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The archive of cuneiform tablets discovered in the late 19" century
in Tell El-Amarna (Egypt) has revealed an extensive amount of informa-
tion about the inter-polity relations of the 2™ millennium BC Near East.
The ‘Amarna Age’ was a period of considerable interaction between the
great powers of the region and their client polities. With intensive ex-
change came an equally intensive flow of communication. The contents
of the Amarna tablets are available now in translation, but these ‘letters’
are still relatively unknown in wider International Relations (IR) circles.?
In this journal forum, we introduce the fascinating Amarna system to
our IR colleagues by adopting an interdisciplinary approach as our start-
ing point. Through an analysis of the Amarna letters in light of social
theory, IR and political economy, we hope to stress not only that an his-
torical approach to world politics has much fruit to bear, despite the rela-
tive unpopularity of historical approaches in the discipline. We also sug-
gest that IR scholars have much to gain from listening to what students of
cognate fields in the social sciences and humanities have to say.

This project started as a conversation in 2013 between Lucas Freire
and prof. Luis Moita at OBSERVARE's headquarters in Lisbon. We are very
thankful for the encouragement and support of prof. Moita, as well as
the rest of the staff of the institute based at the Universidade Auténoma
de Lisboa. Perhaps the ziggurat that makes up OBservaRE’s logo should
have provided an indication that the conversation would lead to an actual
project on IR and Ancient Near Eastern Studies, but the fact remains that
supporting the idea was an act of bravery. IR research has a short-term,
policy-relevant bias. While we believe there is much to learn from the
history of world politics we do not necessarily claim that our studies pre-
sented in this forum will contribute directly to make the world a better
place in the short term, though we do hope to achieve something practi-
cal by readjusting our theoretical lenses in light of historical evidence. For
this reason, it is also with deep gratitude that we thank the editorial team
of Estudos Internacionais for taking some risk in lending us and the other
authors this space to present our ideas.

Our key aim was to highlight a number of salient features in the in-
ter-polity relations of the mid-2" millennium BC ancient Near East, mak-
ing extensive use of the text of the Amarna letters and making an indica-
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tion of what these elements may represent for the study of world politics
in general. Authors participating in this forum were free to focus their
attention on a small number of documents or, alternatively, to attempt to
establish wider claims by closely engaging with the primary sources. We
asked each writer to use William Moran’s (1992) English translation and
edition of the Amarna Letters together with Anson Rainey’s (2015) up-
dated collation, translation and commentary as a basis. Another require-
ment was that each article was supposed to make use of social theory
relating the analysis of the primary sources to the study of world politics.
A benchmark for us was Amarna Diplomacy, the thought-provoking inter-
disciplinary volume edited by Raymond Cohen and Raymond Westbrook
(2000).

Writing from Finland, Alex Aissaoui provides a helpful review of
IR’s underwhelming record of engagement with the Amarna material
and ancient systems of polities in general, introducing IR scholars to the
key developments in the history of ancient Near Eastern inter-polity rela-
tions. Aissaoui also draws extensively on the work of assyriologists, egyp-
tologists and hittitologists. He implies that these historical and philologi-
cal disciplines pay considerable attention to detail but tend to be wary of
generalizations that one could sketch based on social theory. In his pro-
posal to strike a balance between detail and generalization, he provides a
theoretically laden description of the mechanisms of inter-polity relations
during the ‘Amarna age,” particularly with reference to the interaction
between the key powers of that system and their security agenda. There
is plenty of dialogue with IR theory in this study.

Lucas Freire’s article also makes use of IR theory — the English
School approach in particular, combined with elements of social con-
structivism, but focuses instead on one of the Amarna letters in particu-
lar, EA 15. This is the first publication of a translation and textual com-
mentary of this letter in the Portuguese language. In the political com-
mentary section of the article, Freire expands on his previous analyses
of the role of institutions in the 2™ millennium BC Near Eastern system
of polities (see FREIRE, 2013; 2017). Historians read this particular docu-
ment as evidence of Assyria’s rise to the group of great powers of the
time. Freire sheds light on what this rise represents from the perspective
of an IR approach that focuses on social rules of procedure and constitu-
tional rules, including rules of membership. The article, therefore, theo-
rizes the Amarna system as a society of polities.

While Aissaoui portrays the ‘Amarna system’ as a “system in the
making” — to use his own words, Freire writes of at least two overlapping
and interrelated systems, i.e., that of the ‘great kings’ and that formed
by ‘lesser kings” and their respective patron king. Both of these systems
made up a complex society of polities.

Going beyond political and social relations without discarding such
aspects of inter-polity relations portrayed in the Amarna letters, Fabio
Frizzo de Morais Lima looks at Egypt’s imperialist policy in the Levant
from a historical and economic point of view. His article combines an
analysis of several passages of the Amarna archive with an examination
of parallel Egyptian textual evidence from more or less the same period.
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He makes this analysis in order to depict the relationship between Egypt’s
governmental bureaucracy, its modus operandi and Pharaoh’s policy of
projecting economic and political power onto the Near East — a policy in
which the threat or actual use of force played a relevant role.

Priscila Scoville’s egyptological approach complements that of
Fabio Frizzo, first, by providing an introduction to historically signifi-
cant details surrounding the Amarna archive and, second, by focusing
on the relationship between Egypt and Mitanni, another great power of
the system. While Frizzo focuses more on certain sub-units of the Egyp-
tian government, breaking down the black box in order to show the bu-
reaucratic politics behind Egypt’s foreign policy, Scoville’s attention falls
more upon what went on between Egypt and Mitanni. Instead of dealing
primarily with the threat or actual use of force by the Egyptians, Scoville
treated textual evidence from the Amarna archive pertaining to protocol-
related issues and the meaning attached to the exchange of gifts, drawing
on cognate fields such as anthropology and literary criticism.

Frizzo’s and Scoville’s contributions are complemented in this fo-
rum by the work of Rodrigo Corréa Teixeira and Marina Scotelaro. The
authors combine political geography and IR theory with the political
economy and economic anthropology of Karl Polanyi (2012). Teixeira and
Scotelaro interact closely with some of the material on gift exchange em-
phasized by Scoville, but place that discussion within a wider argument
that takes Polanyi’s ‘substantive economic history’ as a starting point. As
a result, they frame the practice of gift exchange in the Amarna system
as a kind of trade embedded in a pre-capitalist economic system. The link
between the disciplines of geography, economic history and IR theory
remains underexplored in IR, apart, perhaps, from the work done by Im-
manuel Wallerstein and world-systems theorists (e.g. GUNDER FRANK,
1993). For this reason, the contributions of Frizzo, Scoville, Teixeira and
Scotelaro in this forum are welcome additions to the interdisciplinary
literature in IR that is open to such explorations.

IR theorist John J. Mearsheimer (2002) once gave an interview in
which he advised young scholars in the field “to make sure that you ex-
pose yourself to lots of theories and to lots of history”. This forum is our
contribution to the literature on how to make better use of history in IR,
a discipline that tends to ignore historical aspects in its strife to theorize
general patterns of human behavior and interaction. In our view, the ne-
glect of history leads to poor IR theorizing. Both history and IR theory
aim to study “what man can do”, to use R. G. Collingwood’s well-known
quote (1946, p. 10). Both aim at “human self-knowledge”. However, his-
tory must go together with theory, as “the only clue to what man can do
is what man has done. The value of history, then, is that it teaches us what
man has done and thus what man is™.
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