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Introduction

My study of the Indus Civilization has brought
to light a body of excellent literature on various
aspects of this ancient urban complex which has
not been incorporated into the three or four standard
sources frequently cited in secondary literature.
Most of this supplementary material is in journals
and other periodicals, often difficult to locate even
in the best libraries. Yet, it constitutes an essential
source for a comprehensive study of this civilization.
To bring some of this literature together within a
single volume was a major motivation behind the
preparation of this book. An attempt to correct a
certain imbalance in our understanding of this
civilization is of equal importance. Too often it
has been the standard source, especially Sir Mortimer
Wheeler’s The Indus Civilization (1968), to which
scholars have turned for information and inter-
pretation. There is no doubt about the excellence
of Wheeler’s book, but it is still largely a reflection
of his perspective. In a sense, then, Ancient Cities
of the Indus was compiled in an effort to introduce
a range of opinion and interpretation of issues too
often considered settled.

The reader will sense in many of the papers, which
follow this Introduction, a search for paradigm
rather than concise, final answers to the problems
facing those who study the Indus Civilization. This
can be attributed to several factors. First, the synthesis
of the field data gathered in the twenties and thirties
at Mohenjo daro, Harappa and Chanhu daro was
largely complete by the end of the fifties through
the efforts of Sir John Marshall, E.J.H. Mackay,
Sir Mortimer Wheeler and Stuart Piggott. Many of
their interpretations have now been challenged by
others. For example, both the widely referenced
hypothesis concerning the Aryan destruction of the

cities and the notion of twin capitals ruling a vast
empire have been largely laid to rest by more recent
scholarship. These critiques have not, however,
replaced the earlier interpretations with fully viable
alternatives. It must also be considered that, with
the creation of Pakistan in 1947, there was renewed
excavation in the Indus Valley at the important
sites of Kot Diji and Amri. On the Indian side Kali-
bangan, Lothal and Rangpur were excavated during
this period. Much new and extraordinarily important
material has come to light in the course of these
excavations and it deserves consideration as well.
Several papers in this volume deal with Kalibangan
and Lothal. For coverage of Kot Diji and Amri
the comprehensive site reports should be consulted
(F.A. Khan 1965 and Casal 1964a).

As new and important as this material seems to be,
there is still a challenge for those who study this
civilization. There is, for example, little in the way
of knowledge concerning the specific institutional
configurations of the Indus Civilization. Based on
the presence of granaries at both Mohenjo daro and
Harappa, Sir Mortimer Wheeler (1966:18) has
suggested a redistributive economy on the Meso-
potamian model. This inference has been challenged
by Marcia Fentress (1976). But it has not been re-
placed by an alternative which provides an insight
into the nature of Harappan economic organization.
It is evident to many who have evaluated the quality
of the data from the major excavations which opened
this civilization to the world (Marshall 1931 ; Mackay
1938b; and Vats 1940) that they offer very littie
guidance in clarifying this problem. This suggests
that renewed excavation is called for, with more
clearly defined objectives incorporating elements
of hypothesis testing. The apparent absence of



—

11
21
30

50

- ’
Wdometers 30 O 30 100 130 200 250 IGO0 Kiometers N s AN
S\ ! ——
e ~
'
SCALE - S gEsHansa -‘\-"/ ,\ N
L e
Mdes 50 23 O 50 100 130 200 Mies 2 IHANG g A REL RHOLA \ N
b < ee DO
] (two sifes1 88 O
N .
; I TN
,-/-"’ -~ -~ N -~ N,
; o - N -
A KM "
; A ; SO S N SN
} FGHANISTAN ¢ o -
i \ HATKALA s 3 2e,
i AKMAN DHERT 4
! ~, uaAm SHAK (‘,uMLA
Sl @MUNDIGAK P
\ r
i - = va "
4 i g .
J ; PERIANG GHUNDA! el
s - .
a i (¥ LEIaM -
s i ‘ Brianarra
4 4 .'Osme"‘ © RARA GHUNDA! ®1atirun uy
/’ ,' A ® sur JanGAL o P
< S DaMB sapaar  @e:z 1329 o4 L.
Y T - 82 0agar x0T Foasate .
< -~ —— 80, )
\' ‘~_--v-~_‘, --------- . / af
Q. L7
‘k % KUQWALA_g QL 3
\ axauat i
N o °’?@°% LuREwALA —THER
— e ° TREKOE 1 Ol hed of Ghogger—Mekes
»
s © . 0% " yems 1
m 7 o9 €257 Sten
i PAKISTAN - /
L s
i b7 N e .
> ! 143 / .’
L. MOHENJO -DARD 9,% .’
% o
4 i . 40TROT DI/
3 i
-5 S k INDI A
-
ot 20 13 ~ ~ -
o~ 1209 )
i o 10 1
s 7 Oampiy ,
« P
¢ o v
K quvuetmoon . ofF \, A
o3 52° g SRy .60 0 £ i
’ = 2\ © N
5 N
”Og 1
58 Y
54 AY
ARABIAN SEA xamac U ° v
\
i +
.
h @
N
3
0 9SurRKOtaDA 20 &
& )
"’% .
oTHa
INDUS CIVLIZATION L Lg(ss
SETTLEMENTS | O . nmepuké’b’ i/
EARLY INDUS (HARAPPANL . .@ N 0% g o8
N R i -5
EARLY & MATURE INDUS . . « . » ® N\ . o K
NG R )
MODERN TOWNS. . . . . - ...o \\ ° pa
< ® Z ¥
% //“ %
»

FiGURE A. Settlements of the Indus Valley Civilization ( 1973 )
(Refer to Fig. 7.1 also)

.Mundra 2. Navinal 3 Madeva 4 Todio 5. Nahya 6. Anjar.7. Kotada 8. Buy 9. Kotada Bhadli, I, II & III 10. Nakhtarana

. Desalpur 12. Narapa 13. Vada (Vigod1) 14. Lakhapat 15. Luna 16. Banm 17 Kotara 18. Nenu-ni-Dhar 19 Kotad: 20. Moruo
. Kerasi 22. Surkotada 23. Selari 24. Rapar 25. Pabunath 26 Lakhapar 27. Kanth Kot 28 Kharn-ka-Dhanda 29. Pirwada Khetar
. Jhangar (Kutch) 31. Phala 32. Lakhabawal 33. Amra 34. Gop 35. Kindnarkhera 36. Somnath 37. Kanjetar 38. Veniavadar

39.

Rojdi 40. Adkot 41. Bhimpatal 42. Babarkot 43. Rangpur 44. Devaliyo 45. Chachana 46 Gom 47. Pansina 48. Lothal 49. Koth

. Nanasutaria 51. Mehgam 52. Telod 53. Bhagatrav 54. Gharo Bhiro 56. Amilano 57. Pir Shah Jurio 58. Nel Bazar or Allahdino
59.
69.
77.
8s.

Goth Hassan Ali 60. Bala Kot 61 Gujo 62. Sotka Koh 63. Dasht-I 64. Sutkagen-dor 65. Shahjo 66. Karchat 67. Dhal 68. Amn
Chanhu-daro 70. Damb Buthi 71. Gorand1 72. Ghazi Shah 73. Lohri 74. Al Murad 75 Pandi Wahi 76. Lohumjo-daro
Judeirjo-daro 78. Pathant Damb 79. Gand Damb 80. Kirta 81. Quetta Miri 82. Kaonri 83. Dabar Kot 84. Periano Ghundai
Rahman Dheri 86. Gumia 87. Katpalon 88. Nagar 89. Rupar 90. Bara 91-110. 20 or more sttes in Bikaner (India) in the

Sutlej, Sarasvati-Drishadvati valleys 111-135. 25 or more sites in Bahawalpur along dried bed of Ghaggar-Hakra
136. Kotasur 137. Vainiwal 138. Alamgirpur 139. Moenjodaro 140. Kot Diji 141. Harappa 142. Chak Purbane Syal 143. Jhukar
144. Naru Waro Daro

(The above list does not include many unpublished sites in Bahawalpur, East Punjab, Gujarat and in Sibi district, Baluchistan.)

Reproduced from Mughal (1973), The Present State of Research on the Indus Valley Civilization.



INTRODUCTION

Harappan economic documents will certainly make
penetrating insights into this institution a difficult
one. But structures which functioned as granaries,
workshops and warchouses can be projected as
archaeological features which will emerge through
appropriately sensitized excavation and analysis.
It is also possible for renewed excavation to more
comprehensively recover and record not only new
and potentially important kinds of data, especially
organic materials, but to handle the traditional
range of artifactual data and their associations
more rigorously. It is reasonable to expect that such
procedures on newly excavated sites would yield
interesting results concerning economic organization
and processes.

The association between settlement and natural
resources is also an area which needs more intensive
investigation. Work on Indus settlement patterns
in Gujarat (Possehl 1976) has indicated that the
site of Lothal was a frontier settlement which played
a key role in the Harappan economy at an interre-
gional level. Given the fact that there are other
outlying sites, similar to Lothal, distantly removed
from the great urban centers, there is a possibility
that similar implications for economic processes
are to be gleaned from an investigation of these
places as well. More specifically, settlements, such
as Sutkagen dor on the Iranian border, Rupar to
the north near the foothills of the Himalayas, and
Dabar Kot in Baluchistan could be noted as potential
places to begin such a study.

Settlement archaeology also has much to offer
toward solutions of other problems. There are, for
example, still many lacunae in our understanding
of the Indus subsistence system. Even the question
as to whether or not the Harappan inhabitants of
Sind and the Punjab used large-scale canal irrigation
has yet to be conclusively answered. Assuming the
success of settlement archaeology in solving this
problem in Mesopotamia (Jacobson and Adams 1958;
Adams 1965; Adams and Nissen 1972) systematic
exploration should be conducted in Pakistan, and
India also, with thisas a research objective. Settlement
archaeology is probably the soundest approach to
insights concerning the almost totally undefined
Indus state. While it is true that settlement patterns
cannot be reasonably expected to yield direct insights
into the institutional heart of the political system,
there are some dividends which can be anticipated.
A much closer control over the settlement hierarchy,

only fragmentarily perceived today, would seem to
be a positive step in this direction. There is a range
of analytical techniques derived from locational
geography which could be used here as well. These
could be employed to suggest both significant aspects
of settlement function, and potential internal borders
as well.

The full explication of the Harappan political
institution will undoubtedly be an extraordinarily
difficult problem in the absence of substantial written
documents. It may be recalled that by far the largest
corpus of Indus writing is engraved on square steatite
stamp seals. The message length of these inscriptions
is, on the average, between five and six signs. The
general character of these seals leads us to assume
that they were closely tied, probably in some complex
way, to the identity of their original owner. Distri-
butional analysis of these objects within Mohenjo
daro, the only site with a sufficient body of adequately
documented examples, has not produced coherent
patterns (Fentress 1976). But a sign association
study by Walter Fairservis (1976:110-111) suggests
that the message content may be a system of rank
and title. This is still a preliminary conclusion, and
is now no more than a promising direction for future
research; however, the discovery of an Indus system
of rank and title would have obvious implications
for both political and social organization.

With the exception of obsolete concepts such as
“priest-kings”” there is little to be said of the structure
of Harappan society. The inference from the seals
is undoubtedly the most promising approach to this
problem to emerge from recent research. Of course,
burial data can and have been used to make inferences
concerning pre-historic social systems. The appli-
cation of such an approach to Harappan materials
is discussed in the Introduction to Part I.

In addition to those directions for new research
which seek essentially to describe, or characterize
the structure and internal dynamics of South Asia’s
first civilization, there are a number of issues of a
more purely culture-historical nature which ought
to be noted in this regard as well. For example, the
genesis of urbanism on the Indus plains has yet to
be addressed seriously in anything other than one
or two studies. In the best of these, M.R. Mughal
admirably systematized the comparative stratigraphy
of what he has called the Greater Indus Valley and
Northern Baluchistan (Mughal 1970). During the
period just preceding the development of the Indus



cities he isolated a ceramic complex associated with
a few small finds or antiquities which forms a recur-
ring body of material within his region. This consis-
tent element is, however, associated with several
much larger archaeological complexes which are
quite identifiable and distinct one from the other.
In other words, Mughal’s Early Harappan complex
“floats” as an island of recurring traits within a
region of cultural diversity. It does, nonetheless,
lend some sense of unity to the time just preceding
the emergence of the Indus cities. Mughal’s study
is also useful in noting several features of material

ANCIENT CITIES OF THE INDUS

culture, settlement patterns and subsistence practice,
which are a thread of continuity from the Pre-urban
to the Mature or Urban configuration of the civili-
zation.

It is becoming increasingly clear that the Early
Harappan is a period within which there are few
signs of germinating urbanism. For example, the
Indus script has no genuine antecedent there, in
spite of excavation at several sites (e.g. Kot Diji,
Amri, Kalibangan, Bala Kot, Jalilpur and Sarai
Khola). The Indus writing system seems to arrive
within the Harappan cultural tradition as a fully

FiGure B
Reproduced from Marshall (1938), Mohenjodaro and the Indus Civilization.
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INTRODUCTION

developed feature. Yet. surely there must have been
a developmental process involved with something
as complex as writing.

That this has not yet been found suggests that the
period of transition within which the presumed
development took place was very short, so brief
that controlled excavation has yet to detect it. It
should be kept in mind that the Harappan chronology
is still based on radiocarbon, with a few check points
in the Mesopotamian sequence. It then follows that
the margin for error in the 1solation of a chronological
boundary such as the Early/Mature Harappan must
be not less than one hundred years and 1s probably
closer to two hundred. Thus we are dealing with a
poorly controlled context within which such short-
term change could be easily masked or *“lost.”

There are a number of other features in the Urban
Phase of the Indus Civilization for which there are
no antecedents in the archaeological record. The
system of weights and measures, the style of inany
of the metal objects, the ceramic corpus if taken
as a whole, architectural features such as the use
of baked brick, drains, and the diversity of building
form, town planning and the distinctive, but norma-
tive, organization of settlements with a high mound
to the west and a lower habitation mound to the
east, the development of a settlement hierarchy—
all come to mind as striking features in this regard.
Thus, in the Indus case it seems that there was a
brief, critical period during the urbanization process
within which these and other features developed.

This short period of intense change places the
Indus Civilization in some contrast to Mesopotamia.
In the latter case there is a much clearer long-term
developmental sequence for at least the direct
archaeological traits attendant upon urbanization.
A gradualist evolutionary model seems to be a
satisfactory perspective there. It does not seem to be
as satisfactory for ancient India.

There are other processually oriented questions
which still escape adequate exposition within the
Harappan Civilization. The ultimate abandonment
of Mohenjo daro, Harappa and a number of other
settiements is one such question which will be dis-
cussed in a moment. But first a word on the Indus
“monolith.”” The earliest investigators of the Indus
Civilization, from Sir John Marshall to Sir Mortimer
Wheeler, often remarked upon the seeming homo-
geneity of these remains. Harappan material culture
was seen as virtually unchanging over five hundred

Xi

years. So, too, on the spatial dimension did they
note a homogeneity, in spite of the distances between
sites. Mohenjo daro and Harappa are approximately
370 miles from one another. The large Harappan
site of Sutkagen dor near the Arabian Sea on the
Iranian border is 680 miles from Lothal, just north
of the Gulf of Cambay in Gujarat. From the latter
site to Rupar in the foothills of the Himalayas the
straight line distance is approximately the same:
720 miles. There are even recently discovered
Harappan sites in northern Afghanistan near Shorti-
gai (Lyonnet 1977). The actual area encompassed
by this civilization is difficult to compute since
precise boundaries are not known, but even conser-
vatively the size is three or four times the area of
ancient Sumer.

