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Preface

I write this preface from the state of Wyoming in 
the US, a state where COVID-19 has not (yet) struck 
as hard as it has struck other parts of the world, but 
where we nonetheless have been under stay-at-home 
orders. Those orders have given me plenty of time to 
think about where we went wrong, which in the case 
of the US is a long list. Coincidentally, I also recently 
re-read Machiavelli’s sixteenth-century book, The 
Prince, a manual of how to ruthlessly crush opponents 
while administering (apparent) generosity to acquire 
the ‘love’ of the masses. 

It was in this context that I read the papers in this 
volume. In doing so, I was struck by two facts. First, 
inequality’s origin, development and operation are 
difficult to understand and yet the actions that lead 
to inequality are easy to implement. This shouldn’t 
surprise us: no American baseball player mathemati-
cally calculates the arc of a fly ball, but he’s still able to 
position himself in the right place to catch it. You can be 
utterly uneducated and still know how to manipulate 
a system to maintain exert, and abuse power. Many 
world leaders today are proof. 

Second, I think that the papers in this volume 
could be some of the most valuable published in 
anthropology in many years. Philosophers and social 
thinkers have tried to understand inequality for a 
century; indeed, efforts to understand it precede 
Machiavelli. We bemoan its existence, and yet we have 
felt unable to grasp it, and, unable to grasp it, unable 
to do something about it. We muddled through the 
useless ramblings of nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century evolutionists, who, reflecting their colonial 
environment, often thought that inequality was a good 
thing, and, if not good, an inevitable thing. Marx tried 
to shake them out of that complacency, but his bril-
liance was largely wasted during his ‘second coming’ in 
the second half of the twentieth century with so much 
hand-wringing about how a theory intended to explain 
early capitalism should also apply to hunter-gatherers 
(because, it must… right?), and so much politically 
correct posturing that led to no action – and all but 
disappeared when the Berlin Wall (thankfully) came 
down and the Soviet Union collapsed. ‘Intensifica-
tion’ and ‘complexity’, words that should be stricken 
from anthropology’s vocabulary for their uselessness 
(and that are thankfully rare in this volume), masked 

what was really going on: exploitation, oppression, 
slavery… inequality in all its manifestations. Finally, 
I think, we have reached the point, through analyses 
of archaeological and ethnological data, that we might 
actually understand inequality. 

We’ve passed a Rubicon. And this really matters. 
The calamity that is COVID-19 has pulled back the 

curtain on modern society, exposing the weaknesses 
of its structure, laying bare the inequality between and 
within countries that Machiavellian leaders exploit 
and exacerbate for personal gain. Doing something 
about inequality is the challenge that will remain after 
COVID-19 dissipates. 

These papers help by seeking the origin of 
inequality in a kind of society, that of nomadic hunter-
gatherers, that we once considered ‘the original affluent 
society’, a classless society, or ‘primitive communists’. 
Some argue that inequality must be there (as Marxist 
analysts argued in the 1980s) since it is present in our 
closest primate relatives, and therefore is in humanity’s 
genetic foundation. Some see evidence of social and/
or political inequality among Palaeolithic hunters, in 
the evidence for secret societies and in the violence of 
cave art. I am not convinced by this ‘grimdark’ vision of 
Palaeolithic society, and see an enormous gap between 
difference and inequality, between a situation where 
one person has more than another who nonetheless 
has enough and one in which society gives a person 
permission to enslave another. 

Nonetheless, these chapters remind us that 
hunter-gatherers are not angels, and the same self-
interest that guides an Iñupiaq man to become a umialik, 
or that gave privilege to those men allowed to gather 
in the torch-lit gallery of Lascaux, guides Machiavelli’s 
anonymous prince. People have different skills, and 
for some, those skills are political. Under the right 
conditions, those individuals can consolidate power, 
convince others to go to battle, and make their personal 
aggrandizement seem reasonable to the people paying 
its price. Palaeolithic society had its Hitlers and Stalins, 
its Caesars and Trumps. 

