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ÇATALHÖYÜK


The City That Forgot the State



The ladder descended into darkness. Below, a woman’s skeleton lay on a raised platform, her body positioned with careful deliberation, accompanied by her infant. Above her head, the bones of ancestors—charred, ancestral, intimate—pressed down from beneath the floor they shared. Whoever entered this house came through the ceiling hole, their body suspended between roof and hearth, between the open sky and the contained world of kin. This was Çatalhöyük in the seventh millennium BCE: a city of 5,000 to 8,000 people pressed into a labyrinth of mud-brick chambers, where there were no streets, no temple, no palace, and no ruler—and yet the settlement held together for over 1,400 years. Walking across the rooftops of a Neolithic proto-city, children played while their mothers ground grain. Dead ancestors watched from beneath the floor. The state had not arrived.

Çatalhöyük, located in the Konya Plain of central Anatolia, stands as one of the most thoroughly studied and conceptually transformative archaeological sites in the world. For nearly two thousand years, from approximately 7400 BCE to 5200 BCE, this settlement was continuously occupied and rebuilt, creating a living laboratory of what large-scale human society could look like without the structures that we have come to assume are necessary to civilization. The site challenges a century of archaeological orthodoxy about how cities emerge, how they organize themselves, and what they need to survive.

When archaeologists first excavated Çatalhöyük systematically, beginning in 1961 under James Mellaart, they found a settlement of unprecedented artistic and architectural sophistication. Wall paintings covered the interiors of houses—scenes of hunting, images of geometric precision, figures of animals, some of them headless. Thousands of figurines, many female, lay scattered through the debris. Plastered animal skulls protruded from walls. The houses themselves were stacked vertically, layer upon layer, creating an organic maze where rooftops became public space and dead ancestors occupied the domestic floor. Mellaart interpreted this world through the lens of his era: he saw priestesses, he saw evidence of a Great Goddess cult, he saw matriarchal religious hierarchies.

When Ian Hodder’s team returned to the site in 1993, they brought new methods and new questions. They looked not for priestesses but for the texture of ordinary life. They asked what these paintings meant not as religious statements but as performances, not as finished products but as repeated acts of renewal. They examined the diets of the people, the diseases they suffered, the work they performed. They brought genetic science to bear on the question of how families organized themselves. And their work, refined further by Polish and Turkish teams into the 2020s, has revealed something far stranger and more profound than the image of a goddess cult: they have uncovered evidence of what may be the most sustained egalitarian large-scale settlement in human history.



The Two Excavations: From Goddess Cult to Domestic Archive

Çatalhöyük entered the archaeological record on the afternoon in 1958 when a British team, including David French and James Mellaart, first identified the twin mounds rising from the Konya Plain. What Mellaart saw there, when he began systematic excavation in 1961, was a vision that seemed to overturn everything the discipline thought it knew about the Neolithic. The site was massive—the eastern mound alone would eventually reveal seventeen superimposed levels of habitation. The artistic repertoire was extraordinary. The scale of the population was unexpected for a settlement that predated metal tools and written administration.

Mellaart’s interpretations were shaped by the intellectual currents of mid-twentieth-century archaeology and anthropology. He saw in the prevalence of female figurines evidence of a goddess religion. He identified certain elaborated houses as “shrines” and their occupants as priestly elites. The wall paintings of what appeared to be hunting scenes he read as evidence of religious ritual. He published his finds with sensational flair. Anatolia, not the Fertile Crescent, became a candidate for the “cradle of civilization.” Çatalhöyük became famous across the academic world and beyond.

And then, in 1965, Mellaart’s work at the site ended abruptly. He became embroiled in the “Dorak affair,” a scandal involving allegations of involvement with smuggled antiquities. He was expelled from Turkey and forbidden from conducting excavations there. The site remained dormant for nearly three decades. When work resumed in 1993, the intellectual and methodological landscape of archaeology had transformed dramatically.

