Eurasian

Spread of iron; second wave of Indo-Aryan
and Indo-Iranian migrations; Phyrgians in
Asia Minor; Sea Peoples in eastern
Mediterranean

400-200 B.C.
peaking in
300-200

Pan-Eurasian

Celts moving east and Sarmations moving east;
Alexander the Great; Warring States in China

300-700 A.D.

Pan-Eurasian

Successive waves of Huns and Turks from
Pacific Ocean almost to Atlantic Ocean

1000-1300,
peaking 1200s

Pan-Eurasian

Crusades in Near East; Mongol conquests
from Indonesia to central Europe

First wave of Indo-European migrations
around Black Sea area

While the emphasis is on mass migration from customary habitats
to new places of resettlement, it is assumed that other variables (for
example, societal conditions and/or ecological changes) bring about the
population movements. The Great Migration model, therefore, does not
portray the migrations per se as the prime driver of the model. Rather,
migrations are one of the most dramatic effects of changes in "deep and
hidden processes" that lead to the decline and formation of systems and
social structures. But the displacement of large numbers of people is an
important intermediate agent of consequent changes.
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These migration periods generate long-term waves of change.
Societal pressures build up and so do population movements.
Movements in one place set off chain reactions in other places, leading
to the movement of even more people and, often, considerable destruction. Most importantly, whole cultures and associated political institutions are likely to be swept away by the waves of change. New skills,
new ideologies, and new institutions are introduced as old taboos and
ways of doing things are supplanted abruptly. In particular, Chernykh
emphasizes that familiarity with metal-working innovations expanded
in step with each successive Migration period and the subsequent introduction of new metallurgical techniques by migrants to areas hitherto
unfamiliar with, successively, bronze, tin-bronze, or iron.
If the migrations worked as intermittent agents of major changes
and increased interdependence over a 5000-year period, Eurasian interdependence in general was accelerated by the coming together of three
early factors. First, metal working required sources of ore; specialists in
transforming ore into metal utensils, jewelry, weapons, tools; and metal
consumers. To the extent that it was unlikely that all three would be
located in the same place, trade in commodities related to metal working was strongly encouraged as early as the fifth millennium B.C.
Moreover, to obtain these metal commodities, communities had to produce something that could be exchanged. Thus, trading propensities
multiplied.
A second factor, also beginning in the fifth millennium B.C., was
the domestication of the horse and other animals used for transporting
goods and people. More groups could be reached, encompassing ever
expanding distances, and they could be reached more quickly.
A third factor that did not emerge until toward the end of the fourth
millennium were states that could expand the number of different
groups coexisting within a single social organization, and also the size
of communities that might be affected by waves of violent change.
Tying these three factors together is the idea that socioeconomic
and political structures were closely linked to metallurgical developments and trade, transportation possibilities, and, of course, organizational principles. Monopolies in metal trade underwrote temples and
palaces. The surplus extracted funded their existence and activities.
Control over the metal trade led to the ability to reward followers, punish rebels, and expand chiefdoms into states. Weapons made of stronger
metals contributed to military superiority over people with less durable
weapons. Eventually, the merging of superior weaponry with mounted
1
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soldiers made cavalry an important tool for military mobility that only
became obsolete fairly recently.
The basic point is that changes in metallurgy, combined with the
displacement of people with relatively advanced skills in metallurgy,
within a context in which institutions and practices are tied to metal
working developments meant that the changes in skills and displacements of people could not be easily absorbed. They constituted major
shocks to status quos that made the disintegration of established customs not inevitable but certainly probable. To the extent that the shocks
broke down barriers to economic and other innovations, new metal
working and other types of practices could emerge thanks to the erosion
of traditional prohibitions and the movement of skilled workers. The
serial shocks also meant that Eurasian societies would become more
alike in some ways—one of the main complaints of contemporary globalization—and especially in their levels of economic development.
Every so often, the metallurgical playing field would become more
even as the most advanced practices diffused to new areas. Yet these
periods of intensified change and diffusion also meant that Eurasian
societies, increasingly, would become attuned to a basic rhythm of
change. New economic and socio-political structures would emerge at
about the same time. They would enjoy periods of stability at about the
same time. And they would atrophy more or less at similar rates, assuming some universal proclivity toward organizational entropy, thereby
setting themselves up for another round of intensified change. Thus,
Eurasian structures and politico-economic systems became not only
more interdependent at an early time; their phased propensities toward
major change also became more synchronized than might otherwise be
anticipated.
Chernykh's model is a clearly materialist conception. Metal working is given great prominence as a primary driver of change and structural formations. Large-scale migrations are visualized as twin agents of
instability and diffusion. Still, the argument is not so simple that it can
be reduced to the equation that radical changes in metal working led to
movements of people that then led to all sorts of economic and sociopolitical changes.
Chernykh actually leaves a great deal open in discussing the
sources of change. Ecological changes may play some role. That possibility is left entirely open-ended, although he notes that paleolithic
migrations were probably more sensitive to climate changes than migrations in the Bronze/Iron Ages. Chernykh also notes that there are inter-
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nal reasons for structural decline. Because of these endogenous entropic processes, societal structures become vulnerable to the external
shocks posed by Great Migrations. Presumably, the intention at least in
part is to soften resistance to an argument that places so much stress on
exogenous impacts. But, the reference also underlines the incomplete
specification of the argument. Other processes presumably are at work
—both internally and externally; Chernykh is only emphasizing some of
the more obvious or discernible processes.
Incomplete though it may be, it offers a bold framework around
which to organize and periodize world (read Eurasian) history between
3500 B.C. and 1500 A.D. It also offers a venue for integrating technological change with economic and socio-political changes. Moreover,
the framework eschews gradual evolution from stage to stage for an
emphasis on punctuated change and uneven development. There is no
insistence, after all, that all of Eurasia was impacted equally in each
iteration of the model. On the contrary, there are various reasons why
we might expect that not to be the case—and these reasons (for example, distance from the center of migrations or the extent of metallurgical innovation) become part of the explanation of historical change.
For analysts intrigued by the emergence of Kondratieff waves (kwaves) predicated on 40-60 year discontinuities in commercial and
industrial economic growth that date from the late 18th century industrial revolution in Britain, the 11th century economic revolution in Sung
China, or have always been around in terms of alternations in economic
expansion and contraction, Chernykh's argument should be particularly
appealing. It offers a very similar type of explanation, emphasizing discontinuous technological development, alternating periods of stability
and instability, and major institutional changes as a consequence.
Chernykh's migration periods could represent an ancient set of
cyclical processes that flattened out around 1500 and/or one that was
supplanted by other, more modern, cyclical processes. On the other
hand, migrations on a large scale have hardly disappeared in the modern era. Perhaps we simply do not recognize more contemporary movements of people as related to earlier manifestations of migration.
These questions of linkages to other arguments and processes are
intriguing, but somewhat premature. We first need to ask whether there
is supporting evidence for Chernykh's interpretation. Chernykh, himself, only outlines his argument and periodization rather sketchily at the
very end of a study of metallurgic diffusion in ancient central Eurasia.
A question that is left open is whether the periodization fits the record
2