But it didn’t have imperialism, or empires, or pal-
aces, or wealth hidden in tax havens. So other chapters 
here look for the conditions under which those ‘selfish’ 
individuals can gain power. High population density 
(pressure), localized and hence controllable resources, 
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Preface

displays of potential force – multi-billion-dollar aircraft 
carriers, atomic weapons, a Space Force – signal a 
lack of trust in non-violent institutions to resolve the 
inevitable disputes that arise when people, or countries, 
pursue their self-interests with little regard for others. 
Building trust in institutions – in the UN, in voting, in 
the media, in government itself! – is an integral part 
of stopping and even reversing the arms race before 
it drives the world to the poor house. 

Inequality is an old story, and one that we under-
stand much better due to the efforts of anthropologists 
and archaeologists. It hasn’t been easy to arrive at this 
point. But the really hard work – implementing our 
knowledge – still lies ahead for us. This volume, and 
our prehistoric hunting and gathering ancestors tell us 
what needs to be done. And it is the most important 
work anyone could be doing in the world today. 

Robert L. Kelly
University of Wyoming

the ability to build a coalition, which requires a suffi-
cient concentration of population and social institutions 
that are conducive to creating coalitions, lack of trust 
in institutions, including sharing networks, to provide 
in times of stress – these are the conditions that permit 
those with political skills to pursue self-interest through 
the manipulation of others. 

These conditions are as relevant to understanding 
the world of today as they are to an understanding of the 
Palaeolithic world. Today, however, conditions can be 
manipulated, for example ‘localized’ in off-shore bank 
accounts. Population pressure is high and will become 
worse as the world approaches the projected population 
of 11 billion by 2100. And competition is worsened by 
a capitalist economy that encourages ever-increasing 
amounts of consumption and conversion of needed 
resources, such as food, into higher profit margin items 
such as crisps and alcoholic beverages. Information is 
a resource, and technology makes information more 
available but less trustworthy. Unbelievably expensive 
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called ‘individualizing’ markers. Such markers, their 
absence or presence, context and association with other 
elements in rock art are explored here, not with the 
aim of determining whether the painters themselves 
were living in egalitarian or inegalitarian systems, 
but instead to understand, (1) how they conceived of 
equality or inequality in their social lives, (2) to what 
extent they represented themselves with signs of same-
ness or difference, and (3) how we can understand the 
emphasis placed on either equality or inequality in 
group depictions. 

Studying social inequality through the 
archaeological lens 

In their introduction to the volume Pathways to Power, 
Douglas Price and Gary Feinman have emphasized the 
particular contribution that archaeology can bring to 
the study of the emergence of social inequality because 
of ‘the time depth available’ (Price & Feinman 2010: 1). 
At the same time, we are forced to acknowledge that 
archaeology is, by and large, a myopic discipline: the 
further we go back in time, the less clear our view is. In 
Palaeolithic archaeology, there is a still an irreconcil-
able coexistence of the relatively good insight that can 
be reached at the level of a site, and the fragmentary 
nature of our understanding of prehistoric societies 
and cultures. Perishable materials are often lacking in 
the archaeological record and we have to reconstruct 
practices and activities from only a small portion of 
what we call ‘material culture’. More challenging 
still is that the majority of human activities do not 
create positive evidence. Yet, having been built as 
an evidence-based discipline, archaeology still puts 
forward the idea that archaeological cultures can be 
defined as material cultures (for a discussion on the 
relevance of the concept of ‘archaeological cultures’, 
see Roberts & Vander Linden 2011). 