This is a vast area, and five hundred years is hardly
a trivial period. From my perspective as an anthropo-
logist it seems unlikely that the monolithic, or
changeless quality, of these remains is even an
approximation of reality. There have been at least
two extensive studies which have attempted to deal
with this problem (Possehl 1974 and Fentress 1976).
Their success indicates that similar work on different
cultural dimensions would be equally productive
in defining variability within both the spatial temporal
dimensions of the Harappan civilization.

The so-called “‘end” of the Indus Civilization has
been discussed at some length in the Introduction
to Part IX. But since the focu- here is more clearly
programmatic a few additional words on the topic
may not be redundant. The first point to be empha-
sized is that the problem seems not to be best stated
as the “‘end” of a civilization; at least in the sense
of a tradition, since there are abundant signs of
cultural continuity in Sind, Gujarat, the Punjab
and adjacent areas of North India (Possehl 1977).
But the cities, Mohenjo daro and Harappa, were
abandoned along with other places (e.g. Kalibangan,
and Judeirjo daro) which seem to have been towns.
Many smaller sites have discontinuous occupation
as well. This phenomenon is however not applicable
to all Harappan settlements For example, Chanhu
daro and Rangpur have very clearly defined Post-
urban occupations. Moreover, the process of aban-
donment, at least at Mohenjo daro and Harappa,
took a considerable period of time. This is in the
range of one or two hundred years if the “‘squatter
levels™ in the uppermost reaches of these sites can
be used as a chronological guide. The pattern of
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FiGURE C
Reproduced from Vats (1940), Excavatiens at Harappa.

change, then, seems not to indicate an end to this
cultural tradition as much as a progressive modi-
fication of the distinctly urban form, a shift in the
level of sociocultural integration.

There is in addition to the shifts in settlement
occupation an interesting set of typological disconti-
nuities associated with the Post-urban Phase. The
most striking of these is the system of writing which
was drastically altered and preserved only as
occasional graffiti on pottery. The square steatite
seals are confined to the Urban Harappan. So too
is the standardized system of weights and measures.
The typological list can be expanded to include the
pattern of worked stone, triangular terracotta cakes,

metal objects, bead forms and the like. This is a
genuine “mixed bag’ of cultural items, some of which
seem to bear more directly than others on the problem
at hand.

The process which eventually led to the gradual
abandonment of the two cities and the other settle-
ments, and which seems linked in some way to the
typological shifts just noted, is best assumed to have
been complex. Yet, what is it we are really attempting
to explain? The previous sentence is, I think, a fair
summary, and a telling one as well. It is a vague
generality without significant detail, or historical
richness which places constraints on hypothesis
construction. The logic for programmatic purposes
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is then clear. Since it is essential to know what is to
be explained before attempting to explain it, the
priority must go to culture history. A range of impor-
tant lucunae in our understanding of Harappan
life ways, or institutional configurations, were noted
in earlier paragraphs. Studies such as these, once
complete, ought to yield interesting and important
insights into processual issues relating to the Post-
urban Harappan. So too might similar work on the
Post-urban Phase itself be productive. Studies such
as these are essential first steps in reconstructing
the aspects of Harappan culture history which have
a direct bearing on what we perceive today as the
abandonment of Mohenjo daro and Harappa.

At the expense of seeming to be redundant let
me restate the case slightly. The process which
eventually led to the development of the Post-urban
Phase of the Indus Tradition is not one with cons-
traints on data which are sufficiently robust for us to
confidently define the problem. The task for archaeo-
logy is then to do the kind of research which will
ultimately correct this situation. Character studies,
essentially the investigation of life ways, seem to be a
direct route to this goal, especially if the Urban and
Post-urban Phases can be contrasted in these respects
so that we will develop a more encompassing sense

Xtit

of just what did change in the culture history of the
Indus Civilization.

The foregoing is certainly not intended to be a
comprehensive summary of every pressing, or
worthwhile direction for research on the Indus
Civilization. Nor should they be considered narrowly
defined statements for action by those who are
actually involved in work on things Harappan.
They are instead intended to act as a guide for those
who will use this book. It is hoped that they will
place the papers which follow in some kind of his-
torical perspective where the results of past
scholarship can be seen as contributing to the evolving
configuration of this field of study.

The book has been organized into eleven parts,
each covering a separate aspect of the Indus Civili-
zation. Some topics which might have been added,
the genesis of urbanism for example, could not be
highlighted in this way due to an insufficient body
of appropriate material. In other subject areas it
was impossible to include everything of value. This
meant that at times considerable selectivity had to
be exercised. In these situations newer papers were
given a priority over older ones. and a concise state-
ment, especially if it covered several facets of the
civilization, was given preference over more lengthy

FIGURE D
Reproduced from Expedition (1975)
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treatments. If this selectivity has perhaps caused
something important to be omitted. or the thought
of a prominent spokesman to be slighted, I can
only offer an apology and note that every effort

was made to achieve representative coverage within

a context where comprehensiveness was impossible.
There isa degree of arbitrariness in the composition

of individual parts. This is due to the fact that the
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best papers in any discipline probably have more
than a single important aspect and it is therefore
impossible to satisfactorily place them within an
essentially static structure such as a table of contents.
The composition of parts is thus largely a reflection
of my view of this civilization.

Each part has been prefaced by a short introductory
essay. These are intended to highlight the contents,
place the material within some larger context and
offer additional bibliography which will be useful
in pursuing individual problems at greater length.

The preparation of this book required certain
decisions concerning content and format. The major
alteration of the original material has been the adop-
tion of a single system of citation.! A good deal of
bibliographic research was required to complete
many of the older style footnotes ; however, the system
used here should enhance the readability of the
text and allowed the book to be organized around

'There were a few points in the editing process where 1t was
mmpossible to do this. At times incomplete citations in the original
did not allow a full bibliographic entry to be made. In other
instances, the bibliographic resources available to the editor were
msufficient for the original citation to be placed in the proper

Xv

a single bibliography. At times the text of individual
papers was slightly altered. For example, the specia-
lized transliterations were omitted from Oppenheim
(1954) wherever possible. In addition, many illus-
trations, especially photographs, were deleted as
an essential cost-saving device. The reader will note,
however, that the book is still rich in illustrative
materials.

This is not, in fact, my book. It is the product
of the individual scholars whose original research
has been compiled here. It is to them, and to their
publishers, who generously gave the rights to reprint
the papers, that the credit must go. Others who
played a role in the preparation of this manuscript
are: Jennifer Quick, Margaret Pugh, Patricia Can-
field and Lisa Quigley. I would like to thank all of
them.

GREGORY L. POSSEHL

format. In instances such as these, a footnote has been used.
C.J. Gadd’s **Seals of Ancient Indian Style Found at Ur,” because
of its genuine charm and historical place in this literature, was
seft as originally printed.






PartI Civilization






Editor’s Introduction

This part contains four papers dealing with the concept
of civilization in general. They have been selected from
an immense body of writing on this topic and should
not be considered representative of all views. For
example, the great historians, Spengler and Toynbee,
are not included. D.D. Kosambi, who has much to
offer with reference to Indian Civilization, has been
similarly treated. The writings of anthropologists such
as A.L. Kroeber, Milton Singer, David Mandelbaum,
Clyde Kluckhohn, Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict,
all of whom are noted in the first paper by Robert
Redfield, have also been omitted. This was necessary
for reasons of space, and the fact that the focus of this
book is the Indus Civilization, a member of a class, and
not that class itself.

Robert Redfield’s writing on the topic *‘civilization”
is especially stimulating. In “Civilizations as Things
Thought About” the reader is led along a path of
contrasts appropriate to the notion of civilization. The
paper thus introduces a breadth of concept which
might be applied to the Indus Civilization. For ex-
ample, he discusses the differences between “a civili-
zation” and “civilization” more generally. He con-
trasts often used concepts such as “*form and style.”
“*structure and pattern,” “‘society and culture” relating
to civilizations as “formed things.”” These are, in a
historical sense, important issues which must be con-
trolled in understanding much of the writing on the
Indus Civilization. If the reader is taken by Redfield’s
approach further study ought to include his The Folk
Cultures of Yucutan (1941), The Primitive World and
its Transformation (1953) and his collected papers
edited by Margaret Park Redfield, Human Nature and
the Study of Society (1962).

The concept of cultural ecology which places man
within a dynamic set of relationships linking human

systems to the natural world has a long and distin-
guished history in anthropological and archaeologi-
cal research. In “The Natural History of Urbanism”
Robert McC. Adams takes this perspective on the
growth of early civilizations. Of particular interest is
his discussion of the relationship between the city and
its hinterland and factors which can be seen as
causative in the development of urban societies. He
suggests that there is a complex set of inter-related
factors which ought to be investigated by those
interested in the origins of the state. Some of these are
more purely sociocultural (e.g. military advantages
conferred on those types of social organization best
able to equip and mobilize large bodies of militia or
professional soldiery), and some are environmental
(e.g. the existence of juxtaposed and interdependent
subsistence zones which fostered the formation of
symbiotic regions). Those interested in the early phases
of the Indus Civilization will find this paper useful if
they are searching for a route out of the striking
empiricism which characterizes so much of Indus
archaeology.

*“The Cultural Evolution of Civilizations” by Kent
V. Flannery was selected because of its eclectic nature,
and the fact that it argues for a general systems
approach to understanding civilizations or the state,
wherever they might be found. The systems paradigm
has yet to be used in South Asian archaeological work
and this introduction, it is hoped, will stimulate others
to adapt it to an understanding of the Indus
Civilization. Clearly Flannery has offered an organiz-
ing principle which goes well beyond description and
comparative stratigraphy in understanding the growth
of urbanism.

The fourth paper in this part is V. Gordon Childe’s
“The Urban Revolution.” Childe’s ten criteria for



civilization have been widely cited and retain an
assured place in the history of archaeology. Today,
however, they have been largely overshadowed by far
more penetrating insights into the nature of urbani-
zation. In fact, his criteria amount to a straight-
forward typology of traits not only variable in signific-
ance but clearly inter-related. The list of ten can be
easily reduced by half without significant loss. But
those that remain (the state, social stratification, and
craft specialization, for example) bear a striking re-
semblance to what Robert Adams has called the “core
trends™ of urbanisin (1966:16). This suggests that
there is still a utility at the level of description, not
necessarily analysis, to what Childe has offered.
Adopting for the moment a characterization of the
Indus Civilization suggested by the residue of Childe’s
typology an interesting question arises. To what extent
can we legitimately infer central factors such as social
stratification and class, the state, kingship and taxa-
tion from direct evidence? For those who know the
data I think there would be agreement that it cannot be
confidently done, and one might then be led to
question the basis on which the term “civilization” has
been applied. Of course the superficial answer to this is
not difficult to find: There are two cities and there must
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therefore be civilization. But this seems to be confusing
dependent and independent variables. Surely cities are
not just large settlements but are best defined by the
distinctive kinds of activities which go on within them,
and these are in turn determined by factors relating to
Adams’ “‘core trends.” Thus cities, where they are
present, are symptomatic of deeper ““core” processes
and without a clear control over these it may be best
not to employ the term “‘civilization” prematurely.

Using recently developed methods it is possibie to
recover a great deal of information relating directly to
both social and political organization. Take, for
example, the sophisticated studies of burials which
seek to discover co-variation between the quantity and
quality of burial goods and the demographic features
of the interred individuals (Rathje 1970). The employ-
ment of various techniques of locational analysis has
proved useful in suggesting boundary areas within
setilement patterns (Adams and Nissen 1972). These
approaches and others point in a clear direction to
future research on the Harappan Civilization in that
they provide concrete strategies for testing key assum-
ptions concerning the nature of this civilization or
whether it is a civilization at all.
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Civilizations as Things Thought About

ROBERT REDFIELD

The comparison of civilizations requires, or at least
leads to, a conception of civilizations as members of a
class, As a necessary part of such thinking, it leads to
thinking of any one civilization as having a formed and
defined identity, that same kind of formed and defined
identity that other civilizations have.

The following pages express an attempt to develop
these propositions. They do net bring the reader to
definitions of civilizations. It will not even be asked
here if French or American life is to be recognized as a
civilization or how either of these entities is to be
distinguished from or related to that plainly greater
entity that we call Western civilization. Such problems
as arise in connection with such other entities as have
relatively mixed historic origins, as Latin America, are
not to be considered: these may or may not be
recognized as civilizations according to the require-
ments of definition that develop in connection with
particular questions about civilizations, none of which
is reached in the present discussion. The matters now
in mind are preliminary to recognitions and definitions
of particular civilizations. What is to be offered is a set
of propositions as to the nature of those definitions
which, in studying civilizations comparatively, it will
be necessary to make.

Another limitation upon this effort is to be anncun-
ced. Primarily in mind are those civilizations that are
obviously local and very ancient and yet present now.
The attention is upon that arrangement of human life
and institutions that has been with us for a long time.
Chinese, Indian, Western, Islamic—at least these—
civilizations have been and still are recogniz-
able to common sense; they are divisions or sepa-
rations of long duration and considerable distinctness

within humanity. If, when we speak of “world civili-
zation,”” we mean either an extension of one of these
four or more so as to take the place of others, or the
development, by a mixing and homogenization, of a
kind of living becoming uniform everywhere, such a
“civilization,” if civilization it be or would be, is not
here in view. The distinguishable civilizations with
early historic beginnings and persisting identity and
influence are still with us, and it is about these that the
mind turns in these pages.

In developing the idea of thinking about a civili-
zation as a formed thing, it will be helpful to dis-
tinguish that mental or investigative activity from
others also having to do with civilizations.

We may distinguish getting information about a
civilization, or about a civilized people. If we receive
information as to the rate of growth of the population
of India and the rates of growth of its agricultural and
industrial production, we have information about
India. This will help us to predict the course of some
kinds of events in India, or help us to form judgments
as to action or policy. Such acquisition of information
may occur entirely without the thinking of India as a
formed thing of the mind, a member of a class,
civilizations.

We may distinguish, also, becoming acquainted
with a civilization within one’s self. Every member of a
civilized society of course becomes acquainted with his
civilization, however imperfectly, in the usual course of
his life within it. One outside of that civilization may
also, though with more required effort, I suppose,
become acquainted with that other civilization. He
may do so by living within it and there meeting the
people and experiences which express that civilization;

Reprinted, with permussion, from Human Nature and the Study of Society: The Papers of Robert Redfield. Margaret Park Redfield, editor.

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962, pp. 364-375.



and he may do so, in ways obviously more limited,
from afar, through such expressions of that civilization
as may be there communicated to him. “"Expressions”
is here a significant word: it points to those utterances
of representatives of the civilization which best com-
municate to an outsider “how it feels” to be one
of that other civilization. We speak of ‘“expressive
documents” —autobiographies, songs, stories. And we
recognize the expressive character of the arts for one
seeking to get acquainted with a civilization. The
“formal document,” the statistic, or the considered
and objectified proposition, is less communicative of
that experience which is “‘inner™ to the civilization,
which makes the substance of the lives of its peoples. In
coming to think about a civilization as a formed thing,
one may attend to these expressions of the life within in
the effort to relate the substance of that civilization to
its form or structure. But the thinking of the civili-
zation is a matter of form or structure, a making in the
mind of an abstraction, a construct, a mental device
usable also in reference to other and compared civili-
zations.

We may yet further distinguish (while later making a
relation therewith to the immediate subject) thinking
about a civilization from the thinking about or the
study of something less than, but within and of, a
civilization. Every scholar or scientist concerned with
something about or from or of a civilized people
addresses himself to something of this lesser but
connected kind. The student of the Confucian classics
or of Islamic law or of business cycles in the United
States or of the Japanese novel or urbanization in
Sweden is concerned with something less than but of a
civilization. To carry forward his thought about any of
these things he need not make the effort to conceive of
his civilization as a construct, a formed generic idea, a
structure of ideas relevant, not only to the one
civilization, but to others.