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol46/iss46/5

6

Thompson: Testing a Cyclical Instability Theory in the Ancient Near East

40

COMPARATIVE CIVILIZATIONS REVIEW

of activities encompassed by the argument. Does it capture the periodicity of intensive migration activity? Does it correspond to advances
in, and the spread of, metallurgy? Are there overt linkages to impacts in
socio-political changes? How does the argument correspond to historical alternations in political stability and instability?
One earlier test conducted by Modelski and Thompson (1999)
examined the general relationship between Chernykh's periodization
and a cursory overview of the pattern of 3500 B.C.-1500 A.D. Eurasian
migrations to, and incursions against, selected, urbanized centers of the
world economy. While there proved to be very clear limitations on how
much information can be assembled about 5000 years of movements
over such a large space, the preliminary findings were that migratory
incursions did not reach the Sumerian-Egyptian centers of the Near East
in the first two Chernykh periods (3500-3200 and 2600-2400 B.C.).
Some support was found for the other five periods, that is as foci of
center-hinterland conflict, but with differential outcomes. The 18001500 and 1300-1100 B.C. periods were deemed important to
Mesopotamia and Egypt. The 500-200 B.C. period captures Celtic
movements well in western Eurasia that were eventually brought under
control. The 400-700 and 1000-1300 A.D. periods certainly capture significant incursions, but there are some questions about how well the former period delineates peak activity and whether the latter period applies
equally well across Eurasia prior to the movement of the Mongols.
Still, this earlier test was very much a preliminary effort. The conflict data were not, and perhaps could not be, exhaustive for such an
ambitious span. A focus on a more limited spatial-temporal span should
be more productive. We might also do well to begin at the beginning.
The first international system emerged in the Near East, centered initially around Mesopotamia and, later, Egypt. Does Chernykh's model
help explain "Bronze Age" Near Eastern historical changes between
3500 B.C. and 1000 B.C? More exactly, does Chernykh's model help
explain patterns in center-hinterland conflict and the rise and fall of
political regimes in Mesopotamia and Egypt?
We should not expect his model to explain every instance of centerhinterland conflict, nor each political system's rise and fall. Rather, the
question is whether the Chernykh framework can predict the major features of Near Eastern center-hinterland conflict and political instability
—assuming there are major features or significant fluctuations in conflict and instability to predict in the first place. Given the outcome in the
preliminary analysis, there is also the question of whether all four of his
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2002
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first four periods are useful in the ancient Near East, or whether only
some have applicability.
"Barbarian" attacks on cities are often held responsible for the
downfall of whole civilizations. Yet barbarians were simply what people who lived in cities called those who did not live in cities. Center-hinterland conflict in the ancient world system was neither rare nor all-pervasive. Vigorous city-based states and empires sent periodic expeditions
into the hills or deserts to pacify tribes causing problems, and especially problems related to interference with trade routes or attacks on outlying farming communities.
Tribal attacks were usually emboldened by declining city-based
states and empires. Targets that did not or could not fight back must
have been especially appealing. Sometimes, the attacks were also
encouraged by pressures on the tribes themselves brought about by the
in-migration of new tribes into their traditional sphere of influence. In
any event, it is often difficult to tell just how much causal agency to
bestow on hinterland attacks (Bronson, 1988). Did they genuinely contribute to the organizational decline of the centers, or were they simply
symptoms of general turmoil set in motion by other forces? Were they
cause or effect - or both, simultaneously?
Some authors (Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 72) go even further and
suggest that the alternation between imperial centralization in the
Tigris-Euphrates and Nile river areas and bedouin-nomadic-led decentralization was almost paradigmatic for the ancient world system. If the
ancient world system did alternate systematically, major hinterland
attacks on the center would have played fairly significant roles in this
process even if the attackers were merely responding to changes in the
environment.
That is, of course, one of the questions of interest here—although
as a fundamental chicken-and-egg-type question it is not one that can be
answered in the present context. But were the hinterland attacks on the
center first movers or were they propelled by other factors? There is no
question that some alternating tendency toward greater and lesser political order prevailed in both Mesopotamia and Egypt. In Mesopotamia,
early Uruk predominance was followed by a period of inter-city state
competition and then intermittent attempts at imperial centralization
(Akkad. Ur III, and Old Babylon). The circumstances are even more
clear in the Egyptian case with Old, Middle, and New Kingdoms interrupted by intermediate periods of disorder.
Both ends of the ancient world system shared similar security probhttps://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol46/iss46/5
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lems with desert and mountain tribes along the eastern and western
frontiers. The Egyptians also had problems in the south, and occasionally in the north. When the Egyptians were undergoing their intermediate phases and fighting with Bedouins, Nubians, Sea Peoples and
Libyans, the Mesopotamians were attempting to cope with Gutians,
Amorites, Kassites, and Aramaeans, among others. Still, hinterland
incursions were far more likely when their targets were weak or weakening. Do, then, vulnerable targets invite hinterland incursions? Do hinterland incursions make their targets weaker? Or, should we compromise and say that the causality is undoubtedly reciprocal?
However one answers the question about the causal role of hinterland attacks, there is also the question of the relationship between
Chernykh's periodization and the rise and fall of the central Near
Eastern regimes. Do Eurasian waves of turmoil tell us something about
the timing of regime changes in Mesopotamia and Egypt? For
Chernykh's waves to be useful, there must be some discernible degree
of synchronization between the general waves of movement and actual
regime transitions. Thus, the main question is whether center-hinterland
conflict and regime transitions conform reasonably well to Chernykh's
schedule. If Chernykh's general Eurasian periodization fits well in the
ancient Near East, we would have strong incentive to explore further the
question of why this might be the case. If the fit is poor, then we would
have good reason to look elsewhere for our answers to questions about
conflict and politico-economic interdependence.
Indicators
To explore these questions further, we require systematic information on Mesopotamian and Egyptian regime transitions and center-hinterland conflict. Analysts disagree about the precise timing of regime
transitions but there is some level of agreement on the rise and fall of
Mesopotamian and Egyptian regimes. Center-hinterland conflict data
are not readily available in some centralized data bank, but indicators
can be constructed.
Regime Transitions. The historical sequence of ancient regimes in
Mesopotamia and Egypt undergoes change periodically. There are
always differences of opinion about the precise number of years to
assign to each period but the differences do not seem so great that any
obvious validity threats are posed by adopting one chronology over
another. More threatening perhaps is the tendency to revise the chronoPublished by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2002
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logical schedules every so many years as new information comes to
light. Table 2 lists the regime periodization scheme that will be
employed in this investigation. It is based on fairly recent periodization
principles, circa the mid-1990s, but it is still not quite the last or even
the latest word on the subject. For instance, Algaze et al. (1998) and
Joffe (2000) discuss some of the implications of the most recent revisions in the Mesopotamian schedule which are not reflected in Table 2.
Essentially, these revisions have the effect of extending the Uruk phase
back in time and, as such, address an earlier period than the one that will
receive most of the attention in this analysis. Prehistorical dating, no
doubt, will continue to be debated precisely because it is about prehistorical periods of time and the evidence is often based on indirect measurements and interpretation.
Table 2: Chronologies for Egypt and Mesopotamia
Egypt

Years

Mesopotamia

Years

Merimda-Baderi
Naqada I-II
Naqada III
Early Dynastic
Old Kingdom

5000-4000
4000-3200
3200-3050
3050-2575
2575-2150

5000-4000
4000-3100
3100-2900
2900-2300
2350-2150

1st Intermediate

2150-1980

Middle Kingdom
2nd Intermediate
New Kingdom
3rd Intermediate

1980-1630
1630-1520
1540-1070
1070-715

Ubaid
Uruk
Jemdet Nasr
Early Dynastic
Akkade
Gutian
Interregnum
Third Dynasty
of Ur III
Amorie Influx
Old Babylonian
Kassites
"Various dynasties
in Babylon"

1150-730

2100-2000
2000-1600
1590s-1150

Source: based primarily on Baines and Yoffee (1998:202), with some Mesopotamian
modifications based on Postgate (1994:39) and Egyptian modifications based on
Wilkinson (1996:15).