The aim of this edited volume is to present the views of 
archaeologists and anthropologists on the existence of 
inequalities before farming. In this regard, this chapter 
differs slightly, trying to explore inequalities not as 
we ourselves perceive them, but as we understand 
prehistoric people’s own perceptions and expression of 
difference through rock art. Even though it is tempting 
to see the direct transcription of scenes of everyday life 
in the ‘domestic’ representations that abound in Saharan 
rock art, rock art is not a collection of snapshot pictures 
of past societies. Any reality is the result of an individual 
and collective perception of the world (Schrödinger 
1967: 93; Watzlawick 1976). In attempting to present a 
‘phenomenology of the perception of inequalities’ in 
this paper, the founding principle is that rock art is not 
to be considered as the exact depiction of past reality, 
but rather as the depiction of a reality as it has been 
conceived in the mind of the painters. There is noth-
ing new in saying that our worldviews, in the sense of 
‘human decryptions of reality’, have been deeply modi-
fied since the onset of farming (Dilthey 1883: 216, 460; 
Ingold 1994: 11; Descola 2005: 10; Barker 2006: 57–60). 
This chapter therefore addresses the difficulty of study-
ing social inequality through the archaeological lens 
and tentatively explores new ways of studying social 
differentiation through a case study which applies a 
sociological approach to group depictions. A corpus of 
70 painting units with human representations has been 
studied, all made by hunter-gatherer groups around 
6000 bc on the same rock surface. This site, the Wadi 
Sūra II shelter in southwestern Egypt (Fig. 17.1), is one 
of – if not the – most important rock art sites in Africa, 
due to the number of superimposed paintings: 8000 
counted by the Cologne project (Leisen et al. 2013: 
45). In interpretations of these paintings of human 
groupings, emphasis has sometimes been placed on 
equality, with figures depicted in a strictly similar way, 
and sometimes on differentiation, with what can be 

Chapter 17

Did prehistoric people consider themselves as  
equals or unequals? A testimony from the  
last hunter-gatherers of the Eastern Sahara

Emmanuelle Honoré
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Chapter 17

a more-or-less explicit consensus in the anthropologi-
cal and archaeological research community that every 
hunter-gatherer society would have existed primarily 
in a state of equality and that social inequality would 
have emerged progressively. As a matt er of fact, the 
debate focuses more on ‘when and where’ inequali-
ties emerged, with each scholar seeing the signs of 
decisive steps towards inequality in their own period 
of interest (Jeunesse 1996; Van de Velde 1990). In the 
Palaeolithic record, grave goods and personal orna-
ments in funerary contexts have been seen as evidence 
of inherited social ranking, from Sunghir (White 1999; 
Flannery & Marcus 2014: 13) to La Madeleine (Van-
haeren & d’Errico 2001) and Saint-Germain-la-Rivière 
(Vanhaeren & d’Errico 2003). The detection of social 
inequality through material diff erences is based on a 
positivist tendency, assuming that social life can be 
described by ‘laws’ based on hard scientifi c evidence 
(Inglis & Thorpe 2012: 29). Such interpretation of the 
Palaeolithic record relies on the double premise that: 
(1) wealth inequalities translate proportionally to 
social inequalities (and, a fortiori, social stratifi cation), 
which anthropologists have demonstrated as being 
not a rule in every society; and that (2) inequalities in 
death equate to inequalities in life. The degree to which 
inequalities are materialized does not necessarily nor 
directly refl ect the degree of inequalities in a given 
society: there is often simplifi cation or distortion, and 
wealth diff erences may not have a solely social mean-
ing. More widely, in the reconstruction of prehistoric 

Archaeology aims for a holistic understanding of 
past human societies and cultures lato sensu based on 
their material remnants, and scientifi c integrity forces 
us to state that a large portion of these material remains 
are non-existent. Social organizations are by defi nition 
complex bundles – even when they are described as 
simple – involving sets of relationships and entangle-
ment. Exploring them with archaeology is a diffi  cult 
undertaking, for which we have to accept many inher-
ent limitations. As underlined by Boris Valentin and 
François Bon, ‘it is still a serious challenge to pretend 
that we can reconstruct social organizations in more 
than just very general terms’ (Valentin & Bon 2012: 
176). It is not surprising that all classifi cation systems 
of societies formulated by anthropologists are based 
on their observations of a set of criteria in the social 
life within current and well-documented groups. In 
archaeology, we never have direct access to what have 
been called social ‘systems’ by structuralists and their 
followers (Lévi-Strauss 1958): we only access partial 
– and often distorted – residual evidence of it. Any 
att empt at classifying past societies implies the use of 
metonymical reasoning: one element from the material 
evidence has to represent the whole system. 