Anthropologists have been in very large part con-
cerned with peoples not civilized. But in recent times
they have shown a rapidly growing disposition to
study civilized peoples, especially particular civilized
communities. Relevance of some ofthese recent studies
to the comparative study of civilizations as formed
things of the mind has been reviewed, although not with
regard to that relevance, by David Mandelbaum
(Mandelbaum 1956). This review shows, indeed, that
with one important exception these studies do not
define civilizations as “‘constructs,” nor identify the
class of things, civilizations. Most of the publications
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that Mandelbaum reviews are accounts of villages or
towns or cities within civilizations; included are War-
ner’s publications on American communities and in-
stitutions; the largest number of works reviewed are
studies of peasant or rural communities in Europe,
Asia, or America, North or South. Included in his
review also are studies made by anthropologists of
modern nations, either at first-hand or “‘from a
distance”: Lowie’s book about Germany; the study of
the European Jewish shtetl, Life Is with People; the
many studies of national life or national character
made by Benedict, Mead, Mead and Metraux, and
others.

These are all studies of something less than but
within or connected with a civilization. They are not
expressly related to a generic concept of civilization
such as Toynbee has in mind in his work. There is
perhaps an approach to a representation of an entire
civilized way of life in the study of the shtetl, a
component of Western civilization, and Benedict’s
book, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, whatever its
limitations, may be seen as a portrait of Japanese
civilization. But neither of these two studies defines the
construct, civilization. They represent excursions of
anthropology into the group-phenomena of com-
munities of peoples derived from and within and of
civilizations. They do raise questions, new to anthro-
pology, as to what are the limits of the entity studied
and as to how these more complex and less studied
entitiess—as compared with tribal communities or
primitive bands—may be studied and conceived.

Among the works reviewed by Mandelbaum there
is, however, one full exception to these statements.
Kroeber’s work does involve a conception of a civili-
zation as a formed thing and a recognition of civili-
zations as a class of phenomena. Kroeber characterizes
civilization, any civilization, principally as a congeries
of styles. He shows us regularities in temporal patterns
of styles; he considers the combinations of content,
style, and value in civilizations; he examines the
developmental flow of cultural products. He is con-
ceiving civilizations as having form. with content
expressed in styles, through time. A construct is being
developed. His work does not derive from the study of
particular local communities. The “matter”” of his
civilizations is cultural substance and form, and its
outlines extend through much historic time.

The word “civilization” will be here used for a
subclass: a more particular kind of culture or society.

This is, I think, Toynbee’s use: “Primitive societies
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and civilizations . . . correspond to a real specific
difference within the genus ‘societies’” (Toynbee
1945/61:1, 147-8). Concerned with both surviving and
extinct civilizations, he recognizes less than thirty; the
number varies throughout his work: there are men-
tions of twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-six and of
“something less than thirty.” But the formal nature of
the generic thing, civilizations, is not fully defined. He
does not, for example, make any intensive examination
of the differences and resemblances between Incaic and
Egyptian civilizations. He is, however, much con-
cerned with problems of delineation of civilizations; he
does explore margins in time and space of some of
them. He is concerned with “‘where you stop” in
pushing outward or backward to find the limits of a
civilization. And of course his very great interest lies in
the genesis and filiation of civilizations.

Toynbee perhaps somewhat overemphasizes the
separability of the subclass, civilizations, from primi-
tive societies. The two categories appear in his pages in
a contrast not often qualified by intermediate cases. He
does not give much attention to societies that might be
intermediately marginal, for instance, West African
states. His terms “"arrested civilizations™ and “‘abortive
civilizations” point to but do not define societies that
are not or are not quite civilizations: and his interest-
ing discussions of barbarians, as people in certain
kinds of relations to civilized peoples, also suggest but
do not fix a class or classes distinguishable from his
twenty-odd civilizations. The definition and under-
standing of barbarians as a kind of society or culture or
way of life remains unfinished business for us all.

Kroeber’s thought as to distinguishing civilizations
as a subclass within the larger class, societies and
cultures, 1s in substantial agreement with the pro-
position which began this chapter: “"Some cultures and
societies are, more particularly, civilizations.” There is
a difference from Toynbee, as I see it, only in the
emphasis he gives to the word “culture’ and to its use
for high or advanced cultures as well as low or not-
advanced cultures; and in his readiness to allow the
two words to be used, except in special contexts,
interchangeably. Kroeber writes, "By many anthropo-
logists, ever since Tylor, the words ‘civilization™ and
‘culture’ are often used to denote the same thing; and
always they denote only degrees of the same thing”
(Kroeber 1948). He says much the same in the recent
lectures on style and civilization: “'Like many anthro-
pologists, I use the word civilization almost syno-
nymously with the word culture. At any rate I try to

put no weight on the distinction. There is a widespread
usage of the term civilization as meaning advanced or
literate or mainly urban culture. With this usage I do
not quarrel, but I have tried to choose between the two
near synonyms in such a way that the reader would
realize in any given situation whether I meant the more
general or the more slanted sense” (Kroeber 1957).

But while preserving the two terms for equivalent
applications, to Andamanese, I suppose, as to Western
culture, Dr. Kroeber in fact, in the recent book,
separates out the advanced cultures (my ‘“‘civili-
zations™ ) and shows us that he is thinking of them, and
not of the primitive, not-advanced cultures. An em-
phasis is given. His topics refer almost exclusively to
the civilizations: his discussion of styles in women’s
dress relates to Europe with references to Rome and to
China; the chapter on the fine arts has examples from
civilizations only—(and, by the way, do the primitive
cultures produce “fine arts’’?). The same may be said
of the facts drawn upon in his discussion of the
clustering of genius; and the philosophers of history
whose work he analyzes are all concerned with civili-
zations, not primitive cultures—Spengler, Danilevsky,
Toynbee, Sorokin. The book is about the advanced
cultures, taken apart from the primitives, however
carefully the two terms are preserved for both.

In these pages the attention is more explicitly upon
the difference between the two things for which the
near-synonyms stand. Taking “civilization” to mean a
special kind of society and culture, what is to be the
definition of this special kind?

As already said, no definition will be attempted here.
[ do. however, now indicate a preference for one of two
possible ways of conceiving the difference between
societies and cultures which are civilizations and those
which are not.

One way, which I do not prefer, is to think of
civilizations and non-civilizations as closed classes. In
such a view a civilization is to be recognized in the
presence of one or more diagnostic criteria, and the
non-civilization in the absence of such a criterion or
criteria. Gelb (1952) identifies civilization closely with
the presence of writing so flexible as to express most of
what people find themselves wanting to say; it follows
for him that only a small number of Old World
societies or cultures are or were civilizations; the
possible civilizations of the New World, not having
such writing, are not civilizations. Such a_ categori-
zation meets difficulty when the variety of systems of
notation is examined and one finds that, however
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limited in its possibilities of notational expression were
or were not the quipus of the Inca, the glyphs of the
ancient Maya, and the early Chinese inscriptions on
the divinitory bones, each could record something
and did not, so far as we know, record everything.
Moreover, and obviously, this mode of defining civili-
zations puts aside the many other respects in which the
“great cultures” or “complex societies™ came to differ
from primitive societies. This way of sorting out
cultures and societies puts together some things that
are also importantly different and separates some
things that are importantly alike.

Much the same could be said of definitions of
civilization in terms of the one criterion, the presence
of cities or of urbanization. There are or have been
societies and cultures in which cities played small part
and yet which in other respects we do not hesitate to
call civilized rather than primitive. Coulborn is right in
saying, “The term urban is quite wrong as applied to
feudalism” (Coulborn 1956). And the other difficulty,
mentioned in connection with writing, appears here
also: What is a city? Uaxactun was a very different
kind of thing from London.

As one adds to a single criterion others, so that a
cluster of diagnostic traits takes the place of a single
criterion, one attends to more of that which we find in
such societies and cultures as common sense willingly
calls civilized. But the difficulties of agreeing upon the
definitions of the criteria, so as to produce drawn lines
separating the civilized and the non-civilized, are
multiplied. There is an interesting exchange between
Toynbee and Robert Bierstedt (Toynbee 1945/61:1X,
188-9) about the attempt of the latter to define civilized
life by four (or five) criteria: writing; having a history;
isolation; smallness. Toynbee rejects all four. Further-
more, definitions of civilization may vary with
the kind of information available about the civili-
zations which form the basis of the definition. The ten
traits or elements by which V. Gordon Childe iden-
tifies arrived civilization in contrast to the antecedent
non-civilized conditions (Childe 1950) are (with the
exception of “‘naturalistic art””) aspects of material
development or of the political and social con-
centration of power. One sees that the choice of these
ten derives from the nature of archeological evidence
for ancient human life and also from Childe’s in-
tellectual predilection for material determinism. One
feels that if ten criteria were sought by looking, not at
the archeological information about ancient peoples,
but at the world civilizations of the present day, a
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different list of ten might be chosen.

Instead of relying upon the presence or absence of
certain criteria to make a society or culture either
civilized or not civilized, I prefer a form of thought that
sees a society to be civilized “to the extent and in the
respects that™ it has one or more of very many qualities
we find attributable to Toynbee’s civilizations or
Gelb’s or to those picked out by anyone interested in
making the distinction. In such a way of thinking,
civilizations are not a boxlike class but rather a
multiform tendency of development on a complex
continuum of societies and cultures.

I think that I suggested such a way of conceiving
civilizations when I attempted in analogous terms to
define “the folk society” (Redfield 1947 and 1953a).
The folk society is that abstract kind of society that is
not civilized; it is another end of the complex con-
tinuum. But, for a student of civilizations, that attempt
was a beginning from the bottom end. And though
then I referred to an opposite end as “urban,” I think
now it had better be called “civilized.” Urban society
has been characterized as a type; civilized society
might be. Whatever content be put into the pro-
position that would characterize it as an end of a
complex continuum, its form may be indicated by
beginning such a proposition as: “To the extent thata
society is large, has multiplied communications within
and without among varied kinds of people, has divided
labor, especially that addressed to intellectual and
aesthetic production, has developed deliberate design
in personal and collective life—policy, legislation,
enacted institutions,” and so forth. But this has not
been done. Such a definition would recognize civili-
zation as beginning variously, as one or another aspect
of a loose complex of associated elements of civili-
zational living went forward ahead of, but not entirely
independent of, some of the others—Maya as-
tronomy; Inca public administration.

Conceiving civilizations so, one can arrange them in
arough order from least civilized to fully civilized ; the
order will vary as emphasis is placed on one or another
characteristic (writing; urbanization; reflective and
creative works of the mind; etc.). But the order will not
be entirely reversed by altering these emphases: the
societies that have cities are more likely to have
writing, to produce reflective and creative works of the
mind. The many characteristics of civilization then are
like threads of new or growing color introduced into
the loose web of societies and cultures which history
weaves. Some threads begin in primitive life and
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continue into civilization; but other threads are fully
evident only to the degree and in the way that that
society becomes civilized. And the webs of the dis-
tinguishable civilizations are different, yet similar in
ways that we wish to explore.

Further, the distribution of actual cultures-societies
along this continuum is not an evenly spaced distri-
bution. There are very many known societies near the
primitive end and only a few near the civilized end.
Toynbee’s assertion, “‘one is elephants and one is
rabbits,” has truth. History and the earth’s surface
have room for only a few civilizations. However we
define civilization, we shall sufficiently agree that in
dealing with China, India, the West, and some ancient
great cultures, we are dealing with civilizations. The
marginal or uncertain cases will attract our attention,
in thinking about civilizations, in so far as and in the
particulars that appear most clearly at the civili-
zational end of the loose web.

I pass over with brief mention only other meanings
which the word civilization has served in the thought
and writing of those who have other matters in mind
than the study of civilizations comparatively, or who,
with that same interest, have employed the word
differently. From *‘civilization™ as a subclass of so-
cieties or cultures we may distinguish at least these
other uses of the word.

(1) For a highly valued way of life of cultivated and
enlightened people. This meaning is developed in
Brinckmann’s article on “Civilization” in the
Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences.

(2) For the instrumental aspect of any culture, as
contrasted with its more ultimate ends [as used by
Maclver (1931) and others].

(3) For an inescapable stage in the life-history of all
cultures. Spengler so uses it, with disparagement.

(4) For a class of event, perhaps one coalesced
events-group as in the writings of V. Gordon Childe
(1939b). This use approaches that employed in these
pages.

A civilization may be conceived of as an object or
entity. These two words are here equivalent to “thing.”
“Everything which can be thought of at all exists as
some sort of entity,” wrote William James. The term
includes things remembered, mythical objects, things
thought about by any thinker. Civilization is one such
thing. I do not go into philosophical questions as to the
nature of reality of the thing, a civilization. Such
problems arise as well from consideration of primitive
cultures and societies. In a civilization, less of that

whole which makes up the thing is directly viewed;
more is out of range of the observer’s immediate
sensory experience ; the civilization, as thing, may be
more difficult to conceive. But, like Andamanese
society or Hopi culture, it too is a thing, object, entity.

I introduce four terms for developing a conception
of a civilization as a thing that is formed in the mind, a
“construct.”” No great importance is attached to the
terms; others would do; and it may be that not all of
these are needed.

Things may have identity and also delimitation,
unity, and form. Identity is the separation of this thing
from all else, vague or precise. Delimitation is marking
the limits of this identity, where it is no longer that
thing. This is easy in the case of a chair or a horse,
harder in the case of cultures and civilizations. “All
cultures have fuzzy edges,” writes Kroeber. So do
societies, although island Tikopia society is less fuzzy
around the edges than is Western civilization. Toynbee
is much concerned with delimitation, spatial and
temporal. He reaches backward in time and also allows
his mind to range outward from some approximate
center of a civilization, as Rome, until he comes to a
place where he stops. In discussing Western civili-
zation, he asks: Were the Turks part of Western
civilization at the time of the Renaissance? No, he
concludes, because Italian ideas then influenced them
very little while Islam influenced them much: an
eastern limit of Western civilization at that time is thus
discovered. The delimitation in time is accomplished
by going backward in time until that civilization comes
to be “"presented to us in terms of something other than
itself”” (Toynbee 1945/61:1, 40). This point in time he
fixes at approximately 775 A.p. when he finds himself
dealing with the history of a society to which the
Roman Empire belonged. Childe is concerned with
definitions of a civilization at the temporal point of its
beginnings: a culture has become civilized (is no longer
pro-civilized) when it has Childe’s ten criteria. Others
recognize “town life” or ““incipient civilization.” These
are problems of delimitation, of bounding the identity,
of this civilization.

All matters of delimitation are inseparable from
characterization—the recognition of the attributes of
this civilization. The way in which a civilization is
conceived, substantively, affects the delimitations
reached. Toynbee emphasizes as substance universal
religions and universal states: where and when these
two occur, there is, and no farther, the civilization.
Kroeber (1953) de-emphasizes language, religion,
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political or military development, also economy and
technology—these are substantial attributes of civili-
zations , but they do not coincide. He puts emphasis on
*“style.”” There results a delimitation without edges—it
“floats’ in time and space, but it lies in time and space,
of course.

The unity of a civilization is, I suggest, its identity as
defined by its substantial qualities. A civilization, like
other cultures, may be thought of, and usually is
thought of, not as a congeries of perfectly hetero-
geneous elements, but rather as having a oneness from
attributes that refer to very much or even all of it. Just
as Fortes says Tallensi society is this one social
structure, or as Kluckhohn says that Navaho or village
Mormon culture is conceivable as this set of values, so
it may be possible to say that Chinese civilization is or
was a characterizing set of kinds of social relationships
or, perhaps, a persisting, prevailing set of views as to
the nature of what is and ought to be. In making any
such attribution, the thing, the civilization, is
given not merely identity, but unity. In so far as one is
aware of particulars in the thing, elements within it, the
attribution of substantial qualities of this inclusive
nature asserts unity, however imperfect, of the thing.
Even that historian who is farthest from the scientist’s
disposition to abstract and generalize gives his kind of
unity to a civilization by choosing from out of all that
happened, or that he has any way of inferring to have
happened, certain events, and not others, and by
relating some of these events to others. Every history
has some unity, and, if a civilization is its subject, there
is unity seen in or perhaps given to that civilization. Of
course the desire to compare civilizations—our
subject—greatly affects and encourages the intellect to
see or give this unity.