Dating regime transitions in the third and second millennium B.C.,
the period about which the hypotheses are most oriented, has tended to
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be more stable. However, a recent controversy over dating the fall of
Babylon may lead ultimately to some significant changes in the
Mesopotamian schedule. The problem is one of an interactive combination of deurbanization and a lack of written records around the middle
of the second millennium
The record becomes more concrete around 1400 B.C. but that
leaves the period between roughly 1650 and 1400 somewhat openended. The year 1595 had been used as a reasonably accepted benchmark for the Hittite attack on Babylon and the Kassite takeover of that
city by default. But Gasche, Armstrong, Cole, and Gurzadyan (1998)
have made a good case for Babylon not falling until 1499.
Such drastic redating has implications not only for the timing of the
main Kassite incursion but also earlier events such as the Akkadian
takeover, which they believe may have taken place around 2200 B.C., as
opposed to 2350. Whether Gasche et al (1998) are right or not will take
some time to evaluate fully. In the interim, the chronologies reported in
Table 2 will be employed as reflecting relatively accepted dates until
quite recently. Yet since timing is so crucial to this test of the C-wave
argument, the Gasche et al (1998) alternative chronology for Mesopotamia
will be reexamined after first employing the more orthodox approach
reported in Table 2.
Is "regime" the right word for these chronological markers?
Perhaps not, given all the connotations associated with the regime concept. I employ it here in the context suggested by Spier (1996: 14) as "a
more or less regular but ultimately unstable pattern that has a certain
temporal permanence." In short, these are sets of recognizable patterns
(such as dynasties) to which we give names such as Middle Kingdom
or Akkadian that give way to other recognizable pattern packages and
can be applied to multiple types of human activity. The basic pattern is
one of centralization and then decentralization followed again by centralization. The periods of centralization are often equated with order
and those of decentralization with disorder. Which regime is preferable
or more valued no doubt depends on where one sits.
Center-Hinterland Incursions/Migrations. Data on incursions/migrations are intended to capture some sense of the timing of
conflict between centers and their hinterlands. In the ancient world system, there is little likelihood of capturing this rhythm with any great precision but it should be possible to develop a sense for its basic beat. By
combing references in the historical literature to center-hinterland
clashes and movements of peoples, the idea is to systematize as best as
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possible what we know at this time. However, there are some basic limitations that must be acknowledged at the outset. One is that part of the
time period in which we are interested is prehistorical. Obviously, data
will be sketchy and based on interpreting whatever traces remain.
Radical changes in the style of cultural artifacts or burned walls may be
indicative of the sorts of behavior for which we are scanning.
Unfortunately, though, new pottery does not always mean the in-movement of a new group of people and sometimes a burned wall is just a
burned wall, caused by an accident.
Even when some written record survives, it is always less than ideal
for communicating what transpired. Hinterland attackers rarely wrote
their own history. The center targets of the attacks, not surprisingly, tend
to be characterized by either fear and exaggeration or scorn and triumphalism—depending on whether they were winning or losing. In
some cases, it is clear that the center scribes wrote as if they were winning when they were, in actuality, losing. Dating problems complicate
matters further.
There are scholarly differences of opinion about how best to tell
ancient time. The farther back in time one goes, the hazier the accuracy
of the dating process. As a consequence, much of the episodic history of
the ancient world is periodized in terms of rulers and their eras of rule.
Something happened, say, in the seventh year of somebody's reign. But
if there is some ambiguity or disagreement about when that ruler actually reigned in calendar time, it is difficult to assert with any confidence
that something happened in 2217 BC as opposed to 2239 BC. Some tolerance for loose bracketing of events in time is therefore required.
For that matter, it is entirely possible to find historical treatments
that evade any attempt at specifying what happened and when. Most
typical of the literature are fairly vague references to some ruler fighting hill or desert tribes early or late in his reign. Which hill tribes are not
always noted. Exactly where they clashed or who initiated the encounter
is frequently absent. What size the fighting forces might have been is
almost never noted (or known). What they are fighting about is simply
a question that only rarely surfaces.
Consistent with these approaches to the subject matter is what
might be called a professional bipolarity. Most historians are not too
interested in the clashes between hinterland and centers. Granted, the
information that is available is quite poor and thus there is very good
reason for professional caution. But, it also seems fair to say that most
historians treat hinterland peoples much like their favorite subjects did
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—that is, as intermittent nuisances on the general landscape—or they
casually bestow great causal agency on hinterland depredations as significant factors in the downfall of various centers without really pondering too much about the implications.
Why do the city-based military organizations easily subdue the hinterland foe at some times but not at others? Are the hinterland tribes
motivated by easy pickings and, if so, why do they remain on site when
they can? How do different center experiences with hinterland incursions compare? And what, if anything, can these comparisons tell us
about the political-economic dynamics of different parts of the ancient
world system?
Tables 3 and 4 enumerate 164 items from the 242 entries in an
ancient southwest Asian center-hinterland data base.' Several features of
the items listed should be readily apparent. In both tables there is very
little activity recorded prior to about 3000 B.C. That does not necessarily mean that little or nothing happened prior to 3000 B.C., but only that
we do not have much information on what happened.
4

Table 3: Mesopotamian Incursions/Migrations
Years

Incursions/migrations

Sources

3200-2800

Semitic/Akkadian migration

Langer. 1968: 29; Saggs, 1995: 30

2550

Mountain people attack on Kish

Roux, 1996: 136

2500

Hurrians entering Mesopotamia

Finegan, 1979: 70

2500-2000

Beginning of Amorite migration

Saggs, 1995: 128; Posener. 1971: 563

2350

Akkadian takeover

Postgate, 1992: 40-41

2337-2344

Amurru clashes

Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 56

2291-2255

Gutian "revolt'TLullubi clash

Hinz, 1973: 650

early 2200s

Subartu attack

Roux, 1996: 148

2254-2218

Gutian raiding

Gadd, 1971: 454; Roux, 1996: 150-51;
Potts, 1994: 119; Harmuth, 1992: 370

2254-2218

Lullubi pressure

Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 63;
Potts, 1994: 111-12

2254-2218

Umman-Mande pressure

Finegan, 1979: 44
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Table 3: Mesopotamian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Years

Incursions/migrations

Sources

2217-2193

Lullubi raiding

Roux, 1980; 151; Potts, 1994; 117;
Finegan, 1979; 44

2217-2193

Gutian raiding

Roux, 1980: 151

2200

Amorite raiding

Whiting, 1995; 1234; Gadd, 1971;
455; Brooks, 1926/49: 320

late 2000s

Human infiltration

Drawer, 1973: 417; Bumey, 1977: 132
Langer, 1968: 31
Courty and Weiss, 1997; 141

2120

Uruk attack on Gutians

Roux, 1980: 154

2112-2095

Guti clashes

Potts, 1994: 128

2099-2000

Guti clashes

Potts, 1994: 124

2094-2047

Zagros hill people raiding

Saggs, 1995: 89

2094-2047

Human wars

Potts, 1994: 132

2070-2047

Amorite pressure

Potts, 1994: 133-34; Piggott, 1965: 77
Roux, 1996: 161; Hallo and
Simpson, 1971: 81

2046-2038

Akkadian attack on Amorites

Roux, 1980: 162

2037-2029

Amorites repelled; Muriq Tidmun
Wall built to repel Amorites

Roux, 1980: 173; Finegan, 1979: 53
Hinz, 1973: 658; Saggs, 1995: 91
Whiting, 1995: 1234; Gadd, 1971: 609
Posener, 1971: 609

2029-2006

Amorites repelled

Saggs, 1995: 91; Potts, 1994: 133034
Gadd, 1971: 609; Posener, 563
Roux, 1980: 173; Whiting, 1995: 1234
Hinz. 1973: 658

2023

Amorite attack

Roux, 1980: 167

2006

Ur sacked by Elam and tribal
allies (Amorite dynasites follow)

Saggs. 1995: 94

1970s

Amorite raiding

Langer. 1968: 29

1900s-1800s Amorite migration

Saggs, 1995: 177; Langer. 1968: 28
Posener, 1971: 594
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Table 3: Mesopotamian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Years
Incursions/migrations
Sources
late 1900s

Amorites control Larsa, Kish and
Babylon

1813-1781

Assyrian campaigns in Zagros area Roux, 1996: 181-82

1800s

Chaldean migration

Whiting, 1995: 1235

Roux, 1996: 185

1800s-1700s Sutaeans raiding

Roux, 1996: 180-81; Saggs, 1995: 92

1800

Lloyd, 1978: 158-59; Kupper, 1973: 24

Hurrian infiltration

1700s-l100s Habiru infiltration of Babylonia
and Assyria

Crossland, 1971: 826-27
Saggs, 1995: 91; Roux, 1980: 217

1792-1750

Kassites threatening

Sommerfield, 1995: 917
Harmuth, 1992: 371

1762

Gutain attack

Roux, 1980: 187-88

1760

Gutain attack

Roux 1980: 187-88

1749-1712

Kassites repelled

Roux, 1980: 182; Saggs, 1995: 113-14

1749-1712

Sutae raiding

Roux, 1980: 224

1746

Kassite attack

Brooks, 1926/49: 320

1741

Kassite attack

Saggs, 1995: 213-14; Roux, 1996: 224
Finegan, 1979: 71

1731

Kassites threaten Babylon

Charpin, 1995: 817

1714

Amorite invasion

Roux, 1996: 224

1711-1685

Kassites repelled

Roux, 1980: 224; Roux, 1996: 182
Saggs, 1995: 113-14

1708

Kassites threaten Babylon

Charpin, 1995: 817

1700

Hurrian infiltration

Roux, 1980: 217

1647

Sealand peoples clash

Sandar, 1978:77

1600

Hurrian/Kassite/Amorite pressure

Whiting, 1995: 1236; Roux. 1996: 217

1593-1592

Kassite takeover of Babylon

Drews, 1988: 58; Saggs, 1995: 114
Hinz, 1973: 271; Crossland, 1971: 838
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Table 3: Mesopotamian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Years
Incursions/migrations
Sources
1567-1547

Sutu raiding

Roux, 1980: 260

1365-1330

Assyrian expedition to Zagros

Roux, 1980: 242

late 1300s

Ahlamu infiltration

Langer, 1968: 46

1300s-1200s Aramaean migration begins

Postgate 1981: 49: Roux, 1996: 185
Saggs, 1995: 129

1300s-1200s Sudan pressure

Postgate, 1981: 49; Roux, 1996: 185
Saggs, 1995: 129

early 1200s

Ahlamu pressure

Postgate, 1981: 49

1275-1274

Guti subdued by Assyrians

Roux, 1980: 242

1200s-l130

Sutian clashes

Postgate, 1981: 49, 55-56

1178-1133

Aramaean raiding

Roux, 1980: 185

1100s-900s

Aramaean infiltration

Bumey, 1977: 155; Langer, 1968: 28

1132-1115

Aramaean raiding

Roux, 1996: 185

1114-1076

Aramaean raiding

Roux, 1996: 185; Saggs, 1995: 129
Charpin, 1995: 821; Postgate, 1981: 52
Langer, 1968: 4