An essential question lies at the heart of the study 
of social inequality through archaeology: what are 
the archaeological traces of social equality or inequal-
ity? How can material evidence demonstrate social 
inequality? Are diff erences in wealth the best proxy 
indicator? Behind the evolutionist paradigm, there is 

0                                    50 km
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Abu Ras Plateau
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Figure 17.1. Location (a, b) and sett ing (c) of the rock art site of Wadi Sūra II. Satellite imagery from Google Earth 
Pro 7.3.
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from about 9000–8500 bc to 3500 bc. During this inter-
val, favourable ecosystems flourished at the edge of 
the plateau in the micro-valleys called wadis, their 
geomorphological setting naturally retaining water. 
Archaeological evidence testifies to the re-peopling of 
the region during this limited period of the Holocene. 
During this period there was a major transition: from 
purely hunting and gathering economies to mixed pas-
toralist and hunting and gathering ways of life. Partly 
due to the intense wind erosion, archaeological research 
in the area has not yet found any funerary evidence.1 
However, the prehistoric groups who evolved in the 
region have left a large amount of rock art: 402 sites 
with engravings and 456 sites with paintings have 
been recorded so far in the Gilf el-Kebir and Jebel 
el-‘Uweināt region (Zboray 2013: 18). 

There is a remarkably high density of these sites 
in a specific part of the northern plateau of the Gilf 
el-Kebir, which contains the two major sites of Wadi 
Sūra I and Wadi Sūra II. It is no exaggeration to say 
that Wadi Sūra II is one of the most – if not the most 
– important rock art site of Africa, with nearly 8000 
paintings. The site is at the top of a dune overlooking 
a playa, a dried up former temporary lake (Fig. 17.1). It 
is a naturally curved rock wall of 20 m long. Although 
it was called the ‘cave of beasts’ by the University of 
Cologne team who excavated the site and completed 
the photographic record and publication of the rock 
art (Kuper 2013), it is a proper rock shelter (Figs. 17.1 
& 17.2). Regarding chronology, since direct dates 
are lacking, a number of lines of evidence2 mean this 
shelter can be considered as having been painted by 
hunter-gatherers around 6000 bc. This is not the case 
for most sites in the region which can be assigned 
with no doubt to the pastoral period. In actual fact, the 
age of the Wadi Sūra II paintings is better viewed as a 
chronological range than a precise moment, as the rock 
surface is a palimpsest of many superimposed layers 
of paintings (Watrin et al. 2008). This paper is based 
on direct observation of the rock art of Wadi Sūra II, 
personal records and published records. 

The variety of motifs at Wadi Sūra II is extensive 
and one specific feature of this rock art is the very high 
number of human representations, strikingly differ-
ent from the repertoire of the European Palaeolithic 
cave art (Fig. 17.2). So far, this potential has remained 
untapped as the majority of studies focus instead on 
the mythological content of paintings such as the 
‘beasts’ or the so-called swimmers (Le Quellec 2008, 
inter alia). In contrast to previous work, this chapter 
aims to study social differentiation and interaction by 
applying a sociological approach to group depictions. 
The large number of scenes depicting human figures 
in group interactions tells us something about how the 

social systems, we generally assume that material 
evidence reflects social functioning, even though the 
material culture left by a society should not be viewed 
simply as the direct and exact transcription of social 
structures – the conclusions of this chapter partially 
explain why. 