By form I mean that in the thing (here the civili-
zation) that remains the same when everything else
changes. The notion begins, then, with the popular
meaning of “form™ as figure or shape, sensible form,
and moves on to include in the expanded meaning here
employed, figures or shapes which are not sensible,
conceived arrangements of parts that persist when the
more particular contents of the parts are altered. Just
as the form of a proposition may remain the same
although its sense, its content of meaning, changes, so
a culture or a civilization may be thought of as having a
form that remains the same while the content, the
institutions, usages, beliefs, change.

In anthropology, at least in dealing with primitive
societies and cultures, the commonest words for forms
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are “‘pattern’”’ and “‘structure.” We are aware of a
certain opposition between these two, as if the choice
of the one made difficult the employment of the
other term. Dr. Kroeber [as Lévy-Strauss (1953)
reminded us] once put in writing his opinion
that this word (structure) adds no meaning when it
replaces others in describing either personalities or
social structures. British students of societies, on the
other hand, exhibit their discomfort with the word
“pattern” and with terms associated with it: con-
figuration, style. We are aware, too, I think, that this
pair of terms and ideas as indicative if not always
denotative of the form of a culture or society, primitive
or civilized, derives from somewhat contrasting con-
ceptions of traditional human groups, connected re-
spectively with the words “culture” and ““society.”
Also, we feel that each evokes its corresponding image:
“structure,”” a machine or organism; “‘pattern’ or
“style” or ““physiognomy,” a work of art, a face, or
perhaps a personality. But both are forms of cultures
or societies. One calls to mind something impersonal,
non-human or even mechanical—a balance of forces,
perhaps, a system of exchanges. The other calls to
mind one or another expression or representation of
humanity, as in an aesthetic or intellectual work orina
countenance or character. I hope to avoid or postpone
problems of choice between these two contrasting,
possibly antithetical, conceptions of form in the thing
that is a civilization by using, for the present, the word
“form™ for both kinds. Fortes, in describing the
African Tallensi, Radcliffe-Brown in presenting to us
an Australian band or tribe, Eggan (an American) in
giving us the Western Pueblo peoples, conceive these
wholes as societal structures, as arrangements of kinds
of people (roles and statuses) in systematic re-
lationships to one another. On the other hand, it is as
configurations, systems of ideas, values, or choices of
goals for life that we see the peoples described by
Benedict in her Patterns of Culture, those described by
Mead in her Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive
Societies, the Sudanese Dogon reported by Griaule, or
the Texas homesteaders recently described by Evon
Vogt. In some works, as in The People of Sierra by
Julian Pitt-Rivers, there is a kind of balance between

_societal structure and pattern.

This distinction between structure (societal) and
pattern to the representation of civilizations or of some
totality of civilized life is with more difficulty applic-
able. Such descriptions as we have from historians are
not so obedient to conceptions of formed things of the
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mind, of constructs. Burckhardt gives us an account of
the Italian Renaissance which is, I think, pre-
dominantly a representation of values and view of the
world, but in close association with institutions and
individuals that embody these values and views of the
world. The studies of “Chinese Thought” that I have
seen also put forward a ““pattern” of idea and value,
but again with close interconnection with event and
institution and without explicit definition of an inclos-
ing transferable mental form for the whole. Toynbee
is, I think, more inclined to conceive his civilizations as
soctetal than as cultural, but it is the delimitation of
each civilization, the life-course of each and all, and the
historical or filiational relations of one to another that
concern him, not the structure or system that a
civilization may be conceived to be at any one moment
of time. Civilizations are seen as a form of genesis,
transformation, procreation, and perhaps disap-
pearance.

These last words suggest another distinction with
respect to characterizations of civilizations as members
of their class: that kind of characterization that sees a
civilization as an order of successive forms versus that
characterization that sees a civilization now, or at that
one period—in Radcliffe-Brown’s terms, diachronic
versus synchronic characterizations. In the study of
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primitive societies and cultures, where little is or-
dinarily known of the past, we are necessarily drawn to
conceptions of synchronic form. Civilized peoples, as
in the studies of national character, may also be so
conceived. But “a civilization,” as something not the
same as a civilized people, seems strongly to connote its
long history, about which a good deal is known, and it
is not surprising that Toynbee and Kroeber become
there interested in the series of developments of forms.
Setting aside the common and etymologically rooted
meaning of “cycle” as something that comes around
on itself like a wheel, we may here use the word, as does
Coulborn, for any succession in which forms run to
their completion. Then Toynbee thinks of civilizations
as cycles of transformation, procreation, and so on,
and Kroeber thinks of them, principally, as cycles of or
within styles. I think—but I am not sure—that
Spengler is concerned with both cycles and synchronic
configurations. I suppose that synchronic and diach-
ronic conceptions might be variously combined in the
conception of civilizations as constructs. A series of
successive synchronic forms—the medieval con-
figuration in Italy followed by that of the man of the
Renaissance, for example —would be one such com-
bination.



The Urban Revolution

V. GORDON CHILDE

The concept of “city” is notoriously hard to define.
The aim of the present essay is to present the city
historically—or rather prehistorically—as the re-
sultant and symbol of a “revolution” that initiated a
new economic stage in the evolution of society. The
word “revolution” must not of course be taken as
denoting a sudden violent catastrophe; it is here used
for the culmination of a progressive change in the
economic structure and social organization of com-
munities that caused, or was accompanied by, a
dramatic increase in the population affected —an in-
crease that would appear as an obvious bend in the
population graph were vital statistics available. Just
such a bend is observable at the time of the Industrial
Revolution in England. Though not demonstrable
statistically, comparable changes of direction must
have occurred at two earlier points in the demographic
history of Britain and other regions. Though perhaps
less sharp and less durable, these too should indicate
equally revolutionary changes in economy . They may
then be regarded likewise as marking transitions
between stages in economic and social development.

Sociologists and ethnographers last century clas-
sified existing pre-industrial societies in a hierarchy of
three evolutionary stages, denominated respectively
“savagery,” “barbarism” and “civilization.” If they be
defined by suitably selected criteria, the logical hie-
rarchy of stages can be transformed into a temporal
sequence of ages, proved archaeologically to follow
one another in the same order wherever they occur.
Savagery and barbarism are conveniently recognized
and appropriately defined by the methods adopted for
procuring food. Savages live exclusively on wild food
obtained by collecting, hunting or fishing. Barbarians

on the contrary at least supplement these natural
resources by cultivating edible plants and—in the Old
World north of the Tropics—also by breeding animals
for food.

Throughout the Pleistocene Period—the Palaeo-
lithic Age of archaeologists—all known human so-
cieties were savage in the foregoing sense, and a few
savage tribes have survived in out of the way parts to
the present day. In the archaeological record bar-
barism began less than ten thousand years ago with the
Neolithic Age of archaeologists. It thus represents a
later, as well as a higher stage, than savagery.
Civilization cannot be defined in quite such simple
terms. Etymologically the word is connected with
*“city,” and sure enough life in cities begins with this
stage. But “city” is itself ambiguous so archaeologists
like to use “writing” as a criterion of civilization; it
should be easily recognizable and proves to be a
reliable index to more profound characters. Note,
however. that, because a people is said to be civilized or
literate, it does not follow that all its members can read
and write, nor that they all lived in cities. Now there is
no recorded instance of a community of savages
civilizing themselves, adopting urban life or inventing
a script. Wherever cities have been built, villages of
preliterate farmers existed previously (save perhaps
where an already civilized people have colonized
uninhabited tracts). So civilization, wherever and
whenever it arose, succeeded barbarism.

We have seen that a revolution as here defined
should be reflected in the population statistics. In the
case of the Urban Revolution the increase was mainly
accounted for by the multiplication of the numbers of
persons living togethergi.e., in a single built-up area.

Reprinted, with permission, from Town Planming Review, Vol. 21, No 1, pp. 3-17. Liverpool Umversity Press. Copyright 1950 by the
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The first cities represented settlement units of hitherto
unprecedented size. Of course, it was not just their size
that constituted their distinctive character. We shall
find that by modern standards they appeared
ridiculously small and we might meet agglomerations
of population today to which the name city would have
to be refused. Yet a certain size of settlement, and
density of population, is an essential feature of civili-
zation.

Now the density of population is determined by the
food supply which in turn is limited by natural
resources, the techniques for their exploitation and the
means of transport and food-preservation available.
The last factors have proved to be variables in the
course of human history, and the technique of obtain-
ing food has already been used to distinguish the
consecutive stages termed savagery and barbarism.
Under the gathering economy of savagery population
was always exceedingly sparse. In aboriginal America
the carrying capacity of normal unimproved land
seems to have been from .05 to .10 per square mile.
Only under exceptionally favourable conditions did
the fishing tribes of the Northwest Pacific coast attain
densities of over one human to the square mile. As far
as we can guess from the extant remains, population
densities in palaeolithic and pre-neolithic Europe were
less than the normal American. Moreover such hun-
ters and collectors usually live in small roving bands.
At best several bands may come together for quite
brief periods on ceremonial occasions such as the
Australian corroborrees. Only in exceptionally fa-
voured regions can fishing tribes establish anything
like villages. Some settlements on the Pacific coasts
comprised thirty or so substantial and durable houses,
accommodating groups of several hundred persons.
But even these villages were only occupied during the
winter; for the rest of the year their inhabitants
dispersed in smaller groups. Nothing comparabie has
been found in pre-neolithic times in the Old World.

The Neolithic Revolution certainly allowed an ex-
pansion of population and enormously increased the
carrying capacity of suitable land. On the Pacific
Islands neolithic societies today attain a density of 30
or more persons to the square mile. In pre-Columbian
North America, however, where the land is not
obviously restricted by surrounding seas, the maxi-
mum density recorded is just under 2 to the square
mile,

Neolithic farmers could of course, and certainly did,
live together in permanent villages, though, owing to
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the extravagant rural economy generally practised,
unless the crops were watered by irrigation, the villages
had to be shifted at least every twenty years. But on the
whole the growth of population was not reflected so
much in the enlargement of the settlement unit asina
multiplication of settlements. In ethnography neo-
lithic villages can boast only a few hundred inhabitants
(a couple of “pueblos’ in New Mexico house over a
thousand, but perhaps they cannot be regarded as
neolithic). In prehistoric Europe the largest neolithic
village yet known, Barkaer in Jutland, comprised 52
small, one-roomed dwellings, but 16 to 30 houses was a
more normal figure: so the average local group in
neolithic times would average 200 to 400 members.

These low figures are of course the result of technical
limitations. In the absence of wheeled vehicles and
roads for the transport of bulky crops men had to live
within easy walking distance of their cultivations. At
the same time the normal rural economy of the
Neolithic Age, what is now termed slash-and-burnt or
jhumming, condemns much more than half the arable
land to lie fallow so that large areas were required. As
soon as the population of a settlement rose above the
numbers that could be supporied from the accessible
land, the excess had to hive off and found a new
settlement.

The Neolithic Revolution had other consequences
beside increasing the population, and their exploi-
tation might in the end help to provide for the surplus
increase. The new economy allowed. and indeed
required, the farmer to produce every year more food
than was needed to keep him and his family alive. In
other words it made possible the regular production of
a social surplus. Owing to the low efficiency of neolithic
technique, the surplus produced was insignificant at
first, but it could be increased till it demanded a
reorganization of society.

Now in any Stone Age society, palaeolithic or
neolithic, savage or barbarian, everybody can at least
in theory make at home the few indispensable tools,
the modest cloths and the simple ornaments everyone
requires. But every member of the local community,
not disqualified by age, must contribute actively to the
communal food supply by personally collecting, hunt-
ing, fishing, gardening or herding. As long as this
holds good, there can be no full-time specialists, no
persons nor class of persons who depend for their
livelihood on food produced by others and secured in
exchange for material or immaterial goods or services.

We find indeed today among Stone Age barbarians
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and even savages expert craftsmen (for instance, flint-
knappers among the Ona of Tierra del Fuego), men
who claim to be experts in magic, and even chiefs. In
palaeolithic Europe too there is some evidence for
magicians and indications of chieftainship in pre-
neolithic times. But on closer observation we discover
that today these experts are not full-time specialists.
The Ona flint-worker must spend most of his time
hunting; he only adds to his diet and his prestige by
making arrowheads for clients who reward him with
presents. Similarly a pre-Columbian chief, though
entitled to customary gifts and services from his
followers, must still personallylead huntingand fishing
expeditions and indeed could only maintain his au-
thority by his industry and prowess in these pursuits.
The same holds good of barbarian societies that are
still in the neolithic stage, like the Polynesians where
industry in gardening takes the place of prowess in
hunting. The reason is that there simply will not be
enough food to go round unless every member of the
group contributes to the supply. The social surplus is
not big enough to feed idle mouths.

Social division of labor, save those rudiments im-
posed by age and sex, is thus impossible. On the
contrary community of employment, the common
absorption in obtaining food by similar devices
guarantees a certain solidarity to the group. For co-
operation is essential to secure food and shelter and for
defence against foes, human and sub-human. This
identity of economic interests and pursuits is echoed
and magnified by identity of language, custom and
belief; rigid conformity is enforced as effectively as
industry in the common quest for food. But confor-
mity and industrious co-operation need no State
organization to maintain them. The local group usual-
ly consists either of a single clan (persons who believe
themselves descended from a common ancestor or who
have earned a mystical claim to such descent by
ceremonial adoption) or a group of clans related by
habitual intermarriage. And the sentiment of kinship
is reinforced or supplemented by common rites fo-
cused on some ancestral shrine or sacred place.
Archaeology can provide no evidence for kinship
organization, but shrines occupied the central place in
preliterate villages in Mesopotamia, and the long
barrow, a collective tomb that overlooks the presumed
site of most neolithic villages in Britain, may well have
been also the ancestral shrine on which converged the
emotions and ceremonial activities of the villagers
below. However, the solidarity thus idealized and
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concretely symbolized, is really based on the same
principles as that of a pack of wolves or a herd of
sheep; Durkheim has called it “mechanical.”

Now among some advanced barbarians (for in-
stance, tattooers or woodcarvers among the Maori)
still technologically neolithic we find expert craftsmen
tending towards the status of full-time professionals,
but only at the cost of breaking away from the local
community. If no single village can produce a surplus
large enough to feed a full-time specialist all the year
round, each should produce enough to keep him a
week or so. By going round from village to village an
expert might thus live entirely from his craft. Such
itinerants will lose their membership of the sedentary
kinship group. They may in the end form an analogous
organization of their own—a craft clan, which, if it
remain hereditary, may become a caste, or, if it recruit
its members mainly by adoption (apprenticeship
throughout Antiquity and the Middle Age was just
temporary adoption), may turn into a guild. But such
specialists, by emancipation from kinship ties, have
also forfeited the protection of the kinship organi-
zation which alone under barbarism, guaranteed to its
members security of person and property. Society
must be reorganized to accommodate and protect
them.

In pre-history specialization of labor presumably
began with similar itinerant experts. Archaeological
proof is hardly to be expected, but in ethnography
metal-workers are nearly always full-time specialists.
And in Europe at the beginning of the Bronze Age
metal seems to have been worked and purveyed by
perambulating smiths who seem to have functioned
like tinkers and other itinerants of much more recent
times. Though there is no such positive evidence, the
same probably happened in Asia at the beginning of
metaliurgy. There must of course have been in addition
other specialist craftsmen whom, as the Polynesian
example warns us, archaeologists could not recog-
nize because they worked in perishable materials. One
result of the Urban Revolution will be to rescue such
specialists from nomadism and to guarantee them
security in a new social organization.