1114-1076

Mushki penetration

Roux, 1980: 258-59; Roux, 1996: 185
Drews, 1988: 18

1114-1076

Nairis punished by Babylon

Roux, 1996: 185

1100-1000

Chaldean migration

Finegan, 1979: 68

1078-935

Aramaean migration

Langer, 1968: 33; Postgate, 1981: 52

1074-1057

Aramaean penetration of Assyria

Postgate, 1981: 49; Roux, 1996: 185
Saggs, 1995: 129

1056-900

Aramaean penetration

Roux, 1996: 185; Saggs, 1995: 131
Bumey, 1977: 156; Hawkins, 1982: 381
Langer, 1968: 46

1013-973

Aramaean penetration of Assyria

Postgate, 1981: 53
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Then, too, one must take into consideration that the development of
the sedentary/non-sedentary duality took some time to emerge and
intensify. In the "beginning," the people who became the city dwellers
were not particularly sedentary. The impression one has is that all
groups were initially mobile, moving from campsite to campsite, subject to natural catastrophes and the exhaustion of local food sources.
Only gradually did cities or concentrations of sedentary people emerge.
Equally gradual was the emerging division of labor between sedentary farmers and city-dwellers and non-sedentary herders. Only after
these societal dualities intensified was it possible for strong hinterlandcenter conflict to emerge in the late fourth and third millennia.
Another characteristic of the information presented in Table 3 is the
lack of precision. Undoubtedly, there is some double counting as in
cases where some authors refer to specific Zagros hill tribes while other
refer to them generically. As noted, it proved impossible to find much of
anything resembling estimates of the sizes of the forces involved. Nor
is it often clear just where the clashes took place or even who really initiated them. Presumably, state expeditions to subdue the hill tribes were
in response to some sort of provocation, but not necessarily.
There is also the problem concerning the probable lack of information on hinterland attacks after they have been highly successful. Who
is left to record their activity? Still, the question is whether we can
obtain a sense of the ebb and flow of center-hinterland conflict. There
can be little doubt that the entries in Table 3 (or Table 4) do not exhaust
the full extent of contact. But then we are unlikely to ever know the full
extent of center-hinterland contact. When a data collection effort reaches the point where no new entries are being found, and old entries are
simply being repeated, it is time to move on to data acquisition concerns.
Focusing on the Mesopotamian experience, our understanding of
center-hinterland conflict remains very sketchy prior to the mid-third
millennium. However, there is one important omission from the table.
In the fourth millennium, Uruk established a trade acquisition network
centered on "colonial" settlements populated by transplanted Sumerians
in Syria and Iran, and reaching to Anatolia and Egypt. This network was
forced to fall back fairly abruptly towards the end of the fourth millennium. This Urukian retrenchment must be attributed to some considerable degree to the intrusion of a Trans-Caucasian culture into Anatolia,
Syria, and Palestine. There were no attacks on Sumerian cities in southern Mesopotamia. Whether there were attacks on the extended
Sumerian trading enclaves is not clear. But the extended trading net5

6
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work apparently experienced sufficient pressure to encourage the
Sumerians to retreat throughout their acquisition system.
Eventually, commodities that had been obtained from as far away
as Afghanistan via overland routes were acquired through a maritime
Indus route that was developed in reaction to interference with the traditional overland routes from Anatolia to Iran. But the development of
an alternative maritime route took time. The period of Uruk retrenchment was a significant external and, no doubt, internal crisis with
increased hostility throughout the Zagros highlands, trade goods in
shorter and more expensive supply, and substantial movements of
Sumerians back to the southern Mesopotamian homeland.
The subsequent movement into a phase of competing city states
(Early Dynastic I-III) seems to have taken place with little or no overt
center-hinterland conflict. The most likely clashes, other than those
between Sumerian cities, in this early period relate to the ambiguously
dated in-migration of Amorite tribes from the Syrian and Arabian
deserts. However, the influx may have been so gradual that the
Sumerians were able to absorb, manage, and probably assimilate the
immigrants without a great deal of ethnic strife.
Eventually, the descendants of the immigrants took over Sumeria
about midway through the 24th century, but this was an internal realignment of elite/ethnic structures and not an external conquest. However,
infrequent hinterland attacks were in the first two-thirds of the third millennium; successive Mesopotamian regimes were less fortunate.
Table 3 can be segmented into a number of perceived clusters of
incursions in order to highlight the apparent rhythm of center-hinterland
conflict. A first weak cluster (perhaps 3000-2500 B.C.) is limited to
Amorite infiltration from the west and the beginning of attacks from
tribes in the Zagros mountains in the east. The second cluster (roughly
2350 to 2000 B.C.) suggests a considerable increase in the tempo. The
Akkadians overthrew the Sumerians from within Mesopotamia. In the
east, Gutians and Lullubi were causing problems, with the Gutians succeeding in bringing an end to the Akkadian empire.
In the west, Subartu, Hurrians, and Amorites in general were in
motion, attempting to move into Mesopotamia, culminating in a general Amorite takeover of the Akkadian/Sumerian/Gutian political system.
In an interim 1900-1800 B.C. period, there was still activity but it seems
much less than the amount that was associated with the 2300-2000
period. The pace picked up again in the early 1700s with Gutians,
Kassites (in the east) and Sutae from the west) on the attack.
7

8
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Few entries are recorded for Mesopotamia in the 1600s but that
suggests more the disintegration of a former center than hinterland quiescence. In the late 1590s, Kassites took over Babylon, apparently by
default, in the aftermath of a Hittite assault on that city and remained in
power almost to the end of the twelfth century. Some Assyrian resurgence was demonstrated in the 1300s and early 1200s but by the end of
the period of primary interest, the eleventh century B.C. and later,
Mesopotamia was characterized by a large-scale in-migration of
Aramaeans from the western deserts.'
Table 4 provides comparable information for the Egyptian sector of
the ancient world. The basic circumstances were similar to the
Mesopotamian experience, with the exception that center-hinterland
conflict either began or is recorded earlier in Egypt. Incursions came
primarily from the east, west, and south. But prior to the mid-third millennium, there does not appear to be much evidence of a threat of serious attack. The Egyptians were sending expeditions into the Sinai for
hinterland control purposes as early as the end of the fourth millennium,
perhaps not too much unlike the Uruk colonial settlements in Syria.
Years

Table 4: Egyptian Incursions/Migrations
Sources
Incursions/migrations

3150-3125

Campaigns against Nubians,
Libyans and perhaps northerners

Vercoutter, 1967a: 264

3125-3055

Campaigns against Libyans
Vercoutter, 1967a: 268; Hallo and
attempting to enter Nile Valley area Simpson, 1971: 212

3100-3055

Campaigns against Nubians

Vercoutter, 1967a: 268

3050-2995

Bedouins repelled in the east

Vercoutter, 1967a: 268; Grimal, 1998: 52

late 1300s/
early 200s

Expansion of Pit Grave people

Thomas, 1982: 83

2995-?

Luntiu nomads defeated in southern Vercoutter, 1967a: 268
southeastern, and eastern deserts

?-2950

Campaign against nomads in east

2925-2700

Preoccupied with internal disorder, Vercoutter, 1967a: 268
no apparent military expeditions
abroad

Vercoutter, 1967a: 268
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Table 4: Egyptian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Incursions/migrations
Sources

2700-2676

Expedition to Nubia and several
expeditions to Sinai

Vercoutter, 1967b: 287

early 2600s

Expeditions to Sinai and Libya

Grimal, 1998: 69

2600

Amorite attack

Brooks, 1926/49: 320

2579

Expedition to Nubia against
Nehasites

Benson, 1995: 23

2510-2460

Campaigns against Libyans and
Bedouins

Vercoutter, 1967b: 295

2460

Conflict with Shasu east of Delta

Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 227

2460-2200

Expeditions to Nubia and against
Bedouins in the east

Vercoutter, 1967c: 326

2435-2400

Expeditions to Sinai

Grimal, 1998: 79

late 2400s

Expeditions to Libya

Grimal, 1998: 76

2300s

Expeditions to Palestine and Nubia Redford, 1992: 55; Grimal, 1998: 87-88

2265

Asiatic raiding

2259

Campaign against Irthete, Madhei, Benson, 195: 24
Yam, Wewate, and Kaqwa in south