Classifying past societies as egalitarian or 
inegalitarian 

Perhaps as a consequence of the necessary shortcuts 
mentioned above, most archaeological literature 
implicitly seeks to identify a single point on an arti-
ficial line that ranges from complete egalitarianism 
to the highest degree of inequality, presupposing 
that societies can be classified according to a defined 
complexity level. Is this opposition between egalitarian 
and inegalitarian societies always valid in archaeol-
ogy? Of course in general, we can debate whether 
social models elaborated from ethnographic data can 
be directly applied to archaeological cases. The ques-
tion has been posed more specifically during the last 
twenty years and some authors have given different 
answers. Brian Hayden has proposed an adaptation of 
this rather dualist model with the addition of another 
category, a kind of trans-category, the ‘transegalitarian 
society’ that could be placed between the egalitarian 
society and the inegalitarian society, exhibiting traits 
of each (Hayden 2013). Other authors such as Gary 
Feinman, with Kent Lightfoot and Steadman Upham, 
contributed strongly to this question in demonstrat-
ing that hierarchy and equality have the potential 
to coexist simultaneously in many human societies 
(Feinman et al. 2000). For example, in prehistoric 
Pueblo political organization of the American South-
west, the entanglement of so many forms of hierarchy 
creates a kind of equilibrium in the respective power 
of the different social groups, with the result that no 
single group dominates the others. Equality versus 
inequality thus seems to be neither a systematic nor 
a universally valid dichotomy. The rock art of the last 
hunter-gatherers brings an additional contribution to 
this question, displaying the apparent coexistence of 
expressions of equality and inequality. 

Case study: rock paintings of the Eastern Sahara 

The material for this archaeological case study is the 
rock art of the Eastern Sahara, in the Egyptian part of 
the Libyan Desert, now one of the hottest and most 
arid points of the globe. The Gilf el-Kebir plateau is a 
rocky massif overlooking large flat sandy plains. Like 
other Saharan massifs, this place has been attractive for 
prehistoric people during the last climatic optimum, 
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potential patterns. The objective is to explore this 
corpus of collective scenes as a sociologist would do 
for a panel of human groups. 

Conception and depiction of equality and 
inequality among the last hunter-gatherer groups 

The activities performed are very diverse, some of them 
not being precisely identifiable. They can be classified 
into nine types: hunting, fighting, running, standing 
with no possibility of determining the activity more 
specifically, standing side by side, domestic activities, 
dancing and music-playing, ritual performance and 
scenes involving the fantastic figure of the composite 
beast (Fig. 17.3). The number of group scenes is very 
high: on 70 painting units with at least one human 
figure, only four display a single individual. It could 
therefore be said that more than 94 per cent of the 
painting units involving at least one human figure 
show group scenes. This echoes the fact that human 
figures represent a high proportion in the overall range 
of motifs on the Wadi Sūra II wall (Fig. 17.5). 

The average number of individuals per group is 
between eight and nine. Scenes in which human figures 
are individualized show an average of seven figures, 
whereas scenes in which figures are not individual-
ized display an average of more than nine figures. We 
could expect that the greater the number of human 
figures is in a scene, the less individualized they are, 
as if individuality would dissolve in the crowd or as if 
painting individuality would be done with greater care 
when a scene takes less time to be represented. One 

painters perceived social interactions between people. 
For this case study, 70 painting units depicting at least 
one individual have been identified on the main central 
panel of the shelter, among which 66 painting units 
have at least two individuals and can therefore be called 
‘group scenes’. The coexistence of such a quantity of 
group scenes on one rock art panel is extremely rare, 
if not unique, at a global scale. Not all depictions are 
of the same style and were probably been done at dif-
ferent moments, but they all can likely be attributed to 
the last hunter-gatherers of the Eastern Sahara. 

It appears that the painters have depicted human 
groups sometimes with signs of equality (or absence 
of signs of inequality) and sometimes with signs of 
difference (or absence of signs of equality). In some 
scenes, all individuals are depicted in a strictly simi-
lar way, with the same size, colour, body shape, etc., 
whereas in other scenes, markers of individuality can 
be detected. No blind correspondence is to be estab-
lished with the degree of equality or inequality of the 
painter’s group. All factors potentially explaining the 
emphasis on equality in some scenes and inequality 
in others have to be explored. For this study, a cata-
logue of the 70 scenes involving at least one human 
figure has been made detailing for each: the number 
of individuals, the presence or absence of means of 
individualization, the nature of the means of indi-
vidualization (size, colour, physical attributes, body 
ornaments, equipment), the difference or similarity 
of the postures of individuals in each scene, and the 
activity performed by the group. Both statistics and 
qualitative research methods are employed to detect 

Figure 17.2. Main panel of rock art depictions on the left of Wadi Sūra II walls. The picture has been taken before two 
metres of sand filling was removed by the excavation team from the University of Köln. Colour balance has been modified 
for the purpose of visibility.