Ian Hodder, a student of Mellaart’s, brought a radically different approach to the site. Hodder championed “reflexive” archaeology, a method premised on the constant re-examination of assumptions, the integration of multiple lines of evidence, and what he called “thinking with” the material rather than imposing predetermined narratives onto it. His Çatalhöyük Research Project, which ran from 1993 to 2018, transformed the site from a museum of grand religious symbols into a window onto the details of how people actually lived.

Hodder’s team rejected Mellaart’s “shrines.” Instead, they looked at the elaborated houses—what they called “history houses”—as domestic spaces that had acquired communal significance through time and repeated use. They examined the micromorphology of floors, the distribution of artifacts, the patterns of occupation and renovation. They brought in specialists to reconstruct diet from bone chemistry, to analyze plant remains, to map the spread of obsidian from its source in Cappadocia. They developed sophisticated protocols for digital documentation, creating a record that future archaeologists could revisit and reinterpret. They involved local communities in the excavation and in the question of what the site meant.

After 2018, when the project concluded, ongoing research was led by the Turkish government, with international partnerships including significant contributions from Polish teams led by Arkadiusz Marciniak. These later projects have continued to refine the chronology of the site, to trace the evolution of its social structures, and, most dramatically, to integrate paleogenomic data that has fundamentally changed our understanding of how kinship organized Çatalhöyük.



The Architecture of Equality: The Honeycomb City

The most striking feature of Çatalhöyük is its architectural organization—or rather, the radical absence of organization as we typically define it. There are no streets. There are no plazas. There is no monumental gate, no central storage facility, no building that visibly dominates the settlement. Instead, the site consists of mud-brick houses built back-to-back and side-by-side in a dense, agglomerated pattern that archaeologists describe as a “honeycomb.” The houses are rectangular, typically between 25 and 40 square meters in area, with walls of mud brick and roofs of timber and reeds.

Access to a house was not through a ground-level door. Instead, residents climbed a wooden ladder or wooden stairs to reach the roof, then descended into the house through a hole in the ceiling. This single opening served multiple functions: it admitted light, provided ventilation for the hearth and oven, and created the primary point of entry and exit. The rooftops, therefore, became the de facto public space of the settlement. Here, in the air above the dense clusters of houses, residents moved from building to building, conducted daily tasks, and engaged in the informal social interactions that characterize urban life.

The interior of a typical house followed a remarkably consistent spatial logic. Every dwelling featured a main room, more or less rectangular, with a hearth and oven positioned on the south wall, directly beneath the roof opening. The area around the hearth—the “dirty” zone, as archaeologists call it—was where food was prepared, where household members gathered for warmth, and where the heaviest foot traffic occurred. The floors here bear the scars of daily use: charcoal, ash, food debris, wear patterns visible in the accumulated layers.

The northern and eastern portions of the house contrasted sharply. Here, the floors were kept clean, sometimes obsessively so. These areas featured raised plaster platforms, roughly knee-high, which served as beds and sitting areas. And beneath these platforms lay the dead. Burials occurred within the domestic space, in the clean areas that occupied the living quarters of the settlement. Infants, children, adults, and the elderly were positioned with grave goods, occasionally with other bodies, creating what amounted to domestic cemeteries that grew with each generation. The house was not merely shelter; it was a site of reproduction, death, and memory all at once.

This architectural constancy across the settlement and through time is remarkable. The same spatial logic—the southern hearth, the northern clean area, the roof access—persists across 1,400 years of occupation. When a house reached the end of its useful life, typically after about eighty years of habitation, it was methodically dismantled and rebuilt. The roof came off first. The upper walls were taken down. The lower portion was filled with clean fill, and a new house was erected on the same spot, replicating the floor plan and spatial organization of its predecessor. Over centuries, some locations saw house built upon house in continuous succession, creating what archaeologists call “house columns”—vertical lineages of domestic space maintained by the same family or kin group.