2250-2035

Libyan and Bedouin raiding

Aldred, 1967: 121-22

2200-2160

Bedouin incursions

Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 238

post-2200

C-Group migration

Butzer, 1976: 133

2160-2150

Asiatic raiding

Posener, 1971: 133

2050-2009

Expeditions to Libya against
Tihounites

Grimal, 1998: 157; Redford, 1992: 69
Benson, 1995: 25; Vercoutter, 1967c: 350

2050-2009

Expeditions to Sinai

Grimal, 1998: 157; Redford, 1992: 69
Benson, 1995: 25

2040-2009

Bedouin incusions into Delta

Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 238

2020

Expedition to Nubia

Benson, 1995: 28

2010

Bedouin raiding

Posener, 1971: 532

Pigott, 1965: 77
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Table 4: Egyptian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Incursions/migrations
Sources

2009-1997

Bedouin pressure

Grimal, 1998: 157

2000s

Minor campaigning in Libya

Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 243

1991

"Walls of the Prince" constructed
to check incursions from Palestine

Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 247

1969-1963

Expedition to Nubia

Grimal, 1998: 161; Benson, 1995: 28
Vercoutter, 1967d: 362

1968-1967

Expedition against Bedouins

Grimal, 1998: 165; Vercoutter, 1967d: 362

1962

Expeditions to Nubia

Vercoutter, 1967d: 362

1962

Expedition against Libyans

Grimal, 1998: 165

1961-1878

no record of military campaigns

Vercoutter, 1967d: 365, 372

1880-1879

Expedition against Kush in south

Benson, 1995: 30

1878-1842

Expedition to Palestine/Syria;
Bedouin raiding

Grimal, 1998: 168; Redforel, 1992: 76
Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 247
Vercoutter, 1967d: 377

1874-1871

Expedition against Kush

Grimal, 1998: 168; Benson, 1995: 30

1862-1857

Expeditions against Kush

Vercoutter, 1967d: 376

1800-1550

Hyksos infiltration in response to
Indo-European invasions of
Anatolia and upper Mesopotamia

Brooks, 1926/49: 320; Vercoutter, 1967e:
392; Aldred, 1967: 121-22; Drews, 1988:
57; Grimal, 1998: 186-187; Hallo and
Simpson, 1971: 251

post-1750

Pan-Grave migration

Butzer, 1976: 133

1730-1720

Hyksos seizure of Avaris

Grimal, 1998: 185; Wilhelm, 1989: 23;
Redford, 1992: 99, 102; Beyer, 1996: 195

1720-1675

Hyksos expansion

Grimal, 1998: 185: Hayes, 1973: 54;
Redford, 1992: 111, 114-115

late 1700s

Nubian attack

Redford, 1992: 111

mid-1600s

Pan-Grave migration

Grimal, 1998: 188; Vercoutter, 1967e: 392

1576

Pursuit of retreating Hyksos into
Canaan

Benson, 1995: 36

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2002

Table 4: continued on next page

21

Comparative Civilizations Review, Vol. 46 [2002], No. 46, Art. 5

55

WILLIAM R.

THOMPSON

Years

Table 4: Egyptian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Incursions/migrations
Sources

after 1558

Amorite/Libyan/Nubian infiltration; Benson, 1995: 44
expeditions against Kush in south
and Libyans in west

1534

Expedition against Kush

Benson, 1995: 36

1530

Expedition against Kush

Benson, 1995: 45

1530-1511

Conflict with Shoshite nomads

Benson, 1995

1526-1506

Expedition against Lwntyw in south Grimal, 1998: 202; Redford, 1992: 129-30

1520

Expedition to Syria

Roux, 1992: 234

1479-1425

Apiru migration

Grimal, 1998: 258

1462

Attack on Shoshite in Negeb

Benson, 1995: 61-62

1456-1425

Expeditions to Palestine/Syria

Grimal, 1998: 213-216; Hallo and
Simpson, 1971: 256; Finegan, 1979: 269

1429

Expedition to Nubia

Grimal, 1998: 215

1423-1416

Expeditions to Syria

Grimal, 1998: 218-19

1416

Kushite revolt suppressed

Benson, 1995: 68

1412

Expedition against Kushites

Benson, 1995: 69

1400

Clashes with Amorites in Lebanon

Benson, 1995: 70

1400-1375

Apiru infiltration

Redford, 1992: 179

1394

Expedition to Nubia

Grimal, 1998: 219

early 1300s

Shendan migration pressuring Tehenu

Grimal. 1998:268-69; Redfoid, 1992:247-48

1386

Expedition to Palestine

Grimal. 1998:222

1346-1324

Campaigns to south and northeast

Benson, 1995:78

1334-1306

Expedition to Palestine/Syria

Finegan, 1979:289

1323-1295

Expedition to Palestine/Syria

Grimal, 1998

1322

Attack on Shoshites in east

Benson 1995:70

1321

Expedition against Tihounites in west

Benson, 1995:82
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Years

Table 4: Egyptian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Incursions/migrations
Sources

1314

Possible attack on Kushites in south Benson, 1995: 83

1303 or 1278 Sherden raiding from the sea

Grimal, 1998: 253

1294

Expedition against Shasu

Grimal, 1998: 247; Redford, 1992: 180-81

1293

Expedition against Amurru in
Palestine/Syria

Grimal, 1998: 247

1292

Expedition against Libyans

Grimal, 1998: 247

1276-1275

Expeditions to Syria

Grimal, 1998: 253

1272-1271

Expedition against Shasu

Grimal, 1998: 256

post-1272

Expedition against Libyans

Grimal, 1998: 247

1261

Expedition to Palestine/Syria

Grimal, 1998: 257

1259

Expedition against Irem in Nubia

Grimal, 1998: 248, 259

1235

Libyan raid

Grimal, 1998: 259

post-1212

Meshwesh infiltration

Redford, 1992: 299

1212-1202

Expeditions against Kush and to
Palestine/Syria

Grimal, 1998: 268; Hallo and Simpson,
1971:280

1207-1206

Libyan migration (continuing into
10th century)

Aldred, 1967: 151; Redford, 1992: 248-49
Brett and Fentriss, 1996: 22

1206

Sea Peoples raiding

Grimal, 1998: 269; Crossland, 1971: 856

1189-1167

Possible Shoshite incursion from
Sinai

Benson, 1995:148

1182

Libyan raiding

Grimal, 1998: 272; Hallo and Simpson,
1971:281

1179-1177

Libyan invasion

Aldred, 1967: 151; Redford, 1992: 249
Brett and Fentress, 1996: 22; Grimal, 1998:
272; Hallo and Simpson, 1971: 281
Benson, 1995: 142

1175-1173

Libyan invasion

Aldred, 1967: 151; Redford, 1992: 250;
Grimal, 1998: 272
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Table 4: Egyptian Incursions/Migrations (Continued)
Incursions/migrations
Sources