About 5,000 years ago irrigation cultivation (com-
bined with stock-breeding and fishing) in the valleys of
the Nile, the Tigris-Euphrates and the Indus had begun
to yield a social surplus, large enough to support a
number of resident specialists who were themselves
released from food-production. Water-transport, sup-
plemented in Mesopotamia and the Indus valley by
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wheeled vehicles and even in Egypt by pack animals,
made it easy to gather food stuffs at a few centres. At.
the same time dependence on river water for the
irrigation of the crops restricted the cultivable areas
while the necessity of canalizing the waters and
protecting habitations against annual floods en-
couraged the aggregation of population. Thus arose
the first cities—units of settlement ten times as great as
any known neolithic village. It can be argued that all
cities in the old world are offshoots of those of Egypt,
Mesopotamia and the Indus basin. So the latter need
not be taken into account if a minimum definition of
civilization is to be inferred from a comparison of its
independent manifestations.

But some three millennia later cities arose in Central
America, and it is impossible to prove that the Mayas
owed anything directly to the urban civilizations of the
Old World. Their achievements must therefore be
taken into account in our comparison, and their
inclusion seriously complicates the task of defining the
essential preconditions for the Urban Revolution. In
the Old World the rural economy which yielded the
surplus was based on the cultivation of cereals com-
bined with stock-breeding. But this economy had
been made more efficient as a result of the adoption of
irrigation (allowing cultivation without prolonged
fallow periods) and of important inventions and
discoveries—metallurgy, the plough, the sailing boat
and the wheel. None of these devices was known to the
Mayas; they bred no animals for milk or meat; though
they cultivated the cereal maize, they used the same
sort of slash-and-burn method as neolithic farmers in
prehistoric Europe or in the Pacific Islands today.
Hence the minimum definition of a city, the greatest
factor common to the Old World and the New will be
substantially reduced and imposerished by the in-
clusion of the Maya. Nevertheless ten rather abstract
criteria, all deducible from archaeological data, serve
to distinguish even the earliest cities from any older or
contemporary village.

(1) In point of size the first cities must have been
more extensive and more densely populated than any
previous settlements, although considerably smaller
than many villages today. It is indeed onmly in
Mesopotamia and India that the first urban popu-
lations can be estimated with any confidence or
precision. There excavation has been sufficiently exten-
sive and intensive to reveal both the total area and the
density of building in sample quarters and in both
respects has disclosed significant agreement with less
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industrialized Oriental cities today. The population
of Sumerian cities, thus calculated, ranged between
7,000 and 20,000; Harappa and Mohenjo-daro in the
Indus valley must have approximated to the higher
figure. We can only infer that Egyptian and Maya cities
were of comparable magnitude from the scale of public
works, presumably executed by urban populations.

(2) In composition and function the urban popu-
lation already differed from that of any village. Very
likely indeed most citizens were still also peasants,
harvesting the lands and waters adjacent to the city.
But all cities must have accommodated in addition
classes who did not themselves procure their own
food by agriculture, stock-breeding, fishing or
collecting—full-time specialist craftsmen, transport
workers, merchants, officials and priests. All these
were of course supported by the surplus produced by
the peasants living in the city and in dependent villages,
but they did not secure their share directly by exchang-
ing their products or services for grains or fish with
individual peasants.

(3) Each primary producer paid over the tiny
surplus he could wring from the soil with his still very
limited technical equipment as tithe or tax to an
imaginary deity or a divine king who thus concentrated
the surplus. Within this concentration, owing to the
low productivity of the rural economy, no effective
capital would have been available.”

(4) Truly monumental public buildings not only
distinguish each known city from any village but also
symbolize the concentration of the social surplus.
Every Sumerian city was from the first dominated by
one or more stately temples, centrally situated on a
brick platform raised above the surrounding dwellings
and usually connected with an artificial moun-
tain, the staged tower or ziggurat. But attached to the
temples, were workshops and magazines, and an
important appurtenance of each principal temple was
a great granary. Harappa, in the Indus basin, was
dominated by an artificial citadel, girt with a massive
rampart of kiln-baked bricks, containing presumably a
palace and immediately overlooking an enormous
granary and the barracks of artisans. No early temples
nor palaces have been excavated in Egypt, but the
whole Nile valley was dominated by the gigantic tombs
of the divine pharaohs while royal granaries are
attested from the literary record. Finally, the Maya
cities are known almost exclusively from the temples
and pyramids of sculptured stone round which they
grew up.
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Hence in Sumer the social surplus was first effec-
tively concentrated in the hands of a god and stored in
his granary. That was probably true in Central
America while in Egypt the pharaoh (king) was himself
a god. But of course the imaginary deities were served
by quite real priests who, besides celebrating elaborate
and often sanguinary rites 1n their honour, adminis-
tered their divine masters’ earthly estates. In Sumer
indeed the god very soon, if not even before the
revolution, shared his wealth and power with a mortal
viceregent, the “City-King,” who acted as civil ruler
and leader in war. The divine pharaoh was naturally
assisted by a whole hierarchy of officials.

(5) All those not engaged in food-production were
of course supported in the first instance by the surplus
accumulated in temple or royal granaries and were
thus dependent on temple or court. But naturally
priests, civil and military leaders and officials absorbed
a major share of the concentrated surplus and thus
formed a “ruling class.” Unlike a palaeolithic ma-
gician or a neolithic chief, they were, as an Egyptian
scribe actually put it, “exempt from all manual tasks.”
On the other hand, the lower classes were not only
guaranteed peace and security, but were relieved from
intellectual tasks which many find more irksome than
any physical labor. Besides reassuring the masses that
the sun was going to rise next day and the river would
flood again next year (people who have not five
thousand years of recorded experience of natural
uniformities behind them are really worried about
such matters!), the ruling classes did confer substantial
benefits upon their subjects in the way of planning and
organization.

(6) They were in fact compelled to invent systems of
recording and exact, but practically useful, sciences.
The mere administration of the vast revenues of a
Sumerian temple or an Egyptian pharaoh by a per-
petual corporation of priests or officials obliged its
members to devise conventional methods of recording
that should be intelligible to all their colleagues and
successors, that is, to invent systems of writing and
numeral notation. Writing is thus a significant, as well
as a convenient, mark of civilization. But while writing
is a trait common to Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Indus
valley and Central America, the characters themselves
were different in each region and so were the normal
writing materials—papyrus in Egypt, clay in Meso-
potamia. The engraved seals or stelae that provide the
sole extant evidence for early Indus and Maya writing,
no more represent the normal vehicles for the scripts
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than do the comparable documents from Egypt and
Sumer.

(7) The invention of writing—or shall we say the
inventions of scripts—enabled the leisured clerks to
proceed to the elaboration of exact and predictive
sciences—arithmetic, geometry and astronomy.
Obviously beneficial and explicitly attested by the
Egyptian and Maya documents was the correct de-
termination of the tropic year and the creation of a
calendar. For it enabled the rulers to regulate success-
fully the cycle of agricultural operations. But once
more the Egyptian, Maya and Babylonian calendars
were as different as any systems based on a single
natural unit could be. Calendrical and mathematical
sciences are common features of the earliest civili-
zations and they too are corollaries of the ar-
chaeologists’ criterion, writing.

(8) Other specialists, supported by the concentrated
social surplus, gave a new direction to artistic ex-
pression. Savages even in palaeolithic times had tried,
sometimes with astonishing success, to depict animals
and even men as they saw them—concretely and
naturalistically. Neolithic peasants never did that;
they hardly ever tried to represent natural objects, but
preferred to symbolize them by abstract geometrical
patterns which at most may suggest by a few traits a
fantastical man or beast or plant. But Egyptian,
Sumerian, Indus and Maya artist-craftsmen—full-
time sculptors, painters, or seal-engravers—began
once more to carve, model or draw likenesses of
persons or things, but no longer with the naive
naturalism of the hunter, but according to con-
ceptualized and sophisticated styles which differ in
each of the four urban centres.

(9) A further part of the concentrated social surplus
was used to pay for the importation of raw materials,
needed for industry or cuit and not available locally.
Regular “foreign™ trade over quite long distances was
a feature of all early civilizations and, though common
enough among barbarians later, is not certainly attes-
ted in the Old World before 3,000 B.C. nor in the New
before the Maya “empire.” Thereafter regular trade
extended from Egypt at least as far as Byblos on the
Syrian coast while Mesopotamia was related by com-
merce with the Indus valley. While the objects of
international trade were at first mainly ‘‘luxuries,”
they already included industrial materials, in the Old
World notably metal the place of which in the New was
perhaps taken by obsidian. To this extent the first cities
were dependent for vital materials on long distance
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trade as no neolithic village ever was.

(10) So in the city, specialist craftsmen were both
provided with raw materials needed for the employ-
ment of their skill and also guaranteed security in a
State organization based now on residence rather than
kinship. Itinerancy was no longer obligatory. The city
was a community to which a craftsman could belong
politically as well as economically.

Yet in return for security they became dependent on
temple or court and were relegated to the lower classes.
The peasant masses gained even less material advan-
tages; in Egypt for instance metal did not replace the
old stone and wood tools for agricultural work. Yet,
however imperfectly, even the earliest urban com-
munities must have been held together by a sort of
solidarity missing from any neolithic village.
Peasants, craftsmen, priests and rulers form a com-
munity, not only by reason of identity of language and
belief, but also because each performs mutually com-
plementary functions, needed for the well-being (as
redefined under civilization) of the whole. In fact the
earliest cities illustrate a first approximation to an
organic solidarity based upon a functional com-
plementarity and interdependence between all its
members such as subsist between the constituent celis
of an organism. Of course, this was only a very distant
approximation. However necessary the concentration
of the surplus really were with the existing forces of
production, there seemed a glaring conflict on eco-
nomic interests between the tiny ruling class, who
annexed the bulk of the social surplus, and the vast
majority who were left with a bare subsistence and
effectively excluded from the spiritual benefits of
civilization. So solidarity had still to be maintained by
the ideological devices appropriate to the mechanical
solidarity of barbarism as expressed in the pre-
eminence of the temple or the sepulchral shrine, and
now supplemented by the force of the new State
organization. There could be no room for sceptics or
sectaries in the oldest cities.

These ten traits exhaust the factors common to the
oldest cities that archaeology, at best helped out with
fragmentary and often ambiguous written sources, can
detect. No specific elements of town planning for
example can be proved characteristic of all such cities;
for on the one hand the Egyptian and Maya cities have
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not yet been excavated; on the other neolithic villages
were often walled, an elaborate system of sewers
drained the Orcadian hamlet of Skara Brae; two-
storeyed houses were built in pre-Columbian pueblos,
and so on.

The common factors are quite abstract. Concretely
Egyptian, Sumerian, Indus and Maya civilizations
were as different as the plans of their temples, the
signs of their scripts and their artistic conventions. In
view of this divergence and because there is so far no
evidence for a temporal priority of one Old World
centre (for instance, Egypt) over the rest nor yet for
contact between Central Amierica and any other urban
centre, the four revolutions just considered may be
regarded as mutually independent. On the contrary, all
later civilizations in the Old World may in a sense be
regarded as lineal descendants of those of Egypt,
Mesopotamia or the Indus.

But this was not a case of like producing like. The
maritime civilizations of Bronze Age Crete or classical
Greece for example, to say nothing of our own, differ
more from their reputed ancestors than these did
among themselves. But the urban revolutions that gave
them birth did not start from scratch. They could and
probably did draw upon the capital accumulated in the
three allegedly primary centres. That is most obvious
in the case of cultural capital. Even today we use the
Egyptians’ calendar and the Sumerians’ divisions of
the day and the hour. Our European ancestors did not
have to invent for themselves these divisions of time
nor repeat the observations on which they are based;
they took over—and very slightly improved systems
elaborated 5,000 years ago! But the same is in a sense
true of material capital as well. The Egyptians, the
Sumerians and the Indus people had accumulated vast
reserves of surplus food. At the same time they had to
import from abroad necessary raw materials like
metals and building timber as well as “‘luxuries.”
Communities controlling these natural resources could
in exchange claim a slice of the urban surplus. They
could use it as capital to support full-time specialists—
craftsmen or rulers—until the latters’ achievement in
technique and organization had so enriched barbarian
economies that they too could produce a substantial
surplus in their turn.



The Natural History of Urbanism

ROBERT McC. ADAMS

The underlying bond between cities and their hinter-
lands is that the existence of the former depends upon
their capacity to mobilize and deploy the latter’s
agricultural surpluses. Perhaps this is a truism, but like
all truisms it obscures a complex reality. Does it imply
that major steps in urban development have depended
upon prior improvements in agricultural productivity
rather than vice versa? What meaning can be ascribed
to the concept of an agricultural surplus that is
independent of the social system in which it is volun-
tarily brought forward as offerings, forcibly extracted
as taxes, or exchanged for other goods and services
in an urban market? How much, in fact, of the whole
range of interactions between city and countryside is
accurately epitomized by a statement of their purely
economic relationship?

Merely to ask these questions evokes a less con-
strictive approach. To understand the origins and
evolution of urban centers, including the diversity of
their institutional arrangements and physical forms,
we must deal with city and countryside not only as
opposed abstractions on an economic plane but as
intimately interacting parts of an embracing cultural
and ecological system.

Granting that such an undertaking may be of some
historical or philosophical interest, what relevance
does it have today as we grope for solutions to an
unprecedented urban crisis ? One argument, of course,
is that the past continues to exercise a subtle but per-
vasive influence upon our perception of present rea-
lities. In this sense, as Benedetto Croce observed, all
history is contemporary history. It must be studied if
the patterns of thought and action we inherit are to be
understood or even recognized and, in any case, these

patterns cannot simply be excised at will from our
present lives.

Equally important, the technological destruction of
distance that characterizes our epoch is rapidly tend-
ing to fuse all of the metropolises of the world into
instances of a single type. Hence some thought about
earlier cities that were less closely in interaction with
one another may help to clarify the basic atiributes of
cities generally. If we stress the positive and negative
features of urbanism as a broad category of settlement
and adaptation, features which in some cases have
preserved an uneasy balance over millenniums, it
may help us also to modity the sense of complete and
wasteful novelty with which all too frequently current
problems are regarded.

Inlong-termevolutionary perspective, the growth of
cities very closely followed the introduction of agricul-
ture. No more than four to six millenniums seem to
have separated the first reliance on domesticates—
for even a minor proportion of the diet—from the
emergence of settlements whose size and complexity
unambiguously attest to their full urban status. In
contrast to the many hundreds of millenniums of
man’s earlier biological and cultural development,
this is a relatively insignificant interval. About the
same interval, it might be noted, separated the
Urban Revolution from the Industrial Revolution.
Industrialism followed and was dependent upon cer-
tain concomitants of urban life: the accumulative
growth of technology, the elaboration of economic
systems permitting the support of craft specialists,
and the appearance of a class of entrepreneurs able to
mobilize capital for ends not previously sanctioned. It
is hardly very useful. however, to say that the latter
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development was a consequence of the former. In the
same way, the Food-Producing and the Urban
Revolutions also must be distinguished from one
another, even while we recognize that the order in
which they occurred was a necessary and inevitable
one.

What is more important about both agriculture and
urbanism is that both originated independently in a
number of widely separated centers in the Old and
New Worlds rather than diffusing outward from a
single source. This complicates the task of generalizing
about their interrelationships, in that both similarities
and differences between the separate instances need to
be taken into account. On the other hand, the fact that
there were essentially independent sequences of change
culminating in roughly similar institutional arrange-
ments highlights regularities in the processes of change
and lends importance to the search for causal expla-
nations of them. A systematic analysis of these re-
gularities 1s severely limited, to be sure, by the
narrowly specialized concerns and inherent obscurity
of the early written sources. Prior to the advent of
writing—generally, but not in all cases, closely as-
sociated with the onset of urban civilization itself —we
are confronted with the still more severe shortcomings
of a purely archeological record. Given such evidence.
the fact that there were indisputable regularities is not
as helpful as it might seem. Only an irrepressible
optimist would assume that wide consensus and a real
sense of closure are soon to be realized on even the
basic processes involved.