297

Did prehistoric people consider themselves as equals or unequals?

individualization of figures by physical means. Thus, 
it seems that the emphasis on individuality is not com-
pletely incidental. On the base of this correlation, it 
can be hypothesized that there are some scenes where 
individuality does not matter much since everyone has 
a similar role in the performance, but there are other 
scenes where specific roles are given to specific indi-
viduals in the performance. As differing postures are 
often found with differing bodies (different size, col-
our, physical attributes, body ornaments, equipment), 
there is an expressed intention, in the depiction of such 
scenes, to specify what each specific person is doing. 

This correlation can be visually observed on the 
graph showing the score of scenes involving individu-
alization markers and the score of scenes involving 
differing body postures, both weighted according to 
the number of people involved in each scene3 (Fig. 
17.4B). Patterns can be observed in the expression of 
individuality, which varies according to the activity 
performed by the group. Individualization markers 
are least often expressed in scenes depicting dance 
and music performance, rituals and in ‘mythological’ 
scenes involving the figure of the composite beast. In 
the life of prehistoric groups, these activities could be 
the moment when cohesion is expressed the most. The 

striking example for such a process of simplification is 
the scene where a composite beast is superimposed on 
a crowd of 60 oversimplified human figures resembling 
arrows or crosses rather than normally constituted 
people (Fig. 17.3). However, at the scale of the whole 
corpus there is no established correlation between the 
number of figures and the presence or absence of signs 
of individualization on the figures. Of the 66 scenes 
with 2 to 104 figures involved, point-biserial correla-
tion between the two variables is r = -0,131 and biserial 
correlation is r = 0,164. Essentially this means that, from 
a statistical point of view, no link can be established 
between the number of figures and an increasing or 
decreasing tendency to individualize them. So why 
do some figures show signs of individualization and 
why do others not? 

A further statistical test allows us to demon-
strate a correlation between the presence or absence 
of individual markers and the presence or absence of 
differences in the posture of the human figures com-
posing each scene. Based on the corpus of 66 group 
scenes, a Pearson’s chi-square test between these two 
series allows us to reject the null hypothesis. With an 
error-margin of one per cent, it can be concluded that 
differences in individual postures are linked with the 

Figure 17.3. A scene on Wadi Sūra II walls showing a composite beast in the centre superimposed on a crowd of 
simplified human figures. The two grey tones correspond to two red ochres. Oblique lines show areas where later motifs 
obliterate the composition.
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II found so far. The rock art surveys conducted in the 
Gilf el-Kebir show that pastoralist groups did paint a 
larger number of sites that are more widely dispersed, 
but all of them are, by contrast, very small. What can 
be said about this apparent contrast between a very 
small number of big sites for hunter-gatherers and a 
very big number of small sites for pastoralists? How do 
we interpret this apparent change in the way paintings 
were done? A direct interpretation in terms of social 
organization could be that pastoralists were more 
numerous, but lived in smaller and more scattered 
groups. It could also be that, for the pastoralists, the 
act of painting would have been practiced by family 
units in the context of everyday life whereas for hunter-
gatherers the practice would have been more ‘codified’ 
and done only in specific contexts at defined sites. In 
other words, not every surface could be considered as 

importance of group membership in such activities 
would explain why individuals are being depicted 
as ‘all equals’ in these specific performances. Dancing 
and playing music diverge from the general correlation 
between individualization markers and body postures, 
showing a striking difference between the two. In 
dance, individuals are all similar and yet, by contrast, 
all in different positions, which is easily justified by 
the very nature of dancing. 