The vertical growth of the mounds—reaching twenty-one meters on the East Mound—was entirely the product of this domestic cycle. There is no evidence of planning, of a master architect, of a central authority coordinating construction. Instead, the mound grew organically, family by family, generation by generation, through the accumulated acts of rebuilding and renewal.


The Transition to the West Mound

While the East Mound represents the classic period of the honeycomb settlement, the West Mound tells a different architectural story. Occupied from approximately 6200 to 5200 BCE, the West Mound shows evidence of increasing structural complexity. Houses here were often two stories tall, with buttressed walls that suggest greater engineering sophistication. Some buildings appear to have been laid out in more organized groups, with better-defined spaces between structures. The settlement pattern became less densely packed, more dispersed.

This architectural change likely reflects environmental pressures. The Konya Plain, which had been well-watered and fertile during the earlier periods of occupation, was drying out in the later seventh millennium. As water became scarcer and the intensive agriculture that fed the dense population of the East Mound became harder to sustain, the settlement adapted. Houses spread out. Some lineages moved away from the main settlement. The total population declined. The great experiment in dense egalitarian living began to dissolve, not through conquest or collapse, but through the gradual dispersal of a population responding to environmental constraint.




Social Organization Without the State

One of the most persistent assumptions in archaeological theory has been that large cities are inherently stratified. Size, it has been assumed, requires hierarchy. A settlement of several thousand people cannot function without some individuals having more power, more authority, more access to resources than others. These individuals form a ruling class; they create administrative structures; they develop mechanisms of control; they build monumental buildings that advertise their power. This is what V. Gordon Childe called the “Urban Revolution,” the package of characteristics that supposedly always accompanied the emergence of cities.

Çatalhöyük contradicts this assumption entirely. At its peak population, the settlement may have housed between 5,000 and 8,000 people—making it one of the largest settlements on Earth for its time. Yet there is no evidence of elite residences. Every house varies only slightly in size and elaboration from every other house. There is no building that stands out as administrative, ceremonial, or palatial. There are no massive walls, no defensive architecture, no visible concentration of resources or power.

Dietary isotope analysis—the measurement of chemical signatures in bone that reveal what people ate—shows no significant disparities in food access across the population. Rich and poor did not eat differently. High-status and low-status individuals cannot be distinguished by their diets. Everyone consumed a mix of cereals, pulses, meat from domesticated and hunted animals, and supplementary plants. Everyone, in other words, had access to the same basic foodstuff, which suggests that resource distribution was relatively equitable.

The houses that Mellaart identified as “shrines” and interpreted as evidence of a priestly class have been reinterpreted by Hodder’s team as “history houses”—domestic dwellings that accumulated significance over time through repeated use and the accumulation of burials. These houses often contained more elaborate wall paintings, more figurines, more elaborate arrangements of plastered animal skulls, and more burials than average houses. But they remained fundamentally domestic spaces. Rather than indicating a priestly elite, they suggest a pattern of corporate organization in which certain households, through their history and accumulated social memory, became focal points for larger kin groups. These history houses likely served as gathering points for ritual, redistribution, and the management of shared resources, but they did so without creating a permanent separate class of ritual specialists or administrators.

The social cohesion of Çatalhöyük was maintained not through coercion but through conformity and ritual repetition. The remarkable uniformity of house layouts, the continuity of spatial logic across fourteen centuries, the persistence of burial customs—all of these suggest that social order was maintained through shared norms, through the power of tradition, through collective attachment to ways of doing things. Everyone knew how a house should be laid out. Everyone understood where the dead should be buried, and how, and with what grave goods. Everyone participated in the repeated renewal of wall paintings, the replacement of worn plaster, the annual replastering of floors.