Within the limitations of our data, conditions
antecedent to the first appearance of urban centers can
be quickly sketched. Although the beginnings of
agriculture closely followed the end of the Pleistocene.
they cannot be explained as merely the consequence of
a new set of environmental conditions. To be sure, the
introduction and spread of agricultural techniques was
almost explosively far-reaching and rapid in com-
parison with the earlier, almost imperceptible, pace of
increasing hunting-gathering efficiency and cultural
complexity. Yet all the potential domesticates were
confined to regions far removed from the marked
climatic and life-zone changes associated with the
advance and retreat of the glaciers. And such en-
vironmental changes as there were, differed little from
those that occurred repeatedly during earlier, warmer
intervals of the Pleistocene. Having crossed some ill-
defined threshold of complexity, what was apparently
different some nine or ten thousand years ago was
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man’s capacity to rapidly elaborate new responses to
long pre-existing environmental potentials.

Examples of this enhanced adaptive capacity can be
found in many regions of both the Old and New
Worlds. Perhaps the widest and most easily observed
development was in the direction of increasing seden-
tism. Particularly favored were environmental niches
in which different food resources complemented one
another, permitting substantial enlargement of the
local group through the full turn of seasons while at the
same time reducing dependence upon migration.
Technical innovations also played a part. While na-
turally there were differences from region to region,
such improvements regularly included composite tools
and weapons: the bow and arrow; ground stone
utensils appropriate for carpentry, food preparation,
and other uses; and new devices for transport with a
potential importance by no means confined to the food
quest.

The independent origins of agriculture in the Near
East, Mesoamerica, and probably other regions can be
thought of as manifestations of these widely occur-
ring developments under circumstances in which the
local biota included species of plants and animals
that could be domesticated and utilized with the
foraging, extractive, and culinary technology at hand.
Retrospectively, the line between hunting or harvest-
ing wild resources and consciously planting or breed-
ing them appears to us as a Rubicon, but the portents
of crossing it must not have been apparent to those
who first did so. In the early post-Pleistocene milieu of
increasingly assured manipulation and control of local
food resources of all kinds, the elaboration of tech-
niques we deem agricultural must have taken the form
of intensified experimentation and a resultant se-
quence of small, locally variable improvements along
already familiar lines.

The major initial effect of an agricultural mode of
subsistence was the extension of the zones of settled life
far beyond the restricted niches in which the potential
domesticates originally were at home. Spreading out-
ward from numerous local centers for particular
species, such zones soon overlapped extensively.
Agriculture was rendered more secure as a mode of
subsistence through this increase in the varieties of
domestic resources, and its seasonal cycle and requisite
techniques were increasingly differentiated from those
for hunting and gathering. The extent of the divergence
between early agricultural economies and their pre-
cursors, however, should not be overestimated. Given
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still primitive techniques, the limited caloric value of
many of the early cultigens, and almost uncounted
natural hazards, the relative security and productive-
ness that we associate with agriculture was not within
reach. As a way of life it was perhaps more con-
tinuously demanding than hunting and gathering, with
the participation of all but the very young and very old
being required in subsistence pursuits. Percentage
calculations of dietary intake are possible only in rare
instances, but the general pattern clearly was one of a
necessary, continuing reliance on a broad spectrum of
domesticates, weeds of cultivation, and naturally oc-
curring foods.

With the establishment of a settled, agricultural,
way of life, a new set of ecological processes can be
discerned. To generalize from the Mesopotamian and
Mesoamerican cases in which the data are most abun-
dant, the regions of earliest urban growth were not
identical with those in which agriculture had origi-
nated. One of the essential features of this geographi-
cal shift probably was the development of more inten-
sive agricultural techniques for which previously
marginal areas now became optimal, although we
remain very poorly informed about the nature and
timing of major innovations like irrigation, comple-
mentary planting of mixed crops to assure fertility,
and the plow. Such innovations would permit the
formation of greater food surpluses by individual agri-
cultural producers. Perhaps more important, they also
freed certain members of the community for at least
part-time specialization and encouraged the accum-
ulation of stores with which to meet periodic
shortages.

On this basis a trend toward increasing population
seems fairly certain. It is difficult, however, to confirm
such a trend from the limited and indirect evidence of
changing settlement patterns and the minuscule por-
tions of archeological sites that generally are exca-
vated. Thus, all that can be said with confidence is that
the frontiers of agriculture continued to expand ra-
pidly. And at the frontiers, of course, we must reckon
not only with natural increases in population result-
ing from agriculture but also with the direct con-
version to agriculture of former hunter-gatherers.

Perhaps the most reasonable demographic recon-
struction at present is that, while there was some
increase in population density generated by the shift
to more intensive forms of cultivation, the scarce
resource in early civilizations generally remained peo-
ple rather than land. Accordingly, movement was
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relatively easy and there was little demographic in-
ducement for the emergence of stable polities. Periodic
reshufflings prevented the sharp polarization of society
into small groups exercising a tight monopoly of
productive resources and the resuitant reduction of
other groups to the permanent status of dependent
retainers. If this is so, other factors must have been the
primary motive forces behind the formation of early
states: chronic inequalities in productivity between
different regions; the selectively impoverishing effects
of the numerous natural hazards to agricultural sub-
sistence; the accumulative growth of redistributive
institutions once they had passed beyond a certain
critical threshold of size; and, perhaps, the military
advantages conferred on those types of social organi-
zation best able to equip and mobilize large bodies of
militia or professional soldiery.

Viewed from the standpoint not of labor pro-
ductivity but of land productivity, the effects of
agricultural intensification may have been equally
significant. Means of transport remained primitive; in
most of the New World only human portage was
available, but even in the Near East the economic use
of wheeled vehicles apparently followed the ap-
pearance of urban civilization only after a long
interval. Hence, long-distance movements were con-
fined to strategic raw materials and luxuries. Those
agricultural hinterlands whose surpluses could be
economically brought in to sustain the growth of
population centers were of very limited radius.
Techniques leading to increased output per unit area
therefore directly permitted an increase in settlement
size.

In short, increased size and density were perhaps
the crucial characteristics of early urban centers.
Numerous general treatises on cities notwithstand-
ing, there is no evidence that the onset of urbanization
was accompanied —much less caused — by rapid, signi-
ficant changes in the prevailing division of labor. The
overwhelming proportion of the population continued
for some time to be engaged primarily in agricultural
pursuits, as was still the case until very recently with
many African cities. Congregated in large settle-
ments, city dwellers were more easily subject to
political control, taxation, military service, and corvee
labor, but the contribution of specialized, urban crafts
to the satisfaction of their primary needs remained
extremely small. The small handfuls of craftsmen,
scribes, and other specialists found in early cities
were, for the most part, in the service of the major
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institutions and were employed primarily in the pro-
duction of military equipment and ritual articles
required for cult observances.

There was another feature of the newly emergent,
intensive agricultural regimes which was central to the
ensuing growth of urban societies. The areas in which
independent civilizations originated seem to have been
characterized by a series of specialized microenviron-
ments for which different, equally specialized, sub-
sistence pursuits were appropriate. Such was the case,
for example, with the lateral succession of fishing,
farming, and herding as one moved away from the
major watercourses in the Near East, or with the
replacement of one crop complex by another with
increasing altitudes in the Mesoamerican and Andean
highlands. The existence of interdependent zones of
this type fostered the formation of “*'symbiotic regions™
within which the complementary distribution of sub-
sistence products could be effected. To deal with this
new order of complexity, it is not surprising that
writing systems were invented or independently ela-
borated, in turn permitting further increases in admini-
strative complexity and lending formality and con-
tinuity to urban traditions. To the extent that these
developments contributed to the formation of centra-
lized institutions, the personnel and facilities of the
latter could only contribute to the further growth
of the principal settlements in which they were
located.

The tempo and sequence of these ecological trends
in relation to the onset of urban life still is largely
obscure. There are at least a few well-documented
cases to suggest that the initial growth of cities was
generally rapid, sometimes even being the outcome of
conscious policies applied within a single generation.
Hence the achievement of the forms of civilized, urban
life was relatively sudden; nevertheless, the fashioning
and consolidation of the base that could support an
urban superstructure may have been a much longer
process. Almost certainly, for example, there were
mechanisms of interzonal exchange and redistribution
available and functioning on some level before new
urban elites arose to redirect and administer them. To
judge from comparable societies studied by recent
ethnographers, somewhat similar purposes can be
served by a variety of devices that do not presuppose
the submission of scattered communities of agricultu-
ralists to some paramount leadership. Bride-wealth
payments linking exogamous, differently specialized
communities are among such devices. So also are
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cycles of cult observances in shifting localities, which
provide not only for the movement of religious ideas
and pilgrims but also of goods.

In addition, there was undeniably at least some
ordinary trade in items that were hardly luxuries long
antedating the appearance of cities; obsidian for the
manufacture of finely chipped stone tools is a widely
occurring case in point. “‘Trade” in this sense, how-
ever, is a gross, essentially uninformative term that
does nothing to clarify the relationship between the
participating prehistoric communities or the manner
in which such relationships were affected by the sub-
sequent rise of urban centers. Fortunately, recent
advances in archeological methodology suggest that
we can soon move beyond the mere recognition of exo-
tic materials to a quantitative analysis of some of
the components of social behavior by which that
material was circulated.

It may be useful at this point to restate the ecological
role of early cities at the time of their origins. They
seem fairly generally to have functioned as junction
points or nodes in the appropriation and redistribution
of agricultural surpluses. In addition, they provided a
permanent base for the operation of new institutions
that no longer merely mediated but, instead, authori-
tatively administered the interrelationships between
specialized producers occupying adjacent econiches.
Such institutions were embedded in realms of cul-
tural meaning not confined to their primary ecologi-
cal functions, including attempts on many levels to
unify, symbolize, and stabilize the newly emergent,
urban-dominated social patterns. Cities became focal
points not merely for the safe storage of surpluses prior
to their deployment, but for conspicuous expenditures
for public building programs, for the maintenance of
elites in luxurious surroundings, and for the enhance-
ment of military power. With the concentration of
wealth, early urban centers became both proponents of
expansionism and powerful incentives for external
attack. Massive fortifications accordingly became one
of their dominant architectural forms.

A summary like the foregoing is necessarily abstract
and generalized. It emphasizes recurrent features at the
expense of known variations and lacunae in the
evidence, hence perhaps seeming to imply that early
cities everywhere were the outcome of a tightly in-
terconnected, uniform set of causal processes. It may
be taken to imply further that the superior adaptive
potential of the city led in some direct fashion to its
origin and contributed decisively to the spread of
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urbanism. What could be more advantageous, after
all, than state-protected, rationally allocated stores of
surpluses to compensate for year-to-year fluctuations
in harvest? Or centralized investment in and control of
irrigation canals and other facilities for intensive
agriculture and the improvement of transport?

Although perhaps not incorrect at some fairly high
level of abstraction, both implications are misleading.
The subsequent growth and spread of cities cannot be
understood as the irresistible sweep of a set of in-
novations which were obviously superior in socioeco-
nomic terms. Instead, the process by which cities
assumed the ecologically dominant role we now as-
sociate with them consisted of a shifting, complex,
quite unstable, adjustment of environmental, eco-
nomic, technological, political. and even ideological
factors. Cumulatively, of course, the trend was irre-
vocably toward urbanism, but contained within this
worldwide trend extending over millenniums were
repeated advances and reverses at the local level. To
understand this irregularity we must consider not just
later increments in urbanism but also some of the
attendant costs and dangers.

Perhaps the most informative single index of the
subsequent evolution of cities is the increase in size.
Early direct testimony on this is notoriously un-
trustworthy, so that historical demographers must
depend on the convergence of secondary. approx-
imate, probabilistic lines of reasoning. Even the order
of magnitude of the population of particular cities
often remains a matter of sharp debate, although
there is broad agreement that older claims of immense
size must be viewed with increasing skepticism. As a
generalization for the Old World, probably no city was
larger than several tens of thousands of inhabitants
before the first millennium B.c., while by the Middle
Ages cities of several hundreds of thousands occurred
at intervals in the Mediterranean basin and across
Asia to China. The picture is somewhat more obscure
in the civilized areas of the aboriginal New World; the
earlier stage certainly had been attained by not long
after the time of Christ, while the onset of the second
stage may have been close at hand when the inde-
pendent sequence of development was ended by the
Spanish Conquest.

Undoubtediy these parallel, decisive increases re-
flect improvements in the subsistence economy, but it
is important to note that any such improvements
rested on technical innovations only to a limited
degree. In the aboriginal New World, in fact, crop
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complexes and methods of cultivation both seem to
have remained remarkably stable. The Andean area
offers partial exceptions, but at least in Mesoamerica
there is no evidence for any significant advance in the
technology or organization of agriculture from remote
precivilized times until the flourishing urban societies
so vividly described by the Spaniards.

To be sure, some new, specialized crops like sugar
and silk were brought under cultivation in the Old
World, many of them for the first time of a highly
labor-intensive character suitable to increasing popu-
lations. With the exception of the westward spread of
irrigated rice-lands, however, few of the new items
became subsistence staples. The harnessing of wind
and water power for rotary movement was important
in the spread of agriculture into arid areas and in
reducing the costs of milling and similar operations,
but its direct contribution to urban growth was hardly
a major one.

The introduction of iron presents a somewhat more
complicated case, although not a basically dissimilar
one. With the rapidly spreading adoption of iron
during the first millennium B.c., into the hands of
agriculturalists came implements that were not only
more durable than bronze but that could be produced
much more cheaply and from more widely scattered
bodies of ore. The availability of iron, however, led
only very slowly to the development of more efficient
tools and processing techniques. Probably its primary
effects on urban life were associated instead with its
low cost. Iron tools now became available to ordinary
workmen deployed in large numbers on major public
works directed towards the extension and improve-
ment of agricultural lands. Partly as a consequence, the
intensity of agriculture in the neighborhood of cities
was increased through the formation of encircling
“green belts” of irrigated, continuously cultivated
orchards and truck gardens. Some areas of formerly
limited agricultural potential also were transformed,
including the Iranian plateau and parts of North
Africa, with corresponding effects upon their political
mmportance.

If the immediate hinterlands of cities were not
converted by this process into metropolitan areas in
the modern sense, they were nonetheless integrated
into an urban-centered society to an unprecedented
degree. To take only economic features for which
the evidence is least ambiguous and most durable,
there was a—not steady but, on the whole, cumu-
lative—reduction in the self-sufficiency of even
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outlying peasant communities. To the eye of the
reconnoitering archeologist, for example, a litter of
iron, glazed pottery sherds, glass, and fired brick
fragments, immediately distinguishes Near Eastern
sites of all sizes occupied after roughly the time of
Alexander from any earlier ones. All of these remains
were the products of urban specialists which, after
more than a millennium of having been largely re-
stricted to official or luxury use, passed into general
circulation with dramatic suddenness and irreversible
effect. Coinage was perhaps the most important of the
widely circulated new features, and it was also the only
recent innovation among them. Its crucial signific-
ance lay not in any contribution to advancing tech-
nology but in the networks of economic interrela-
tions that it facilitated: it was through these net-
works that other craft products reached wider. pea-
sant markets.