Understanding social and symbolic life: 
transitions from hunter-gatherers to pastoralist 
groups 

The rock art of the last hunter-gatherers differs une-
quivocally from pastoralist rock art in the region. There 
is no pastoralist equivalent to Wadi Sūra I or Wadi Sūra 

Figure 17.4. Graphs of the average number of individuals per scene (A) and of the score of individualization (B) 
according to the activity depicted.
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reasoning. Human interactions are extremely complex 
and varied in Wadi Sūra II paintings. The number 
of people involved in each scene varies significantly 
with the activity depicted. It is interesting to see that 
activities involving a small number of people (hunt-
ing, standing, standing side by side, domestic context, 
fighting) are more-or-less related to the everyday life, 
whereas activities involving a large number of people 
(dancing and music, running, ritual, composite beasts) 
seem to be typically connected with feasts and what 
we might term, from our point of view, the ‘super-
natural’ (Fig. 17.4A). Evidence of beliefs like the ones 
expressed in the complex scenes involving a composite 
beast at Wadi Sūra I and Wadi Sūra II are not found in 
pastoralist rock art. In the latter, the symbolic role is 
instead devoted to cattle. Did a domestic cult replace 
the large gatherings that are depicted in hunter-gatherer 
rock art? Changes in the representations related to the 
‘supernatural’ could indicate a radical difference not 
only in beliefs4 and ‘cultural’ practices, but also in the 
symbolic world in general. 

Conclusion 

The hunter-gatherer groups who made the Wadi Sūra 
II rock paintings adopted a differential expression of 
equality or inequality between individuals in group 
scenes. The correlation between the type of activity 
and the degree of individualization seems to show 
that the expression of equality depends on the social 
agenda more directly than on the size of the group. 
Individuality is expressed more often in daily activities 
and in those related to subsistence, where specific roles 
are given to specific persons. Activities like dancing, 
playing music, running and cultural/mythological 
scenes are depicted with the least degree of individual 

suitable for rock art expressions by the hunter-gatherer 
groups, explaining why there is such a high number 
of superimpositions. This idea would be in line with 
the notion of the transmission of technical gestures 
formulated for European Palaeolithic art by André 
Leroi Gourhan (1964, 1965), according to which paint-
ing required skills transmitted only to a few people, a 
hypothesis further developed by Emmanuel Guy who 
argues for the existence of a ‘noblesse Paléolithique’ 
(Guy this volume; 2017: 115–41, 292). 

Yet, the significance of the above-mentioned 
contrasts might be even more complex as these are 
not the only differences that can be observed in rock 
art expressions. The average number of human figures 
per painting unit (containing at least one) is smaller at 
pastoralist sites. Additionally, the variety of activities 
depicted is also much less important. At pastoralist 
sites, most scenes show herd-keeping. The importance 
of the human figure seems to decrease while animal 
depictions (especially of cattle) increase. When fighting 
is shown, the purpose of fight is obviously the herd. 
Most – if not all – social and symbolic life seems to 
revolve around cattle, whereas hunter-gatherer social 
and symbolic life is very different. Symbolic content 
might be expressed in the paintings of potentially 
headless cattle (Honoré 2012). The archaeology of the 
Holocene Sahara provides a picture which is consistent 
with these observations, with many examples of the 
development of a cattle cult with the onset of pastoral-
ism (di Lernia 2006) and more widely of ‘cattle-centred 
behaviour’ (Sauvet et al. 2009: 327–9). 