1174

Sea Peoples invasion

Aldred, 1967: 151;Nibbi, 1975
Grimal, 1998: 269

1104

Defeat by Kushites near Thebes

Benson, 1995: 37

1098

Kushites forced to withdraw to Kush Benson, 1995: 157-58

1074-1071

Expedition to Nubia

Grimal, 1998: 312

1069-702

Libyan raiding

Edwards, 1982: 534

The point is that the Egyptians (and the Sumerians) initially were
projecting their coercive power into the hinterland, rather than the other
way around. The first Egyptian expansion, thus, also took place without
much resistance. Infiltration was taking place or being attempted from
both eastern and western deserts but only one serious threat (in 2600) is
noted in the record prior to the discernible increase of hinterland activity in the 2300-2000 B.C. period. In the 1900-1800 B.C. period, the
activity is all from the Egyptian center to the hinterland, indicating
some renewal of center strength which gave way to the Hyksos
onslaught from the west and accompanied by attacks from the east and
south in the 1700s through the last third of the 1500s.
Some New Kingdom renewal in center vigor took place after the
expulsion of the Hyksos and through the 1300s. Egyptian campaign activity seems to have accelerated in the 1200s suggesting either increased
center strength, increased hinterland problems, or both. With Egypt, as
compared to Mesopotamia, it is always difficult to be sure because the
record is biased towards reporting campaigns against Bedouins and
Libyans, as opposed to reporting Bedouin and Libyan raiding.
That is to say, we know that there is a problem in the hinterland primarily because the center was bothering to campaign there and center
scribes have recorded that activity. But there is also some tendency for
new Egyptian leaders, just as they would anywhere else, to demonstrate
their martial prowess by sending expeditions in various directions early
in their reigns. Since we know Libyan pressure was increasing in the
east, especially around the twelfth century B.C., and the Sea People
attacks came around the same time, it is at least clear that hinterland
activity was on the increase after about 1250 or so. The Egyptian center
managed to withstand the combined attacks of the Sea Peoples and the
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Libyans in the twelfth century, or so the Egyptian records maintain, but,
ultimately, gave way to Libyan infiltration in subsequent years. Hence,
the Egyptian powers of political renewal outlasted the Sumerians but
not forever.
Still, the incursions/migrations data do not lend themselves readily
to treatment as a time series. It is better to regard them as approximations of fluctuations in center-hinterland conflict. The most major periods of conflict can be reduced by interpretation to the following short
list. In the Mesopotamian case, the first known major contact, albeit
away from the central cities of Sumeria, took place in the mid to late
fourth millennium and led to the Uruk retreat from its positions in Syria
and Anatolia.
A second, strong conflict cluster was initiated by the Akkadian
takeover in the mid-2300s in which assimilated Semites supplanted
Sumerian rulers, followed by Gutian attacks and rule in the 2100s, and
then the Amorite attacks in the 2000s, probably facilitated by simultaneous Elamite attacks, which led to a number of Amorite dynasties and
rulers such as Hammurabi.
The Kassite takeover in the early sixteenth century in the wake of
an Hittite attack on Babylon in 1595 was the next major hinterland blow
to the ascendancy of a center, and many consider it a terminal blow to
Mesopotamian centralization prospects. Nonetheless, a fourth
Mesopotamian round of hinterland incursions began with the disintegration of Kassite rule and an increase of Aramaean pressure in the 1000s.
In the Egyptian case, there were also four major bouts of hinterland
attack—the three intermediate periods and the Sea People attacks that
began in the late 1200s, in conjunction with Libyan attacks. In the first
intermediate period (2150-1980), the incursions came from the west
and the east. The threat in the second intermediate period (1630-1520)
led to a Hyksos takeover of parts of Egypt from the west. The Sea
Peoples came from the north and northeast, along with Libyan allied
attacks in the late 1200s and early 1100s. The Libyan pressure continued into the third intermediate phase (1070 on) and led ultimately to
Libyan Pharaonic dynasties.
Chernykh's periodization captures well the first, third and fourth
Mesopotamian clusters, but does less well on the second one towards
the end of the third millennium. It is possible that Chernykh's
2600-2400 peak instability period encompasses increased conflict
among Mesopotamian states in the Early Dynastic III period. We know
that there was conflict between the city states throughout the Early
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Dynastic era. It would make retrospective sense if this conflict escalated into a spiral that set the stage for the Akkadian takeover in the 24th
century B.C. But such an observation is primarily speculative since we
do not yet have a great deal of information on which to characterize the
frequency of warfare in the first half of third millennium southern
Mesopotamia.
What we do know is that Chernykh's second instability peak misses the Akkadian takeover which may not have been all that conflictual
(again, we do not know) and the subsequent Gutian and Amorite incursions a century or so later. It is of course possible, and perhaps even
probable, that the Gutian incursions were due in part to pressure from
other hinterland groups moving into or through the Zagros area and as
part of a longer-term chain reaction to earlier movements in the Black
Sea-Caspian Sea region.
We should expect Central Asian migrations to have delayed repercussions perhaps taking hundreds of years to register their full impact in
areas more distant from the epicenters of initial activity. Yet if we tolerate infinite lag structures, it would be impossible to ever disconfirm
arguments like the one Chernykh proposes. Unless we can specify an
explicit chain reaction effect, it would seem most appropriate to score
the second peak as a probable miss—albeit, one subject to various qualifications about possible Early Dynastic warfare and the effects of IndoEuropean movements.
The Egyptian outcome resembles the Mesopotamian outcome. The
first two instability peaks are not matched by corresponding increases in
Egyptian center-hinterland conflict. The second peak misses the First
Intermediate period which overlaps temporally with the Mesopotamian
Gutian/Amorite attacks. But, one should also keep in mind that in this
time period Egypt, for most purposes, is the African end of the line for
the Eurasian region. One should therefore anticipate a less close link to
periods of Central Eurasian turmoil that would break down as Eurasian
integration proceeded and reduced the effect of geographical distance.
On the other hand, Chernykh's third and fourth peaks do capture well
the Second Intermediate Hyksos era, the conflict with the Sea Peoples,
and the Third Intermediate.
The regime transition question, of course, is closely related to the
periodicity of center-hinterland conflict. Table 5 indicates that the
Chernykh periodization does not identify most of the regime transitions
in Mesopotamia. The first C-wave can be credited to some extent with
the retrenchment and decline of the Uruk period although
10
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Mesopotamian scholars tend to attribute the ending of the Urukian period to internal processes of decay. Yet losing some access to northern
resources would have taken time to accommodate and. presumably,
would also have led to inter-city rivalry and conflict within southern
Mesopotamia (and with Iranian cities) over the control of external
resources. In this respect, the first C-wave probably contributed to the
advent of the Jemdet Nasr period—an intermediate interval between the
Uruk and Early Dynastic eras.
Table 5: Chernyk Crisis Periods and Mesopotamian Regime Changes
Period

Gasche
Orthodox et al
C-Wave Peak
Schedule Schedule Instability

Comments

Late Uruk

3300-3100

3500-3200

Uruk retrenchment

Jemdet Nasr

3100-2900

Early Dynastic

2900-2700

Early Dynastic U

2700-2600

Early Dynastic III

2600-2300

2600-2400

inter-city warfare
intensifying?

Akkad

2350-2150

2200-2000

3rd Dynasty of Ur

2100-2000

2018-1911

Old Babylonian

2000-1595

1930-1499

Old Assyrian

2000-1750

Kassite

1595-1150

Akkadian takeover of
Mesopotamia c. 2350
Gutian attacks in 2200s
Amorite takeover of
Mesopotamia
Anatolian trade problems

1499-1150

1800-1500

Kassite takeover of
Mesopotamia

1200-900

Kassite control
disintegrates;
Aramaean incursioas

The apparent lack of fit between C-wave period two and the transition from Early Dynastic II to Early Dynastic III and then to Akkad has
already been noted. Similarly, the brief Sumerian resurgence in the 3rd
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Dynasty of Ur period (2100-2000) and the Amorite takeover fall outside of the C-wave schedule. The third C-wave does capture the demise
of the Old Babylonian (and Old Assyrian regime in northern
Mesopotamia) and the Kassite takeover in the south. The fourth C-wave
isolates the fall of the Kassite rule and an increasing number of
Aramaean incursions toward the end of the second millennium.
If we focus instead on the Gasche et al. (1998) chronology, the outcome is not really changed all that much. Gasche et al. do not take their
discussion farther back than Akkadian times. The second C-wave continues to be a miss with the alternative chronology, although now the
miss is much wider. The Akkadian empire, the Third Dynasty of Ur, and
the Amorite Babylonian period take place between C-waves. Whether
the third C-wave is regarded as a hit or a miss pivots on one's tolerance
for a one year miss. The new 1499 dating misses the tail of the third Cwave by that much. Given the general imprecision of the dating game in
which we are involved a one year miss does not seem all that important.
Gasche et al. (1998: 91) still commence dating Kassite dynasties in the
late 1600s. While their interpretation is that they were not successful in
gaining control of Babylonian lowland territory for another century, that
hardly precludes increasing Kassite pressure on urban areas prior to 1499.
The C-wave schedule actually performs somewhat better with
Egyptian regime transitions than it did either with Egyptian center-hinterland conflict or with Mesopotamian regime changes. One reason is
that the first C-wave peak almost encompasses the unification of Egypt
thought to have occurred around 3100. This "near-miss" might be a
matter of coincidence. The evolution of hierarchy in upper and lower
Egypt had been going on throughout the fourth millennium.
However, one of the hypotheses about the timing of the coerced
merger of the two parts of Egypt is that the southern ruler was encouraged to take over the north as a consequence of increasing struggles
over the control of trade. Southern Egypt's trade connections to Syria
and Mesopotamia ran through northern Egypt via Mediterranean links
to the Levant. The Uruk retrenchment led to a temporary interruption of
these linkages and possible northern-southern struggles over control of
trade via Palestinian land routes in the aftermath."
Table 6 indicates that the second C-wave does not capture the end
of the Old Kingdom, although it might be said to encompass some of
the tendencies toward decentralization that characterized regime cycles
in Egypt. The second C-Wave misses entirely the First Intermediate, but
then does well in dating the instability of the Middle Kingdom's end-
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phase and the Second Intermediate, dominated by a Hyksos incursion
thought to have been encouraged by Indo-European movements some
distance away from Egypt. It also picks up on the increasing decentralization of the New Kingdom and, as noted earlier, its struggles with Sea
Peoples and Libyans leading to the Third Intermediate.
Table 6: Chernyk Crisis Periods and Egyptian Regime Changes