But equality maintained through conformity can generate tension. Bioarchaeological analysis of skeletal remains reveals a troubling pattern: a significant proportion of the population shows evidence of healed cranial fractures, suggesting that interpersonal violence—blows to the head, likely from conflict between individuals—was a recurring feature of life at Çatalhöyük. In some periods, the incidence of healed trauma is as high as thirty percent of the population examined. These were not fatal injuries, but they were injuries sustained in conflict. This suggests that despite the emphasis on egalitarianism and communal identity, violence simmered beneath the surface of daily life. The question of how order was maintained—how a large population in close quarters avoided spiraling into systematic violence—remains unresolved, but it likely involved the same ritual and communal mechanisms that governed other aspects of life: the channeling of conflict into culturally prescribed forms, the resolution of disputes through shared ritual practice.



The Discovery of Matrilineal Kinship: The 2025 Genetic Revolution

For decades, interpretation of Çatalhöyük rested on inference and archaeological imagination. We knew from the burials that women were present in high numbers. We knew from the figurines that female bodies held cultural significance. We could speculate about the role of women in the settlement, but we could not know with certainty how kinship was organized, how inheritance worked, or how residence patterns structured the community.

In 2025, this changed decisively. A comprehensive paleogenomic study analyzed DNA from 131 individuals buried at Çatalhöyük, spanning the entire 1,400-year occupation of the site. The results were definitive: the settlement was organized on a matrilineal and matrilocal basis. Kinship was traced through the maternal line. Residence was matrilocal, meaning that when a couple married, the husband moved into the household of his wife, not the reverse.

The genetic data revealed that seventy to one hundred percent of female offspring remained in their natal houses throughout their lives. They were born in the house, they raised their children there, they died there, and they were buried beneath its floor. Adult males, by contrast, showed greater mobility. The genetic signatures suggest that men moved between households, presumably upon marriage or sexual partnership. This means that the “house column”—the lineage that maintained the same spot on the mound through repeated rebuilding—was anchored by women. Women were the continuity; women were the link between generations; women were the keepers of the house’s history and identity.

This finding has profound implications for understanding social status and gender relations at Çatalhöyük. The standard assumption in much of early anthropology was that sedentary agricultural societies were patrilineal and patrilocal—that inheritance flowed through the male line and residence was patrilocal. This assumption was linked to ideas about agricultural surplus being controlled by men, and men’s greater economic power translating into social dominance. Çatalhöyük demonstrates that this model is not universal. Women, as anchors of the household and as the continuity of lineage, held structural power within this society. They were not subordinate to men; they occupied a different role in a complementary system.

This interpretation is supported by mortuary data. Female infants and children at Çatalhöyük were buried with significantly more grave goods than their male counterparts—five times as many, in some analyses. This concentration of material wealth in burials of young females suggests that societies were investing heavily in the female lineage, ensuring the continuity and success of the lineage through female offspring. This is consistent with a matrilineal system where inheritance and identity flow through the female line.

The genetic study also revealed an important evolution in kinship practices over the site’s occupation. In the earliest levels, individuals buried together in the same house were frequently close biological relatives—mothers and children, siblings, parents and offspring. But in later periods, this pattern changed. The genetic homogeneity of co-buried individuals decreased. People who were not closely related, even people with no detectable biological relationship, were being buried in the same houses. Genetic analysis suggests that some of these non-related individuals were adopted, or entered the house through some other mechanism of “practical kinship.”

This flexibility in kinship is significant. As the settlement grew and pressure on resources increased, the rigid biological criteria for membership in a house became less sustainable. Instead, kinship became more fluid, more adaptable. Individuals without family connections could be incorporated into houses through adoption or marriage-like arrangements. The house could expand or contract, could incorporate outsiders, could ensure its continuation even if biological reproduction was uncertain. This flexibility likely proved crucial in maintaining the integrity of the settlement during periods of resource stress or demographic change.



Substance and Survival: The Economic System

Çatalhöyük survived and grew for 1,400 years not on a single economic strategy but on the exploitation of a diverse, carefully adapted mosaic of resources. The Konya Plain offered distinct ecological niches: well-watered alluvial soils near the rivers, drier intermediate zones, upland areas suitable for grazing. The community’s subsistence system, reconstructed through the analysis of plant remains, animal bones, and isotopic signatures, drew resources from all of these zones.