As this suggests, the increase in urban size by a full
order of magnitude was primarily a reflection of
developments in political economy rather than in
technology. The earlier, territorially consolidated unit
was the city state, which either maintained itself as an
island in a barbarian sea or else contended periodically
with neighboring units of the same kind within a
framework of regional rivalries and ephemeral al-
liances. In time, larger administrative units—of which
the Third Dynasty of Ur and the Dynasty of Ham-
murabi in Babylon (and perhaps the Egyptian
Old Kingdom, at an even earlier period) are good
examples—began to make their appearance. Wider
conquests were extended outward from a firmly paci-
fied if not unified heartland, until, after a few gene-
rations, the thinness of the centralized administra-
tive veneer became apparent. Then the old fissures
reopened in the home territory and the assertions of
hegemony over distant areas gradually were dropped.

By contrast, the great cities of classical and later
times characteristically came into being as components
of large, relatively long-lived, continental empires.
Such cities were creatures of strong patrimonial
regimes to a degree quite unmatched earlier. They
directly depended on royal largesse for the support of
the now predominant proportion of artisans, trades-
men, soldiers, and petty officials. Not infrequently,
royal intervention was even more tangibly reflected in
their planned, overall layouts.

As part of a wider spectrum of efforts to maintain
or enlarge the central power and to prevent its devo-
lution into the hands of a newly emergent landed
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nobility, these later cities were founded, manipulated,
and (at times) even abandoned almost by royal whim.
Behind numerous instances of capricious exercise of
power, however, lay conscious policies of shifting
populations to destroy parochial loyalties and of
strengthening the administrative fabric over the whole
realm. Unprecedented emphasis was attached to
improvements in communications, with the develop-
ment of “Royal Roads,” post routes, and local
garrisons and caravansaries to assure security of
movement. With the relative success of these policies
for long periods, warfare for the most part could be
limited to distant frontiers with barbarians or to zones
of contention with rival powers of like magnitude.
This, in turn, permitted more intensive, long-range
development of the vital central regions of empires,
aided by the flow of refugees and captives inward from
the frontiers.

Under circumstances like these, the ecology of cities
no longer can be understood in terms of their im-
mediate sustaining areas. By medieval times, many
individual Old World cities were widely identified with
particular specialized products—Damascus blades,
Mosul muslins, Bokhara carpets, Venetian silks—
confirming the existence of highly institutionalized,
long-distance trade for which the stimulus and setting
had become a genuinely international one. Rome in
the first century A.D. was probably exceptional, in
that a third of its wheat had to be shipped in from
Egypt. To judge from studies of relatively recent
examples of the same kind, virtually all of the neces-
sary food supplies for most other preindustrial cities
continued to be drawn from very limited, adjacent
areas. But the raison d’étre of all these imperial
centers, as well as the explanation for the periodic
rise and decline in their fortunes, lay in the policies
and problems of patrimonial regimes which, like the
cities themselves, had attained a new order of size.

We must return, however, to the price that had to be
paid for these achievements. To begin with, for all but
the most recent chapter of urban history, cities have
not been sources of population growth but of severe
population loss. It is uncertain whether preindus-
trial urban life was normally associated with lower-
ed birth rates, but there is no doubt that urban
mortality rates were much higher than rural ones prior
to the very recent introduction of effective measures
for public health. The increased density and aggregate
size of settlement, in relation to primitive techniques of
sanitation and other means of controlling vectors of
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disease, could only lead not just to greater periodic
losses in epidemics but also to heightened mortality,
particularly of infants and children, as a regularly
prevailing feature. The growth of cities, and even their
continuing existence, accordingly was always depen-
dent on an inflow of population from rural districts
and smaller towns. )

The founding or expansion of cities that was re-
peatedly boasted of by strong rulers in antiquity could
have been either an expression of the accelerated
movement of urban immigrants in search of the
prosperity that followed in the wake of conquest, or a
consequence of the extension of more coercive forms
of royal control over the countryside. Neither alter-
native substantially affected the urban-rural differen-
ces in mortality rates, except in the sense that
exceptionally short-sighted and acquisitive regimes
could compensate to a degree by substantially depress-
ing the living standards of the rural peasantry.
Attitudes of conscious and sustained encouragement
for rural well-being on the whole are distinguished in
historical records by their rarity, seldom occurring
except at times of unusual political stability. Under
most circumstances, there were practical difficulties in
drawing off so large a surplus that the agricultural
producers were reduced to or below a bare subsis-
tence margin. But it is noteworthy that, at least in
the Near East, general movement in time of famine was
toward cities and not away from them. With absentee
landlords and predatory officials, as well as with
sustained high levels of banditry and periodic nomadic
incursions, it would appear from this that reserves of
food adequate to meet prolonged crises seldom could
be accumulated in smaller settlements.

While the concentration of surpluses in urban
centers brought some relative immunity from fluc-
tuations in the harvest, this boon frequently was
accompanied by an exposure to new perils. Traditions
associated with urban institutions have a force and
continuity of their own, limiting the mobility of city
populations in response to disastrous changes in local
environmental conditions. Any tendency toward in-
creased full-time specialization in nonagricultural pur-
suits, of course, would have the same effect. Intensified
urban pressure on agricultural resources can, and in
some important cases evidently did, lead to soil
exhaustion or, as a consequence of over-irrigation, to
crippling increases in soil salinity. The substitution of
monocrop cultivation for diversified agriculture, ap-
parently as a dependent rural extension of urban,
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market-oriented economies, is widely known for its
attendant impoverishment of both the land and the
husbandman. Policies of excessive taxation made
necessary by overextended urban establishments
sometimes led to the abandonment of villages and
farmlands, further accentuating the imbalance bet-
ween rural capacities and urban demands.

There were drawbacks even where the positive
contribution of the state seems most apparent. For
example, the substitution of large-scale, state-run
irrigation works for smaller, locally maintained sys-
tems enlarged the agricultural base on which cities
could depend and placed new powers of control in the
hands of their elites. However, because such systems
were beyond the capacity of local agriculturalists to
administer and maintain, they were dependent on
the—altogether unlikely—permanent conjunction of
urban economic strength, political stability, and favor-
able attitudes toward rural investment. Moreover,
the truly large-scale systems of the last twenty-five
hundred years or so, through the increased supplies
of water they assured and their disruption of natural
drainage patterns, vastly increased the dangers of
salinization and consequent land abandonment.

What all of these processes have in common is the
increased systemic fragility to which they led. Perhaps
the clearest, most dismal reflection of that fragility was
that both rural and urban population curves ap-
parently were characterized by a succession of marked
peaks and troughs, quite in contrast to the steady and
rising curves of the last few centuries. The approach of
an urban ecological climax, in other words, was only
attained —prior to the Industrial Revolution—at the
cost of a dangerous narrowing of ecological alter-
natives.

“Rural” and “urban generally are employed as
polar opposites, but the examples just cited suggest
that from an ecological standpoint this is seriously
misleading. Both categories represent a conflation of
related and unrelated features, not all of which cor-
respond neatly to the more or less assumed gross
differences between the two. In fact, it would appear
that the most essential characteristic of urban and
rural adaptations was not their mutual isolation but
their historic complementarity and interdependence.
At best, they are somewhat arbitrarily defined
components of a single, embracing, cultural-
environmental system, each changing only in close
response to changes in the other. The dichotomy
between *“rural™ and “‘urban” which still persists in our
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thinking probably reflects an even deeper failure to
understand that developments both in city politics and
subsistence economics ultimately converge in their
effects upon the success or failure of a society’s whole
pattern of adaptive responses to its environmental
setting. Embodied in written traditions that formerly
were largely limited to and inculcated by urban elites
unfamiliar with agriculture, this misunderstanding
continues to exert a negative influence on academic
Jjudgment and administrative policy.

The special biases and limitations of written tradi-
tions preserved by urban elites have seriously distorted
our understanding of the historical ecology of cities in
a number of other respects. Most important is the
narrowness of the recorded tradition itself, with its
concentration on urban politics and state adminis-
trative records, cults devoted to city deities, and
military struggles between rival polities. From such
sources, very little can be learned of the relationship
between town and countryside, since what lay outside
the walls simply was not felt to be worthy of notice.
This bias persists even in the accounts of literate trave-
lers familiar with rural districts. For example, there are
many descriptions of ancient and medieval Near
Eastern cities, often quite detailed and almost modern
in their objective quality, but it is not until the
European accounts of the last few centuries that we
begin to find commonplace references to conditions in
smaller towns and villages along the caravan routes
between the major centers.

To make matters worse, this absence of written
reference to rural conditions has been accentuated by
the concentration of archeological excavations in the
same major centers from which the textual sources
stem. Until quite recently the principal motivation for
archeological research on historic periods has been the
finding of monumental buildings and tombs, with the
hoped-for association of luxury goods and written
records. Fortunately, this objective has now broa-
dened in conformity with the interests of the social
sciences: there is an awakening interest in regional
studies, for example, in which entire settlement pat-
terns are scrutinized with the aid of sampling pro-
cedures. But it will be many years before archeo-
logical data from minor settlements begin to
permit an understanding of their nature and
importance.

Even insofar as early urban chronicles are indirectly
relevant to their wider, extramural context, there are
serious distortions somehow to be overcome. Literary
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stereotypes abound, with the individual husbandman
regarded patronizingly as ignorant and docile while
the aggregate of rural dwellers, on their own ground.
were pictured as brutish and terrifying. Such ste-
reotypes, lumping together diverse interests and modes
of life, conceal important roots of change in rural
society. To some degree, they probably also overstress
its passivity in contrast to urban initiative. Not
unnaturally, mention was more likely to be made of
sporadic urban contributions to rural well-being than
to continuing interrelations which prevailingly ran the
other way. Responsibility is claimed repeatedly for the
initiation of irrigation projects, for example, but their
subsequent neglect by urban administrators seidom
receives mention and the assignment of blame for their
abandonment solely to external enemies usually is
more than doubtful. Only the rare and usually in-
effectual reformer speaks of the oppressive effects
upon the countryside of the manipulation of urban
credit. Yet in the dangerously uncertain world of the
peasant, the need for credit was endlessly renewed and
always vital.

The traditional character of literary sources deriving
from largely illiterate societies leads to assertions of
continuity which are also doubtful. Neither changes in
basic institutional patterns nor major cycles of urban
growth and abandonment penetrated this stream of
recorded consciousness in any necessary proportion to
their effects upon the society at large. Furthermore,
there is always a problem with observations or state-
ments which applied not to whole regions or countries
but to privileged groups in the principal cities alone.
After the breakdown of the authority of the Egyptian
Old Kingdom, for example, there are literary dirges
uniformly attesting to widespread destruction, unrest,
and impoverishment; yet contemporary provincial
cemeteries contained luxuries that were previously
monopolized by the capital and court.

In a larger sense then, literary sources oriented
toward the interests of narrow social elites probably
have permanently obscured the character of the so-
cieties in question. It is not merely the rural peasantry
but large segments of the urban population about
whom we learn only indirectly or not at all. And with
regard to the full spectrum of their interests and
activities, our information is even more selective.
Except for rare, almost anecdotal instances — Thales of
Miletus is said to have speculated in olive oil; the great
Egyptian vizier Imhotep took pride in his skill as a
carpenter and sculptor—little place was given or value
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attached to technical knowledge and empirical obser-
vation.

The equivalent uncertainties for urban patterns are
obvious. The generality of the acceptance of the many
unprecedented controis upon social behavior that, to
us, are mandatory in an urban setting—the real extent
of legitimation of authority, the degree of flux in em-
ployment and residence, and the depth of penetration
of the great traditions of urban civilization into the
lives of both the urban and the rural populace—all are
enigmatic everywhere prior to classical times. Except
in the Mediterranean basin, they remain so until much
later still. The provisional, at times even conjectu-
ral, character of what it has been possible to say here
about the natural context within which urbanism
emerged as a viable and ultimately dominant pattern
thus is only an aspect of the prevailing ignorance
about our more remote historic antecedents in general.

In spite of this obscurity, it is clear that the
conditions we face today are profoundly different
ones. A single American farmer produces for 37 of his
fellow citizens, not to mention supporting Indian cities
halfway around the world with Kansas wheat. High
storage dams of reinforced concrete, chemical ferti-
lizers, and agricultural machinery have mitigated the
onerous conditions of husbandry as an occupation,
multiplied its productivity, and transformed the po-
sition of its practitioners in our society. Palaces, cities,
literati, the stuff of traditional history, once could be
expressions only of the continuing, brutal exploitation
of the agricultural masses. They need be so no longer.

Diffidently, with mutual suspicion and at times with
sharp conflict,. we nonetheless are moving gradually
toward an awareness of the new conditions. A continu-
ing reliance on policies of exploitation has become
overwhelmingly dangerous. In the long perspective of
history, it is perhaps equally important that such
policies have become inefficient. Comprehensive pro-
grams of economic development, whatever their politi-
cal coloration, increasingly tend to focus on liberating
productive forces and stimulating the widest possible
demand. The static opposition of rich and poor over
the distribution of a limited surplus accordingly is
giving way—atany rate in the developed, metropolitan
countries—to progressively wider involvement of the

ANCIENT CITIES OF THE INDUS

whole society in the process of production and con-
sumption, for only in this way can the growing
objectives of any segment be satisfied.

With circumstances so radically different, expio-
ration of the remote pash becomes more than ever an
academic exercise. Yet if it is ever valid to seek
relevance through retrospective generalization, -two
lessons suggest themselves. The first is that the isola-
tion of urban problems as a separate genre is a legacy
of thought from times in which city and countryside
were in irreconcilable opposition over the same, piti-
fully small surpluses with which to sustain life and
affirm its human qualities. This is an increasingly
unfortunate legacy in a new age when entire nations
have become urban “fields.” Extended to the in-
ternational scene, it is reflected in the gap that con-
tinues to widen ominously between a handful of
metropolitan powers and most of the remainder of the
world. We must learn to approach problems of urban
life through a succession of widening contexts that
override political boundaries and that impose no
artificial separations between industry and agriculture,
between the needs of cities and those of their support-
ing areas and hinterlands, and between policies of
economic development and policies aimed at extend-
ing social integration. ~

The second lesson flows less from what I have said
than from what I have taken for granted. The historic
role of cities has been as prime creative centers: seats of
learning; sources of artistic and philosophical fer-
ment; initiators and exponents of ecumenical ideas;
and forges in which have been fashioned most of our
persuasive symbols of, and common aspirations for, a
fuller life. This has been so in spite of harsh ecological
pressures and consequent repeated interruptions of
cultural continuity, and in spite of the thinness of the
veneer of even the urban population which formerly
could be supported in such “‘secondary” activities by
the subsistence pursuits of others. It would be tragic, as
we contemplate the massive urban problems all
around us now, to lose sight of cities as the locus of this
cumulative achievement. Our task is to save our cities,
not to resign ourselves merely to cataloging their
defects.



The Cultural Evolution of Civilizations

KENT V. FLANNERY

... Human ecology has its moments of enlightenment for pre-
history, especially for the study of peoples on a relatively simple and
environment-bound level of orgamzation. With the pristine, or any
other, civilizations we have moved to what Steward terms a higher
level of integration, and additional kinds of causality must be
sought. The precipitous ascent from an Early Formative village life
to the Olmec civilization 1s an example of a quantum evolution for
which the valid explanation may well lie more in the realm of 1deas
and 1nstitutions rather than in modes of production.

(Coe 1968:65)

In a refreshing way, the new data redress a balance and turn our
attention from an overworked interest in the ecology of the ancient
Near East back to the more central archeological themes of social
organization and cultural content, a subject worthy of more
intensive study than it has received in recent years

(Dyson 1967:1420)

INTRODUCTION

During the course of both ancient and modern times,
some human societies have evolved to levels of great
sociopolitical complexity.! The study of these *“‘high
cultures,” *‘states,”” or “civilizations” presents pro-
blems of great magnitude, and few attempts to explain
them (whether ethnographic or archeological) have
met with success. This is no accident; in recent years, a
growing body of data suggests that complex societies
are simply not amenable to the simple kinds of
structural, functional, or ‘“culturological”” analyses
which anthropologists have traditionally carried out.
The limited success of so-called *ecological ap-
proaches’ to complex societies has led to understand-
able criticism from humanists, as the quotations which
open this paper show. Indeed, there is a widespread
belief among both archeologists and ethnologists that
ecological approaches are fine for hunters and ga-

therers and primitive food-producers, but inadequate
for the study of civilizations. This is about as convinc-
ing as the religious dogma that evolution works fine for
all lower forms of life, but Man took an act of special
creation.