Period

Periodization Peak Instability Comments

Naqada III

3250-3100

Early Dynastic

3100-2750

Old Kingdom

2750-2260

First Intermediate

2260-2040

Middle Kingdom

2040-1650

1800-1500

Frequent turnover of rulers in
last 100 years of Middle Kingdom

Second Intermediate

1720-1570

1800-1500

Hyksos occupation

New Kingdom

1570-1070

1200-900

Strong external pressure from Sea
Peoples and Libyan incursions late
1200s/early 1100s; increasing
fragmentation toward end of New
Kingdom

3500-3200

Coercive unification c. 3100

2600-2400

Increasing decentralization toward
end of Old Kingdom
Bedouin incursions

Table 7 summarizes the outcomes reported in the earlier tables. The
3500-3200 C-wave is useful in explaining Mesopotamian and Egyptian
developments. The third and fourth C-waves definitely fit both Near
Eastern centers. Only the second C-wave in 2600-2400 seems off by a
few hundred years. If it were dated approximately 2350-2000, sliding
the crisis period forward 250—400 years, the overall fit would be ideal.
Yet even if only three of the four C-waves correspond well to Near
Eastern developments, the C-wave approach suggests rather strongly
that 2500 years of Near Eastern politics were punctuated by four systemic crises. The first one came towards the end of the fourth millennium, the second one towards the end of the third millennium, and the
fourth one towards the end of the second millennium. This end-of- millennium symmetry is marred only by the third period of crisis in the
mid-second millennium.
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Table 7: Summary Evaluation of the Application of the Chernyk Crisis
Framework to Near Eastern Political History
Chernyk Crisis Period

Mesopotamian instability demarcated

Egyptian instability demarcated

3500-3200

yes—Uruk retrenchment

yes—Egyptian unification

2600-2400

possibly—Early Dynastic intensification of some—decline of Old Kingdom
conflict leading to Akkadian takeover
leading to First Intermediate phase
but missing Gutian and Amorite incursions

1800-1500

yes—Kassite takeover

yes—decline of Middle Kingdom,
Hyksos occupation and Second
Intermediate

1200-900

yes—end of Kassite control and onset of
Aramaean incursions

yes—Sea Peoples/Libyan attacks
and Old Kingdom fragmentation
leading to Third Intermediate

None of the four crisis periods behaved exactly like any of the others. In some cases, the hinterland pressures were defeated or held at bay.
In others, the hinterland pressures overwhelmed the center's defenses.
Old political regimes often collapsed during the crisis periods—but not
always—and political regimes could rise and fall outside the crisis periods. In none of the cases are exogenous pressures sufficient to explain
the local outcomes. Political regimes definitely were characterized by
endogenous tendencies toward decline. Increasing tax burdens, agrarian
productivity setbacks, and dynastic succession problems no doubt contributed to the demise of political regimes.
External pressures may simply have constituted coups de grace.
But the point remains that at least three of these four systemic crises
appear to have linkages to events and processes taking place outside the
Near East. Three of the four Near Eastern crisis periods also appear to
have been crisis periods for other parts of Eurasia if Chernykh's C-wave
schedule is on the right track.
That correlation suggests several intriguing possibilities. Correlations,
of course, do not speak to causality. The relationships could be entirely
spurious. The problem is that in each crisis period it is possible to either
trace external agency or at least find some suggestion of it. Hinterland
incursions, for instance, can often be linked to chain reactions in which the
movement of one group influences the movement of the next group the
first group encounters and so forth down the line. Thus, there are some
"smoking guns" that suggest the correlation is not entirely spurious. The
crisis periods were influenced by external events and processes. Problems
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with Gutians, Amorites, Kassites, Hyksos, and Sea Peoples recur too
often to be dismissed as coincidental or entirely spurious. We need not
give them all the credit for what happened after they came into conflict
with the urbanized areas in order to give them some credit for what transpired. Even if they were only the straws that broke the proverbial
camel's back, they have a significant place to play in long-term developmental processes.
As a consequence, the tendency to treat ancient Near Eastern history in relative isolation from adjacent regions, or the tendency to treat
Sumer and Egypt as pristine civilizations, is a dubious practice. Without
challenging the accomplishments of, or the novelties introduced by, the
Sumerians or Egyptians, their activities were anything but pristine.
Their innovations took place within a larger Eurasian context which we
have been slow to acknowledge. One good reason for being slow is the
absence of pertinent information. Much of the information for the earliest periods that would be helpful in tracing the Eurasian linkages may
be missing forever. Some of it is difficult to interpret. But some of it is
missing because too few of us look for the possible connections.
In looking for possible connections, we need to examine more
closely the geographical and temporal scope of the C-wave phenomenon. What parts of Eurasia are and are not linked via these intermittent
crises? Why? We know, for instance, that Chernykh's third wave
(1800-1500 B.C.) was linked to problems and changes in Europe, the
Near East, Central Asia, Indus, and China. Are some waves more potent
than others? Or, is it that regions possess variable vulnerabilities to
external shocks? Tsunami C-waves could occur when multiple regions
happen to be vulnerable—perhaps largely for internal reasons—to
Central Asian steppe movements. At other times, though, only one or
two regions are vulnerable and the synchronization appears to be less
evident. This may help to explain why the C-wave periodization misses
the second Near Eastern crisis period toward the end of the third millennium. Perhaps the Near Eastern region was less vulnerable in the
mid-third millennium because the external shocks, at least initially,
were too far removed from either the Mesopotamian or Egyptian centers. Or, the local regimes were sufficiently resilient to withstand external shocks. Then again, it may simply have taken the Guti a while to
emerge as a highland threat to lowlanders in Mesopotamia after some
earlier Indo-European nudge.
We should not forget that we do not know much about the C-wave
process. Has Chernykh identified the appropriate peak periods? Buzan

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2002

31

Comparative Civilizations Review, Vol. 46 [2002], No. 46, Art. 5
WILLI AM R.

THOMPSON

65

and Segal (1998: 53) identify seven "main waves of barbarian
upsurges." Their peak periods are nineteenth-fifteenth centuries B.C.,
thirteenth century B.C., eighth century B.C., third-seventh century A.D.,
seventh-eighth century A.D., tenth-fifteenth century A.D., and thirteenth
century A.D. It is not clear whether Buzan and Segal were aware of
Chernykh's list but there are some overlaps as well as some difference
of opinion. One reason for the differences is that Buzan and Segal characterize each upsurge according to the identity of the barbarians
involved. Thus, the first three are Indo-European, the fourth is a mix of
Indo-European and Turks, the fifth Arab, the sixth Turks again, and the
seventh Mongols.
Otherwise, one might fold the fifth upsurge into the fourth one and
locate the seventh within the sixth. If that were done, the explicit disagreement would be reduced primarily to Buzan and Segal's third
upsurge (eighth century B.C.) and Chernykh's fifth wave several centuries later. Putting aside the implicit question of when to start counting
"barbarian upsurges," who, if anyone, is right about the first millennium
B.C.? Was it fairly early in the millennium or much later? Should we
privilege the activities of Cimmerians/Scythians or Celts, and why?
The Scythian/Celt choice raises an auxiliary question. If there are
epicenters, must they be located in Central Eurasia and then emanate
out to the coiners of Eurasia? What should we make of barbarian/hinterland movement that begins on the western rim of Eurasia and then
moves east and thereby, presumably, has less chance of creating panEurasian impacts? This question, in turn, begs the question of what initiates these periods of crisis. How consistent, for instance, are associated ecological crises?" If ecological crisis is an important factor in stimulating hinterland population movements, variable shocks could hinge
on how widespread and similar the ecological crises were. Localized
climate problems in Central Asia could stimulate population movements without also rendering urbanized areas more vulnerable to
nomadic incursions.
We also need to ask how crucial is technological/metallurgical
change to the C-wave phenomenon, either as cause and/or effect? Are
the sources and agents of change uniform over the long duree of their
hypothesized existence? Are the technological changes causal in some
sense to C-waves or are they merely byproducts of the turmoil? Then
there is the more general matter of timing and scope. Are there discernible lag effects, and if so, how long are the lags, and might they be
related in some fashion to technological diffusion? Do the crises
12
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become increasingly likely to be felt throughout Eurasia? How uniform
are they in effect? What is the relative mix and weight of internal and
external factors? If the effects vary over time and space, what factors
influence the variance? How many different types of socio-economic
and political activity are influenced by C-waves?
For that matter, we need to explore further whether these C-waves
are centered on "great migrations" per se or turmoil and crisis in general which sometimes leads to the displacements of large numbers of people. Chernykh mixes in Alexander the Great, the Chinese Warring States
period, widespread movements of Huns and Turks, the Crusades, and the
Mongol conquests as illustrative of behavior in his migration periods.
Are these all similar phenomena? If so, what exactly is the common
denominator, other than turmoil and creative and other sorts of destruction? Some of these periods were also characterized by significant problems with the spread of "alien" diseases." The last two of Chernykh's
seven migration periods were linked to outbreaks of bubonic plague.
Was this also part of the conceptual bundle of intermittent episodes of
intensive Eurasianization/globalization, just as AIDS is related to ongoing globalization processes?
Notwithstanding the host of questions that remain unanswered, a
greater appreciation of the larger Eurasian context suggests that we need
to push back our understanding of world historical processes and globalization processes. The current tendency is to fixate on various segments of the second millennium A.D. There are certainly good reasons
for doing so. Yet, world system development only accelerated in the second millennium A.D., it did not begin then. We need to push back our
world history clocks at least to 3500 B.C. to hope to attain a more comprehensive understanding of forces and factors promoting and retarding
global interdependence.
Finally, C-waves, even though there can be no doubt that they
require further conceptualization, scrutiny and tests of validity, suggest
more than simply a useful periodization to organize and distinguish
periods of instability and stability across a very long period of time although that is certainly an extremely useful achievement in its own
right. Underlying the intermittent turmoil, though, is a conceptualization of change that is valuable for comprehending long-term and discontinuous change. Regimes, techno-economic paradigms, or simply
established ways of doing things have finite reigns. They first emerge
and then decay. But they are also broken up by transitional punctuations
of destruction and turmoil.
14
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We have long recognized the destruction and turmoil. They are
times of trouble that are difficult to miss. What has been easier to miss
is the notion that the periods of relative stability and instability are related in some fashion. We certainly do not understand everything that we
need to know about how they are related.
Still, it would constitute a step in the right direction if we begin to
assume that periods of stability and instability are related and function
as components of long-term processes of world system development.
This observation should not be construed as suggesting that Chernykh
is the first analyst to suggest that there are long-term processes leading
to periods of fluctuating order and disorder. That is hardly the case.
However, Chernykh's C-waves argument deserves to be added to
our slowly expanding arsenal of hypotheses and theories about change
in world history. If Chernykh's interpretation holds up to further critical
scrutiny, other arguments will need to incorporate C-waves as an important element in the development of the world system.
16