Cultivation focused on cereals—emmer and einkorn wheat—along with pulses like peas and lentils. These were grown on the alluvial floodplains, where flooding renewed soil fertility and where moisture was relatively reliable. The yield from cereal agriculture was sufficient to support a large, settled population, but it was not abundant enough to generate vast surpluses. This is important: without substantial agricultural surplus, the accumulation of wealth is constrained, and with constrained wealth accumulation comes reduced opportunity for social stratification.

Livestock—particularly sheep and goats—provided meat, milk, hides, and wool. Over the course of the settlement’s occupation, the herding strategy evolved. In the earliest periods, animals were kept close to the settlement. But over time, as local vegetation was depleted by a growing population, herding practices changed. Animals were taken to pasture at greater distances, which required more mobile segments of the population to manage them. This shift toward more extensive, more mobile pastoralism may have eventually contributed to the dispersal of the settlement itself, as some lineages followed their herds away from the main mound.

Cattle appear in the symbolic world of Çatalhöyük long before they appear in significant numbers in the faunal assemblage. Plastered cattle skulls and depictions of wild cattle dominate the wall paintings of the earlier periods. But cattle were not domesticated until late in the occupation, and even then, most cattle appear to have been wild or feral animals that were hunted rather than herded. This suggests cultural resistance to cattle domestication, or perhaps the lack of ecological or economic conditions that favored keeping cattle. The cattle that appear in the art, therefore, may have represented wild animals hunted by the community, not herds managed at the settlement.

The most significant non-agricultural resource in the Çatalhöyük economy was obsidian. This volcanic glass, sourced from the Cappadocia region approximately 200 kilometers to the northeast, was the premier material for tool-making. Analyses of lithic assemblages show that obsidian comprises up to ninety-five percent of the worked stone found at the site. This obsidian was not simply imported raw; much of it was worked into pressure-produced blades, a technically sophisticated form of stone tool manufacture that produced sharp, efficient cutting edges.

Çatalhöyük appears to have functioned as a major hub in the distribution of obsidian across the broader region. Material from the site has been found at other contemporary settlements in Anatolia and beyond. This suggests that Çatalhöyük residents had established trade relationships and networks that extended across hundreds of kilometers. Yet this trade does not appear to have been centrally organized or controlled. There is no evidence of specialized craft quarters, of areas dedicated to mass obsidian production, or of warehouses holding stockpiles of the material. Instead, obsidian working appears to have been distributed across the settlement, carried out at the household level. This household-based economy, even in the context of long-distance trade, reinforces the picture of a settlement that remained fundamentally egalitarian even as it participated in regional exchange networks.



The Symbolic World: Art, Ritual, and the Performance of Memory

The interior walls of Çatalhöyük’s houses are a palimpsest of art and ritual action. Wall paintings cover the plaster—scenes of hunting, depictions of animals, geometric patterns in red ochre, black, and white. But these paintings are not permanent. Over time, they are covered over with new plaster and new paintings are applied. The act of painting was not a one-time event but a repeated ritual, performed again and again across generations, creating layers of images that speak to the cyclical renewal of domestic space.

The scenes depicted on these walls have been interpreted in various ways. Some appear to show hunting scenes, with figures of hunters and animals in apparent pursuit. Others are purely geometric, elaborate patterns that may encode cosmological or ritual meanings now lost to us. Some scenes may represent myth or narrative; others may be purely decorative. The interpretation that Mellaart offered—that these were scenes depicting a goddess religion or shamanic ritual—now seems less likely. Instead, contemporary scholars view these paintings as participatory performances, as acts of renewal and remembrance that bound households to their history and to collective memory.

