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In the last few decades an impressive advance has been made in our
understanding of how predynastic Egypt evolved into becoming a unified country,
ruled by a king and a powerful élite that could trace its origin to hundreds of years
before, when the early communities started to produce a class of privileged
individuals who could transmit to their descendants the wealth and the social
prestige and power that they had acquired®.

Through the study mainly of the cemeteries of early Egypt we have been able to
discover evidence on the appearance and the changing fortunes of many such
élites and the essential difference in the magnitude of their power and influence in
Upper and Lower Egypt, which led to the success of the former in leading the
process that would bring about the unification of the country?.

However, some situations do remain to be explained that perhaps due to the
complexity of the problems that they involve, and also to the still partial and uneven
available evidence, are usually avoided in the literature covering this period of the
Egyptian prehistory.

| refer first of all to why the predynastic communities in Lower Egypt exhibit less
social inequality than the Upper Egyptian ones and in the case of the latter, why
élites emerged and started the process that would eventually lead to the
appearance of regional kingdoms and then of the unified state.

| think that although at this stage of our current knowledge of the Egyptian
predynastic it would be unrealistic to strive for firm and detailed answers to the
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above questions, it can be useful to start to discuss them and provide ideas based
on what we know of early Egypt and of the development of similar communities
elsewhere.

Others have noticed in recent years the lower inequality exhibited by Lower
Egyptian predynastic cemeteries as compared with Upper Egypt at the time® and |
could provide more precise figures in each case to measure such differences”.

It is only in late predynastic and early dynastic times, in an already culturally and
politically unified Egypt, that we find in Lower Egypt the presence of high social
stratification and rich members of those élites displaying in the cemeteries their
status and their wealth®.

My research showed that in every case the Lower Egyptian Nagada I/l
cemeteries at Heliopolis, Maadi and Wadi Digla, exhibit lower inequality than any
other contemporary Upper Egyptian ones. This picture becomes even more
dramatically clear if we incorporate what | call the level of inequality (my AD index)
that includes the actual values of the variables, using the size and then the wealth
of the tombs for the purpose. In one and the other case, the result is basically the
same, lower inequality for the Nagada I/Il Lower Egyptian cemeteries.

For instance, at Wadi Digla and considering 175 tombs for which size could be
adequately determined, the Naqgada I/l cemetery yielded a Gini index of 0.26 and
an AD of 0.31 (that is, the difference or gap between the upper and lower averages
in the cemetery) for the size of the tombs and a Gini index of 0.66 and an AD of
3.32 for the wealth of, this time, 475 Nagada I/1l graves.

Upper Egyptian contemporary figures are almost invariably much higher, for
instance, at Nagada for Nagada I/1l Gini is over 0.3 and the AD around 4 for size
(131 tombs), with a Gini of about 0.5, slightly lower than Wadi Digla, but with an AD
of about 12 for wealth (339 graves). We could say that the internal inequality (Gini)
in both sites is not very different, but the level of that inequality, incorporating the
values of the variables, shows a great difference in favour of Nagada.

Other Upper Egyptian contemporary cemeteries such as Mahasna or Diospolis
Parva yield even higher figures for the size or the wealth of the tombs.
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It has been pointed out that Lower Egypt at the time was probably not so densely
populated as Upper Egypt and this may have contributed to shape the nature of
the communities that lived there®.

They inhabited the higher land, safe from the annual flood, cultivated the fields
nearby and led a relatively simple life in which innovation seems to have been
discouraged and craft specialization does not seem to have been high, as
compared with Upper Egypt at the time’.

The evidence of trade between these people and Western Asia and even the
settling of some of those Asiatics among them does not appear to have stimulated
social stratification, perhaps because the early establishment of Upper Egyptian
trading posts in southern Palestine inhibited their chances of profiting from such
exchanges by acting as middlemen®.

The occasional grave found so far in which the body of a leading member of
those early predynastic Lower Egyptian communities might have been buried®, did
not contain particularly high status objects or exhibited other characteristics that
could differ from just a high ranking individual within the parameters of low social
stratification that seem to have been the rule in this area before the northward
expansion of the Upper Egyptian cultures.

The abundance of land, the low population density, the probable lack of a
significant agricultural surplus and the simple lifestyle of these northern
communities in the early stages of the Egyptian predynastic seem to have
discouraged or offered little scope for the ambition of individuals which found more
propitious economic and social conditions farther south.

And now we come to the thorny subject of why élites emerged in Upper Egypt
and also why and how they consolidated their power to the point of enabling some
of these people to rule large territories and transmit to their descendants their
wealth and their new position in society.

In ranked communities in which a leader emerged due to his prowess in hunting
or in warfare or other abilities he might have possessed, that did not give him any
assurance that he would retain his rank for a very long time or that it would procure
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him any material benefits such as wealth or the right to transmit to his children his
authority or his rank™®.

As a matter of fact, the study of such groups has shown that communities at this
stage of social development actually resented and prevented the accumulation of
wealth by any of its members and specially the leaders based much of their
authority and prestige in the constant giving others most of whatever they had
acquired, thus impoverishing themselves in order to be popular and retain their
status as chiefs'”.

In this way, all members of those communities shared equally the common
prosperity or deprivation and nobody was allowed to unduly benefit through their
ingenuity, thrift or by other means, of the bad times others were having.

There was nevertheless an exception to this rule and it involved communities that
because of a favourable environment experienced fewer hardships and were
assured abundance of food and other resources. In those cases, there was less
resistance to the accumulation of wealth by some, who could use it in the long run
to employ others in schemes that would enhance their prestige and eventually,
give them the power to impose their authority over the group™.

It was at this stage that most probably craft specialization, trade involving
valuable commodities and objects many of which would become status symbols,
over increasingly longer distances, as well as the recruitment of group members to
wage war and impose their authority over other less favoured communities, whose
manpower would generate more benefits for the original group, which by then
would have become an élite or ruling class in the expanded community™2.

This process allowed ambitious individuals who were gifted with the required
ability to accumulate wealth and use it to change the old ways of their communities
to emerge as leaders of a new type, wielding economic, military, political and
perhaps already even religious power that they could this time transmit to their
descendants™.

Far from breaking down the old kinship links among the members of the original
community, the new situation strengthened them by making them all part of a
privileged élite, with all the material gains that involved, in which one of them
claimed authority over all, based on his economic and other powers, and most
probably with the approval and support of the local god.
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Let us not forget that in later pharaonic history religion invariably struck a deal and
gave its support to the legitimacy of even foreign conquerors, so it is not
unreasonable to project this divine flexibility to earlier times in which an individual
or a family had risen over their original humble status to one of hitherto unknown
power over others, a situation that could only be explained as that person or
persons enjoying the favour of the gods, someone endowed with special powers
over men, animals and nature itself, enjoying the benefits of his exalted status but
at the same time, burdened with the responsibility of imposing order over chaos,
and thus bringing security and prosperity for all*®.

The conditions in Upper Egypt of relatively high population density, abundance of
resources in a land made fertile every year by the Nile floods, where precious
metals like gold were readily available from the eastern desert mines or from other
sources, in which cattle was plentiful and perhaps used as a valuable commodity
rather than for consumption®, in which trade with Western Asia and the Sudan
brought prosperity to those who engaged in such exchanges, were favourable for
the appearance of class stratification as outlined above or by any other means that
others may suggest.

From here to the predynastic regional kingdoms and to the unification of the
country by a single god-like ruler there are only a few steps that are not too difficult
to explain and understand.
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