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Writing Lessons – Reading Response #1


I was struck by Chapter 8 of Arabia and the Arabs, “Language and Literature”.  I’m doing my senior thesis on (broadly) Classic Mayan epigraphy via the ceramics of a specific site, so understandably I am fascinated by different writing systems.  There is so much that a written record can tell or imply to anthropologists (and archaeologists, historians, scholars, etc.) about a culture, not only through actual translation but by examining the content, languages, format, materialism, context, and evolution of texts.  We have to ask the questions:


What was chosen to be recorded?  


Where were the texts recorded: are they publicly accessible, or for private viewing?  


On what mediums (permanent/degradable, transportable/monumental, etc.) were the texts recorded?


Was it written in a commonly used script and language? 


Were there multiple scripts concurrently in use?  If so, was one “elite” compared to the other?


Is the script alphabetic, logographic, or some combination? 


Was literacy common or an elite activity?

All these questions lead to ideas about what was valued or highlighted by a culture.


For example: the chapter did not specifically address this last question, but it is possible to infer literacy levels in pre-Islamic Arabia by examining the corpus of inscriptions.  The presence of abundant textual graffiti combined with surviving personal letters on mundane topics (e.g. commerce), and an alphabetic (and hence easier to learn than a logographic system) script all suggest that there was a relatively high literacy rate, even in nomadic groups (much of the graffiti is by these people).  The presence of a literate society has huge implications for the forms of social organization and government that were possible to maintain.

The ancient writing system that I know best, Mayan, is a mixed logographic-syllabic script that records almost exclusively elite activity (including birth/death/ritual, tribute, war, and the ballgame) and supernatural beings in reference to myths.  With such a complicated script and higher-level societal focus, literacy was an elite activity.  The comparison with the various Arabic scripts, formats, and subject matter is striking.  The pre-Islamic Arabian inscriptions record such a wide variety of information, reflection, and literary styles that it only highlights for me the difference between Mayan and Arabian (if I may be pardoned for using such an umbrella term) cultures.  The Mayan civilization was highly hierarchical, and the culture valued warrior-ability and elite power above magnanimity and hospitality.  The texts of pre-Islamic Arabia prove the people to value battle prowess but also successful commerce, architecture, inter-group treaties, relationships with the gods, people performed work for the good of the society, judicial agreements, poetry — these are all kinds of texts that Hoyland highlights in this chapter as especially prominent in the surviving record.  The breadth of topics suggests a diverse, independent, peer-based (to some extent) society or collection of societies.


When presented with such an enormous collection of readable texts, I think it is often easy to get caught up in simply the translations without taking a step back to examine the broader context and implications of those texts.  Sometimes we are forced to do just that – the Mayan example begs the question of why the texts deal only with rulers, elites, supernaturals, and object labeling – but it is essential to any epigraphic endeavor.

