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Cuneiform accounting, writing and external
memory

Juan Segurola

Core question

What changed when administrative information could be stored outside living memory in
durable, inspectable records?

Historical and evolutionary context

Late fourth-millennium BCE Mesopotamia produced one of the earliest writing systems
known. Proto-cuneiform tablets from Uruk are dominated by administration: grain, livestock,
labour, land and commodities. This matters because writing did not begin as a neutral
transcription of speech. Its early history is entangled with counting, classification, seals,
numerical notation and institutional administration.

Earlier clay tokens and bullae were also used in accounting, but current research cautions
against a simple linear story in which tokens automatically turned into signs and
disappeared. Multiple recording media coexisted. The important transition is broader:
increasingly complex institutions externalized quantities, categories and obligations into
material records that could circulate beyond one person's memory.

Mesopotamian cuneiform was not the sole origin of writing. Egyptian writing emerged at
roughly the same broad historical horizon, while Chinese and Mesoamerican writing
developed independently much later. The importance of Uruk is therefore not that all writing
descends from it, but that it provides exceptionally early evidence for externalised
administrative notation and its transformation into a durable script tradition.

What could communities know before this transition?

Oral memory, tallying, tokens, seals and other mnemonic devices already stored information.
Andean khipu, much later and independently, is a reminder that sophisticated external
record systems need not be alphabetic or even writing in the conventional sense. The
limitation in late Uruk administration was the growing difficulty of coordinating quantities,
people and obligations at urban scale.

What changed?

Clay tablets made records durable, comparable and revisable. Categories could be
standardized across transactions. Lists could accumulate. Administrative memory could
outlive the official who created it.

Writing later expanded far beyond accounting into law, literature, diplomacy, scholarship and

astronomy. But its early administrative uses reveal a key epistemic function: knowledge
became addressable as an external object.

Why could this capability emerge?

Urban growth, temples, households, exchange and labour administration increased the
number of transactions that had to be tracked. Clay was cheap and abundant, seals already
encoded institutional identity, and scribal specialization made increasingly complex notation
sustainable.

What later forms of knowledge did it enable?

Writing enabled archives, contracts, legal precedents, scholarly lists and cumulative
technical traditions. It made possible new forms of long-range governance and later textual
scholarship.

New limits and risks

External records can stabilize errors as well as truths. Literacy can concentrate power in
specialist groups, and documents can support taxation, coercion and exclusion as readily as
learning.
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What changed in the architecture of human knowledge?

Knowledge became partly material, inspectable and institutionally persistent. Human
memory was no longer the only substrate on which complex administrative systems
depended.

Loss, exclusion and uncertainty

Writing did not replace oral knowledge, tokens or other memory systems. Histories centred
on surviving texts can overrepresent literate institutions and underrepresent knowledge
carried in performance, bodies and perishable media.

Dependency map

* PARALLEL — PIO-015 Weights, measures and standards

e DIRECT — PIO-016 Laws, contracts and institutional memory

¢ INDIRECT — PIO-018 Babylonian mathematical astronomy and sexagesimal place value
e PARALLEL — PIO-029 Chinese paper and inexpensive external memory

RETROSPECTIVE — PIO-051 Academies, journals and the public experiment
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