The same interpretive shift applies to the plastered animal parts that protrude from the walls. Plastered bull skulls, horns still attached, jut from the walls in the same locations across multiple house rebuilds. Plastered ram skulls, plastered antelope horns, in some cases hundreds of these installations in a single house. Mellaart interpreted these as shrines, as evidence of animal cults. But more recent analysis suggests they functioned as mnemonic devices, as anchors for memory and identity. By placing new plastered horns in the same location where previous generations had placed them, a household linked itself across time. The installation became a ritual act that said: we are the same house, continuous from generation to generation. The bulls of our ancestors are the bulls of today.

The thousands of small figurines found scattered throughout the site presented another interpretive challenge. Mellaart saw them as cult objects, as representations of a Great Goddess. More recent work, particularly that of scholars like Lynn Meskell and Carolyn Nakamura, has revealed a more complex picture. The figurines are diverse in form: some are clearly female, others clearly male, many are genderless or ambiguous. Many are zoomorphic, representing animals rather than humans. They are often found discarded in middens, not in ritual contexts or “shrines.” They appear to have been used and then disposed of, rather than preserved as sacred objects.

This pattern suggests that figurines functioned not as permanent cult images but as temporary, portable objects of personal significance. They may have been toys, used by children in imaginative play. They may have been tools for ritual action, used once and then discarded. They may have been implements for exploring and negotiating identity—in a densely packed settlement where individual identity could easily be subsumed into collective identity, where the pressure toward conformity was intense, these small figurines may have provided a medium through which individuals could play with different forms of selfhood, different genders, different identities. A person might hold a genderless figurine, or a female figurine, or a figure representing a predator, and through that tactile engagement with the object, negotiate who they were within the constraints of their society.


The House of the Dead: A Discovery from 2025

In August 2025, as the ongoing archaeological work at Çatalhöyük continued under Turkish and international direction, a team led by Arkadiusz Marciniak made a striking discovery. An unusual building, significantly more elaborate and more extensively decorated than typical houses, was excavated. The building contained fourteen raised plaster platforms and walls covered with painted designs. But most strikingly, beneath the floor of this house lay the remains of twenty individuals, arranged in deliberate burials. This concentration far exceeded the average for domestic houses, which typically contained between two and six burials.

The “House of the Dead,” as it came to be called, suggests that while Çatalhöyük lacked monumental temples or public ritual buildings, it did possess specialized structures dedicated to death ritual and mortuary practice. This building may have served as a communal burial place for individuals without clear kin connections, or for people of special status, or for those whose death required different ritual treatment than the typical household burial. The discovery indicates that even as the settlement maintained a fundamentally egalitarian social structure, specialized ritual spaces serving communal needs could emerge and be maintained without generating centralized authority or creating a priesthood.




The Biology of Crowding: Disease, Labor, and the Costs of Settlement

The decision to live in a dense, sedentary settlement brought consequences that were visible in the bodies of Çatalhöyük’s residents. Bioarchaeological analysis—the study of human skeletal remains—reveals a population adapted to crowded conditions and high-density living, but also suffering from the diseases and stresses that such conditions generate.

The shift to a diet based on domesticated grains led to high rates of dental disease. Caries—cavities—appear in the teeth of Çatalhöyük residents at rates far higher than those observed in mobile, pre-agricultural populations. The carbohydrate-rich diet of wheat and barley fed the bacteria that erode tooth enamel. Oral infections followed. By the time some individuals reached old age, their teeth were severely compromised, some worn to the gum line, others lost entirely to abscess and infection.

The crowded conditions and the proximity of human occupation to animal herds created ideal conditions for infectious disease. Parasites thrived. Gastrointestinal infections were common. The density of the settlement and the close contact between individuals facilitated the spread of respiratory diseases. Tuberculosis, or a disease very similar to it, appears to have been present in the population. Overall, the health profiles of Çatalhöyük residents suggest a community bearing the burden of sedentary, agricultural life—a burden that appears to have been worth bearing given the stability and community that settlement provided.