Notes
1. Diamond (1997) would add that Eurasian interdependence was made
more probable by its long east-west axis permitting movement in
both directions through similar climates. An earlier application of
this type of argument is advanced by Vercoutter (1967: 280) who
notes that since Egypt was 35 times as long as it was wide, natural
conditions made centralized authority desirable while, in practice,
geography made intermittent dismemberment probable.
2. A review of the Kondratieff or K-wave phenomenon may be found
in Goldstein (1988). Modelski and Thompson (1996) argue that the
K-wave sequence can be pushed back to Sung China in the tenth
century AD. Gills and Frank (1993; Frank and Gills, 2000) and
Frank (1993) argue that recurring cycles of economic expansion and
contraction encompass the last 5000 years of economic history.
3. The center-hinterland data set for the ancient world system encompasses more than activity focused on Egypt and Mesopotamia. References
to activity in Anatolia, Syria, and Palestine are also included. Parts of
Iran should also be included but there is very little information available, presumably for reasons summarized in Dittman (1996: 224). The
basic format of the data entries encompass date, incursion agent identity, target identity, type of incursion, general location of the activity,
some commentary as appropriate, and specific data sources.
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4. There is more discussion of migration occurring in southern
Mesopotamia in the fifth and fourth millennia. Potts (1997: 54-55)
sees groups converging on southern Mesopotamia from the north,
east, and south in the early to mid-Holocene. Hole (1994) speculates
about possible movements within Mesopotamia in the fifth and fourth
millennia. Rice (1997) argues for a main influx of new people into
Egypt around 6000 B.C. While interesting, the observations that are
advanced seem too speculative to use in a systematic collection.
5. Scholars do not fully agree on the timing of the emergence of a division of labor between sedentary and non-sedentary economic activities. For instance, Sherratt (1994) argues for the late second millennium B.C. in terms of the emergence of classic nomads. But it is
clear that he has horse-riding, steppe warriors in mind and that this
conjuncture required the coming together of European and
Mongolian peoples in Central Eurasia and the domestication of horses. Hole (1994) stresses that the bifurcation in economic strategies
was roughly simultaneous with the first emergence of cities, which
would place it in the fourth millennium BC. Zarins (1989) argues for
the existence of nomadic pastoralists in Jebel Bishri area from the
seventh millennium on who periodically moved into Mesopotamia.
But even if the division of labor emerged early, it is quite likely that
some time was needed for the emergence of meaningful center-hinterland conflict. If nothing else, the development of a strong hinterland military mobility capability awaited the domestication of horses and camels (Butzer, 1997: 266). One would also expect that the
initial contacts would come in the form of center attempts to either
protect vulnerable trade routes and/or acquire resources needed for
urban life. Based on the better known East Asian case, raiding and
trading should also have preceded any hinterland attempts to take
over the center. In Mesopotamia and, to a lesser extent, Egypt, hinterland infiltration of the center over hundreds of years also preceded any takeover attempts. Moreover, the center forces initially
should have some capability advantages over hinterland tribes that
gradually eroded as the mountain and desert tribes learned how to
cope with center forces, especially when those center forces grew
weaker. It was only later (early-to-mid-second millennium) that hinterland forces emerged with superior weaponry in the form of chariots and compound bows.
6. There are exceptions to the generalization about our ignorance of the
scale of incursion. Lamberg-Karlovsky (1996) suggests that the
Uruk colonization effort (c. 3500 BC) must have involved thousands
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of Sumerians given the size of the communities that were established. But if the Sumerians only established trading enclaves in
communities already established, the numbers would not need to
have been so great. We also have some very specific Egyptian itemizations of the number of prisoners and dead in the early twelfth century invasion of Egypt by a coalition of various peoples.
7. On the Uruk expansion and retrenchment phenomenon, see Algaze
(1986, 1993, 1995), Postgate (1986), Buccelati (1990), Oates (1993),
Lupton (1996), and Stein (1999). Steinkeller (1993) stresses the role
of an increase in Semitic in-migration in this period as well.
8. Analysts disagree on how best to interpret the nature of the Akkadian
takeover. I follow the view advanced by Postgate (1992: 40-41) that
it was probably not an uncontested process of status mobility by
assimilated immigrants from the west.
9. Schwartz (1989: 283) suggests that the terms "Amorite," "Sutu,"
"Ahlamu," and "Aramaean" may not have represented different
groups so much as successive Mesopotamian names for Syrian
nomads.
10. Based on the limited sources available, Cioffi-Revilla (1995) finds
an increase in the frequency of ED III warfare in comparison to ED
I and II.
11. On the question of the interaction between Egyptian trade conflicts
and unification, see Trigger (1983), Moorey (1987), Stager (1992),
Mark (1998), and Joffe (2000).
12. There is of course an established literature on the long-term interaction between nomads and China that needs to be linked to the Cwave argument. See, among others Teggart (1939), Grousset (1970),
Kwanten (1979), Beckwith (1987), Barfield (1989), Jagchid and
Symons (1989), and Frank (1992).
13. Thompson (2000) argues that the four ancient Near Eastern system
crises were associated with a combination of low river levels in the
Nile and Tigris-Euphrates and periods of unusual aridity. Such a
finding implies a rather strong link between climate and politicoeconomic problems in the ancient world. It seems likely that this
linkage could persist well into the modern world, albeit perhaps
diminishing after 1500 if, for no other reason, that sedentary societies eventually developed firearms that could control the threat of
hinterland incursions.
14. Thompson (2001) finds that each of the four ancient Near Eastern
crisis periods were associated with collapses in long-distance trade
and subsequent reorientations of trade networks either to the east
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(Indus) or to the west (eastern, and later western, Mediterranean).
Since ancient Near Eastern trade was linked quite closely to obtaining and distributing metal commodities, there is an appropriate synergy with Chernykh's metallurgical emphasis. Whether the synergy
with C-waves applies to the development and globalization of trade
in general remains to be seen.
15. The standard source on the history of disease outbreaks remains
McNeill (1976).
16. See, among others, Clark's (1997) globalization process, ChaseDunn and Hall's (1997, 2000) pulsation process, Marcus' (1998)
consolidation-breakdown dynamic, Dark's (1998) complexity
waves, Modelski's (2000) nucleation-dispersal process, Sherratt's
(2000) demographic cycles, Wilkinson's incorporation process, or
Buzan and Little's (2000) process formations.
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