Human figures occupy an important role in the 
Wadi Sūra II shelter, a fortiori if we consider that the 
earlier layers of stencil hands (about 900 stencil hands 
according to Honoré et al. 2016) do represent a human 
presence, according to the aforementioned metonymical 

Figure 17.5. View of rock art depictions on the right of Wadi Sūra II walls showing the dominance of human figures in 
the repertoire. Colour balance has been modified for the purpose of visibility.
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of social organizations explains the apparent con-
tradictions within a unique group: according to the 
activities performed or the moment of life of a group, 
the relations between individuals and the relation to 
these relations vary. Rather than characterizing pre-
farming societies as inegalitarian as soon as signs of 
inequality can be detected, we should investigate the 
different expressions of inequality, their context and 
their significance, as this paper has attempted to do, 
bearing in mind that different kinds of archaeological 
evidence can also be in contradiction. 
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Notes

1.	 Roland Keller has mentioned the finding of a grave in the 
Gilf el-Kebir, but the information previously published 
on his personal website is inaccessible at the date of this 
publication and consequently unverified by the author 
of the present paper. 

2.	 There is no depiction of pastoral activities on the Wadi 
Sūra II walls. One ‘village scene’ seems to show a mam-
mal within the village and in close proximity to people. 
One could view the significance of this scene in relation 
to research in other regions which has shown that experi-
mentation with ‘cultural control’ over wild mammals 
was done before ‘proper domestication’ (di Lernia 1998). 
More strikingly, the style of Wadi Sūra II rock art firmly 
differs from the styles of the well-identified pastoralist 
sites in the region. Unfortunately, as long as no direct 
dating is available, we rely on these types of arguments. 

3.	 The score of individualization is calculated as the sum of 
presence (+1) or absence (-1) of differing body postures 
or individualization markers weighted by the number 
of individuals per scene. 

4.	 In the literature, a surviving belief in such a composite 
beast has been hypothesized, with the goddess Ammut 

differentiation. In contrast to the former set of scenes, 
the sameness of individuals involved stands out in 
the latter. The social function of such activities might 
have been to contribute to cohesion and to the feeling 
of group membership. Thus, it can be said that the 
hunter-gatherer groups of Wadi Sūra II did depict the 
existence of inequalities and that they showed their 
social dimension through the differential expression 
of inequalities according to different social contexts. 
However, the existence and depiction of hierarchy 
cannot be deduced from this. Anthropologists have 
demonstrated that social inequality does not equate 
hierarchy, and vice versa. 

Another striking pattern lies in the difference 
between the small number of large sites attributed to 
hunter-gatherers and the large number of small sites 
attributed to pastoralist groups in the Gilf el-Kebir. 
Does this reflect a demographic change, a change 
in the social organization of groups, or a change in 
the practice of rock painting? Were ‘artistic’ skills 
more widely shared at the time of pastoralism? Were 
figurative representations done in other contexts and/
or for other purposes? The repertoire of the rock art 
also radically changes. Large human groupings of the 
hunter-gatherer repertoire tend to disappear, as well as 
‘ritual’ and mythological scenes, while cattle is the new 
motif dominating most of the scenes depicted. In this 
regard, rock art might express a decisive change in the 
concept of social life by the late prehistoric groups, a 
change which is clearly concomitant with the adoption 
of pastoralism. So far, it is not possible to determine 
whether this change is explained by the colonization 
of the region by new groups with completely different 
social organization, or by the new organization of tasks 
and different worldviews that accompany farming, but 
these explanations are not mutually exclusive. 

Beyond the understanding of some of the social 
dynamics in the Holocene northeastern Sahara, this 
case study highlights the current need to profoundly 
reconsider the dualistic model of egalitarian socie-
ties versus inegalitarian societies, since the set of 
ideas conveyed by it eludes a great part of the actual 
complexity of many forms of social organization. 
This binary opposition still in place in classification 
systems used in archaeology is not only an overly 
simple analytical framework, but it also implies that 
societies are monolithic systems and does not take 
into account the fact that social organizations also 
evolve according to the social agenda of the group. 
This has been described by E. Evans-Pritchard as 
the ‘relativity of the structure’, meaning that ‘[the] 
position [of an individual] in a system is relative to 
the functioning of the system in changing situations’ 
(Evans-Pritchard 1940: 266). The malleable nature 
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being a sudden and much later resurgence in the Nile 
Valley during the New Kingdom (Le Quellec et al. 2005: 
72), in spite of the lack of any evidence linking the two. 
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