One of the most revealing bioarchaeological findings concerns the distribution of smoke damage on skeletal remains. Soot deposits coat the ribs of both male and female skeletons from Çatalhöyük. These deposits accumulated from years of exposure to smoke-filled air inside the houses, where wood fires burned daily in the central hearths. The presence of heavy soot on the ribs of both males and females suggests that all members of society spent substantial time indoors, in the smoke. There is no evidence that women were relegated to the smoky interior while men worked outside. There is no evidence of gendered division of labor that separated men and women into different physical spaces. Both sexes bore the soot, suggesting both sexes spent time in the domestic interior.

Over the site’s occupation, the population grew steadily, reaching a fertility peak during the Middle Period of the East Mound’s occupation, between 6700 and 6500 BCE. This population growth came at a cost. Skeletal indicators of physical stress—markers of intense labor and heavy workload—become increasingly evident in the later periods of occupation. The settlement was larger, more crowded, and demanded more labor to sustain. Children show signs of nutritional stress. The gap between males and females in terms of skeletal robustness—a proxy for muscular development and physical labor—narrows, suggesting that females were increasingly involved in heavy work. Toward the end of the East Mound’s occupation, as environmental conditions deteriorated and resources became strained, these stresses mounted. The great concentration of people that had persisted for fourteen centuries became harder to sustain.



Çatalhöyük and the Myth of the “Urban Revolution”

In 1950, the archaeologist V. Gordon Childe published a paper proposing ten defining characteristics of civilization and the first cities. These criteria included large, dense populations; specialized craft production; monumental public architecture; surplus wealth; a ruling class; centralized administration; an exact and predictive science; representational art; writing; and exact and predictive knowledge. These characteristics were presented as a linked package. You could not, according to this model, have some of them without the others. Cities required states; states required central authority; central authority required monuments and writing and specialized administration. This was the “Urban Revolution,” a transformation as significant as the Agricultural Revolution that preceded it.

For decades, this model shaped how archaeologists thought about cities. The appearance of the first cities was understood as the appearance of the state, of civilization, of the structures that would eventually produce the empires and nation-states of the modern world. Çatalhöyük fit awkwardly into this framework. It met some of Childe’s criteria: it had a large population, dense occupation, sophisticated art production. But it lacked others entirely: there is no writing, no monumental public architecture, no apparent class of rulers or administrators, no evidence of centralized authority.

This discrepancy led to various explanations. Perhaps Çatalhöyük was not a real city, merely a large village. Perhaps it was a religious center, with a priesthood ruling invisibly from within the “shrines.” Perhaps it was an anomaly, a dead-end in the evolution of civilization that was superseded by “real” states. But none of these explanations adequately capture what Çatalhöyük actually was.

Çatalhöyük was a city of equals, where complexity emerged not from hierarchy but from horizontal integration. The sophistication of the settlement—its sustained occupation over fourteen centuries, its integration into regional trade networks, its symbolic production, its management of a diverse resource base—all of this emerged from the coordination of autonomous households and kin groups, not from top-down authority. The settlement’s complexity was social and ritual rather than administrative. Order was maintained through shared norms, through the power of tradition, through collective attachment to ways of doing things. It worked.

This model of complexity without hierarchy has profound implications for how we understand civilization. It suggests that the linkage between large-scale settlements and centralized authority is not inevitable. It suggests that states and hierarchies are not prerequisites for urban life. It opens the possibility that there are multiple paths toward civilization, multiple ways of organizing large numbers of people in dense settlements. Çatalhöyük is not the only example of this kind of settlement, but it is the most thoroughly studied and the most extensively documented, making it invaluable for rethinking the relationship between cities, states, and civilization.



The Dispersal and the Transformation

Around 5200 BCE, the dense occupation of the East Mound of Çatalhöyük came to an end. This is not typically described as a “collapse,” because the settlement did not fail catastrophically. Instead, it underwent a transformation. The population dispersed. Some lineages remained on the West Mound, which continued to be occupied for another thousand years, though in a very different settlement pattern. Others moved to smaller settlements scattered across the Konya Plain and beyond. The great experiment in dense egalitarian living dissolved, not through conquest or internal conflict, but through the gradual adaptation to environmental and demographic changes.

What is striking is how long the principles of Çatalhöyük persisted even after the great settlement itself was abandoned. The matrilineal kinship system, the household-centered economy, the egalitarian ethos—these did not die with the dispersal of the population. In the West Mound levels, in contemporary settlements elsewhere in Anatolia, these same principles structure society. The end of Çatalhöyük’s East Mound was not the end of Çatalhöyük’s way of life.

The reasons for the dispersal remain debated. Climate change likely played a role. The Konya Plain, well-watered in the earlier periods, dried out as the climate shifted. Water became scarcer; the intensive agriculture that supported the dense population became harder to maintain. Pastoral activities became more important, more mobile. Some historians point to the arrival of new populations, of peoples from the Balkans or the Caucasus, as catalysts for change. Others emphasize internal transformations in settlement patterns and social organization that may have been underway regardless of external pressures.

What is certain is that the end of dense occupation did not mark a regression or a collapse into chaos. Instead, it marked a shift in social organization, a reconfiguration of settlement patterns, a rethinking of how to live in the Konya Plain given changed conditions. The principles that had guided Çatalhöyük—the emphasis on household autonomy, on egalitarianism, on kinship-based organization—continued to structure society even as that society became less densely packed.



Çatalhöyük and the Modern World

What does Çatalhöyük have to offer to the contemporary world, struggling with cities that grow ever larger, ever more unequal, ever more dependent on centralized authority to function? The answer may be less a blueprint than a provocation. Çatalhöyük demonstrates that it is possible to create large-scale settlements without the structures we assume to be necessary. It shows that hierarchy and stratification are not inevitable consequences of urban living. It suggests that the path toward the state and bureaucratic authority, the path that most of human civilization has followed since the Bronze Age, was not the only path available.

But Çatalhöyük also shows the costs of the egalitarian alternative. Living in a densely packed settlement without centralized authority or shared public services creates distinct challenges: epidemics spread rapidly in crowded conditions; interpersonal violence simmers beneath surfaces maintained through ritual and conformity; resources must be managed through consensus rather than command. The great settlement lasted fourteen centuries, but it did not last forever. Environmental stress, demographic change, shifts in subsistence practices—these pressures eventually exceeded what the egalitarian system could sustain.

What Çatalhöyük offers, then, is not a solution to modern urban problems but a perspective. It demonstrates that the structures we have come to see as natural and inevitable—hierarchy, the state, bureaucratic administration—are actually choices, contingent products of particular circumstances. Other choices were made, in other times and places, and they produced flourishing, complex, sophisticated societies that operated on entirely different principles. To study Çatalhöyük is to learn that the world we inhabit is not the only world that humans have created. To understand Çatalhöyük is to expand our sense of what is possible.

Ongoing research at the site, now supported by the Turkish government and conducted by international teams, continues to deepen our knowledge of daily life in the Neolithic. Advanced paleogenomic studies are revealing more details about kinship, health, and movement. Digital reconstructions are allowing us to visualize the settlement as it was inhabited, to walk through its houses and climb its ladders and look out across its rooftops. The site is being developed as a museum and as an educational center, allowing visitors to encounter directly the material remains of one of humanity’s boldest social experiments.

The story of Çatalhöyük is far from over. Each new discovery, each new analysis of existing material, continues to expand and complicate our understanding. But already, one thing is clear: for fourteen centuries, in the Neolithic settlements of Çatalhöyük, thousands of people lived together in peace, without rulers, without states, without the apparatus of centralized authority. They maintained an egalitarian society at a scale that would not be achieved again until the modern era. How they did this, and why it eventually transformed, remains one of the most profound questions in human history. The answer lies beneath the mounds of Anatolia, written in mud brick and plaster, in the bones of the dead, and in the artifacts of daily life that archaeologists continue to recover and interpret. To read that answer is to rethink what civilization means.
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