There i1s a reason why past “‘ecological approaches™
have failed, and it lies not in ecology but in the self-
styled “‘cultural ecologists.” Modern ecologists, who
not only analyze but even simulate dynamic’ ecosys-
tems (cf. Watt, 1966), take into consideration that all
populations exchange matter, energy, and information
with their environments. Up until now, it has mainly
been the humanists who have studied the infor-
mational aspects of complex societies—art, religion,
ritual, writing systems, and so on. The “ecologists”
have largely contented themselves with studying ex-
changes of matter and energy—the ‘‘techno-
environmental’ factors as Harris (1971) calis them. To
read what the “ecologists” write, one would often
think that civilized peoples only ate, excreted, and
reproduced; to read what the humanists write, one
would think civilizations were above all three, and
devoted all their energy to the arts. In this paper I will
argue that humanists must cease thinking that ecology
“dehumanizes” history, and ecologists must cease to
regard art, religion, and ideology as mere “‘epi-
phenomena” without causal significance. In an ecosys-
tem approach to the analysis of human societies,
everything which transmits information is within the
province of ecology. Such an approach will be taken in
a later part of this essay.

The first civilizations. The world’s most ancient
civilizations, including the so-called “‘pristine states”
(Fried 1967), have long been a subject of scholarly
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interest and debate. All evolved before written history
began in their respective parts of the world. and all
share a striking number of characteristics despite their
having arisen totally or partially independent of one
another. Thus, although some scholars would argue
that the earliest civilizations in the Andes (Peru,
Bolivia) and in Mesoamerica (Mexico, Guatemala,
Honduras) may have been in at least tenuous contact
with each other, overwhelming evidence suggests they
arose independently of early civilizations in the Near
East, Egypt, and India, all three of which were in
contact with each other to an undetermined degree. It
is not yet known to what extent early civilization in
China was autonomous.

Like other fields, archeology is cursed with terms
so vague and ambiguous that they tend to obscure
more than they clarify. Since “civilization” is one such
term, I will use it only sparingly to refer to that complex
of cultural phenomena which tends to occur with the
particular form of socio-political organization known as
the state. The state is somewhat easier to define, since it
has been worked over by skilled sociologists and
anthropologists. We may lead up to it, however, by
briefly considering some of the simpler and ante-
cedent forms of socio-political organization (Fig. 4.1)
which have recently been distinguished from states by
Service (1962), Sahlins (1968), and Fried (1967).

EGALITARIAN SOCIETY

Bands. Simplest of the egalitarian societies are bands,
whose only “‘segments” are families or groups of
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related families and whose means of integration are
usually limited to familial bonds of kinship and
marriage, plus common residence. Leadership is infor-
mal and ephemeral ; division of labor is along the lines
of age and sex: and concepts of territoriality, descent,
or lineage are weakly developed. Most important
ceremonies are ad hoc, taking place whenever sufficient
people are assembled and sufficient resources are
available. This organization is frequently found
among hunters and gatherers like the Australian
aborigines, the Bushmen and Eskimo, and the Paiute
and Shoshone of the Great Basin. It is assumed on the
basis of archeological evidence that prior to
10,000 B.c. most of the world’s population was so
organized.

“Tribes.” Although many evolutionists are now
unhappy with the term “tribe,” Service (1962) origi-
nally found it convenient to describe larger egalitarian
societies whose segments are groups of families related
by common descent or by membership in a variety of
kinship-based groups (clans, lineages, descent lines,
kindreds, etc), the description of which has kept
ethnologists occupied for decades. As Sahlins (1961)
has suggested, one latent function of some of these kin
groups is as land- or property-holding units, and it is
thus not surprising that they are more common among
primitive  agriculturalists than among hunters.
Ancestors are often revered, and it is believed that they
continued to take part in the activities of the lineage
even after death; good examples can be found among
the Pueblo Indians of the Southwestern US (Ortiz
1969) and the New Guinea highlanders (Rappaport
1968). Since “tribes,” like bands, have weak and
ephemeral leadership, they are further integrated (and
even, it has been argued, regulate their environmental
and interpersonal relations) by elaborate ceremonies
and rituals. Some of these are conducted by formal
“*sodalities” or “fraternal orders” in which members
of many lineages participate; examples include the
dance societies, clown societies, or medicine socicties
of the Pueblo Indians. “Tribes” frequently have cere-
monies which are regularly scheduled or “calendric,”
occurring at the same time every year. These cere-
monies—as well as longer-term ritual cycles which
stretch out over decades—may help to maintain
undegraded environments, limit intergroup raiding,
adjust man-land ratios, facilitate trade, redistribute
natural resources, and ““level” any differences in wealth
which threaten society’s egalitarian structure (cf.
Rappaport 1969:8-9).
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Such “‘tribal” societies seem to have evolved during
the early post-Pleistocene period in the various parts of
the world we have been considering; they are ar-
cheologically manifested in the remains of villages or
residential compounds where differences in wealth and
status between households are negligible. In the Near
East and on the coast of Peru, such settlements appear
to have arisen before agriculture and were supported
by intensive collection of wild foods: in Mesoamerica,
on the other hand, they appeared only after many
thousands of years of gradually improving but still-
primitive agriculture (Flannery 1972a). The rise of
multigenerational descent lines can be seen in some
prehistoric Near Eastern villages, where ancestors’
skulls were saved and their features reconstructed or
where their secondarily-reburied skeletons were stored
under the floors of their descendants’ houses. In
Mesoamerica, multilineage sodalities like the dance
societies of the Pueblo Indians are suggested by pottery
masks buried with their owners, by countless figurines
of dancers in fantastic disguises, and by incredible
accumulations of shell rattles, deer scapula rasps.
turtle shell drums, conch shell trumpets. and the bones
of countless macaws who provided the necessary
feathers (Flannery 1972a). Approximate dates for the
appearance of egalitarian tribes might be 7000 B.C. in
the Near East, 3000 B.C. in Peru, and 1300 B.C. in parts
of Mesoamerica.

CHIEFDOMS

One of the thorniest problems in cultural evolution is
the origins of hereditary inequality—the leap to a stage
where lineages are “‘ranked”” with regard to each other,
and men from birth are of “‘chiefly’” or “commoner™
descent, regardless of their own individual capabilities.
Since lineages are also property-holding units, it is not
surprising to find that in some chiefdoms the best
agricultural land or the best fishing localities are
“owned” by the highest-ranking lineages. Societies on
a chiefdom level include ancient Tonga and Hawaii,
the Natchez Ingians of the Mississippi Valley, and the
Kwakiutl and Nootka Indians of the Pacific
Northwest.

“Chiefs” in rank society are not merely of noble
birth, but usually divine; they have special re-
lationships with the gods which are denied commoners
and which legitimize their right to demand community
support and tribute. Frequently, they build up elabo-
rate retinues of followers and assistants (often rela-
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tives)—the chiefly precursors of later state bureauc-
racies. Often, chiefdoms have not only elaborate ritual
but even full-time religious specialists; indeed, the
chief himself may be a priest as well. Further, the office
of **chief” exists apart from the man who occupies it,
and on his death the office must be filled by one of
equally noble descent; some chiefdoms maintained
elaborate genecalogies to establish this, and in some
cases (e.g. Hawaii) chiefs married full sisters when no
one else of sufficiently high status was available.
Finally. high-ranking members of chiefdoms reinforce
their status with sumptuary goods, some of which
archeologists later recover in the form of *“‘art works™
in jade, turquoise, alabaster, gold, lapis lazuli, and so
on.

Chiefdoms are difficult to identify archeologically,
but probably appeared as early as 5500 B.c. in the
Near East and 1000-800 B.c. in Mesoamerica and the
Andes. One clue used by archeologists is the ap-
pearance of burials of infants of high status—status
which, because of their youth, must have been ascribed
at birth. The child burials with alabaster statues and
turquoise and copper ornaments at Tell es-Sawwan in
Iraqg (5500-5000 B.c.) and those with jade sumptuary
goods in basalt-column tombs at La Venta in Mexico
(800 B.C.) are frequently cited examples (El-Wailly and
Abu es-Soof 1965; Coe 1965:690). Also, chiefdoms
have large populations, with the villages of paramount
chiefs sometimes running into the thousands, and
these may be archeologically detectable. They also
have a higher degree of craft specialization, both in
necessities and luxury goods. Archeological examples
from the Near East include villages which specialized
in the manufacture of high-quality pottery, obsidian
blades, copper, and flint; in Mesoamerica, there were
villages which produced magnetite mirrors, obsidian
blades, shell ornaments, or other goods for con-
sumption over wide regions. Yet, although there are
village specializations, there 1s usually as yet no class of
craft specialists, no occupational castes as in stratified
societies. Search every craftsman’s house in the ar-
cheological remains of a chiefdom, and you will
usually find tools which indicate he was a farmer as
well.

STRATIFIED SOCIETY
States. The next, and highest, form of socio-political

organization is the state, and we now come to its
definition. The state is a type of very strong, usually
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highly centralized government, with a professional
ruling class, largely divorced from the bonds of kinship
which characterize simpler societies. It is highly stra-
tified and extremely diversified internally, with re-
sidential patterns often based on occupational
specialization rather than blood or affinal relationship.
The state attempts to maintain a monopoly of force,
and is characterized by true law; almost any crime may
be considered a crime against the state, in which case
punishment is meted out by the state according to
codified procedures, rather than being the respon-
sibility of the offended party or his kin, as in simpler
societies. While individual citizens must forgo vio-
lence, the state can wage war: it can also draft
soldiers, levy taxes, and exact tribute.

States have a powerful economic structure; they are
characterized by both reciprocal and redisiributive
exchange, and often by markets as well. The economy
is largely controlled by an elite (usually hereditary)
with preferential access to strategic goods and services;
this elite constitutes the usual stratum from which high
officers are recruited. As in chiefdoms, the office 1tself
exists apart from the man who fills it ; and states have
many more offices.

States usually have populations numbering at least
into the hundreds of thousands (and often millions),
only a certain percentage of whom are engaged in
actual production of food; many are full-time craft
specialists residing in urban occupational wards. They
attain a high level of artistic and “‘scientific’” achieve-
ment, often because of the state’s support of, and
constant demands upon, artisans of all kinds. States
have public buildings, works, and services of various
sorts, usually implemented through professional ar-
chitects, engineers and bureaucrats. Among these will
usually appear public works of a religious nature,
attended by full-time specialists maintaining a state
religion. Such a religion typically has a pantheon of
gods with an internal hierarchy and task-differentia-
tion as complex as that of human society itself.
In addition, many states use an “official” art style
to portray these gods (and the secular rulers who serve
them) throughout the area they control or influence,
even when those areas are ethnically and linguisti-
cally diverse.

The search for “prime movers.”” What are the me-
chanisms by which a “tribe” becomes a chiefdom, and
a chiefdom a state? This problem has attracted social
scientists since Lewis H. Morgan, Friedrich Engels,
and V. Gordon Childe. Most recent evolutionary
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studies by ethnologists are synchronic; they take a
series of unrelated, contemporary societies on different
levels of development and, by comparing them, try to
imagine which institutional changes could have turned
the simpler into the more complex. Most archeological
studies, on the other hand, have been diachronic,
tracing the development of society through time in a
single region. The ethnologists quite rightly point to
the richer amounts of detail available in their con-
temporary societies; yet all their reconstructions
amount to “just so” stories, because there is almost no
society for which time depth and rigorous proof of
evolutionary causes are available. Archeological data
lack the richness of detail, yet often provide 10,000
years or more of continuity in a single culture; and
many archeologists are now subjecting their data to
rigorous testing of a kind that cannot be applied to a
synchronic ““just-so™ story.

Two recent papers by ethnologist Robert Carneiro
(1970) and archeologist Henry T. Wright (1970) sum-
marize current theories on the origins of the state.
Among the “"mechanisms of state formation” which
have been proposed are population growth (per se, or
in areas circumscribed in various ways), warfare,
irrigation, trade, symbiosis between contrasting peo-
ples or environmental zones, “cooperation and com-
petition,” and the “integrative power’" of religions or
great art styles.

Irrigation. Irrigation was originally proposed as a
prime mover in the rise of the "hydraulic state” by Karl
Wittfogel (1957). He believed that water was a resource
of unusual qualities, vital to agriculture in arid lands,
yet manipulable by human societies in ways that other
environmental variables are not. Wittfogel felt the rise
of the state lay in the establishment of a body of rulers
and officials who provided the management for large-
scale hydraulic agriculture. Carneiro (1970) and
Adams (1965 1966), while granting the importance of
irrigation in some regions, reject it as a general
mechanism because (@) many states, such as the an-
cient Maya, arose in areas where irrigation is of limited
to negligible importance, and (b) even in arid Mexico
and Mesopotamia, archeological evidence indicates
that complex, large-scale irrigation appeared only
after the state had already formed (Adams 1965:
1966).

Warfare. For Carneiro (1970:734), ““warfare is sure-
ly a prime mover in the origin of the state,”” though *“it
cannot be the only factor. After all, wars have been
fought in many parts of the world where the state never
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emerged.” With the discovery of possible defensive
works, paintings of war scenes, and capture scenes on
stone monuments (e.g., stelae at Yaxchilan, Morales,
and Bonampak) among the ancient Maya—once re-
garded as the classic example of a “‘peaceful” civiliza-
tion—Carneiro (1970) is probably right in assuming
that no early state was without war. But was war really
a cause, or a result, of state formation? Most of the
evidence cited by Carneiro dates to periods long after
the state is thought to have formed. In the formative
periods which preceded it, the evidence is still am-
biguous, and no rigorous test has shown whether
warfare results in or results from the state—or stems
from some third factor, responsible for both.
Population growth and social circumscription. Most
recently, population growth has been singled out as a
prime mover, whose popularity seems almost to have
resulted in a new theoretical school. Since the time of
Malthus, many social scientists have believed that the
adoption of new agricultural technologies led to food
surpluses, which in turn stimulated population growth
as well as leisure time in which to develop the arts.
These views have been challenged (a) by Esther
Boserup (1965), who suggests that population growth
occurs first and provides pressure for new agricultural
technology; and (4) by Carneiro (1970), Sahlins
(1972), and others, who destroy the myths of “*surplus™
and “leisure time.”” The cold ethnographic fact is that
the people with the most leisure time are the hunters
and gatherers, who also have the lowest productivity;
even primitive farmers don’t produce a surplus unless
they are forced to, and thus the challenge is “getting
people to work more, or more people to work”
(Sahlins 1972). With better technology, people simply
work less; what produces surplus is the coercive power
of real authority, or the demands of elaborate ritual
(see below). This being the case, population growth is
now being seen as a cause of social evolution rather
than a result, in the Near East (Smithand Young 1972).
Mesoamerica (Sanders and Price 1968:230), and the
Andes (Carneiro 1970:735). A corollary theory has
been presented by Carneiro who argues that what is
most important is population pressure within a cir-
cumscribed area, e.g., a mountain-ringed valley. or a
limited but fertile flood plain. Within such an area. the
intolerable struggle for scarce land or resources trig-
gers warfare, which leads to cooperation, com-
petition, mutual defense, and eventually state govern-
ment to keep peace and allocate resources. And
Carneiro stresses that circumscription need not be
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wholly environmental: peoples living densely packed
near the center of an otherwise open area may be
“socially circumscribed” by neighbors who surround
and impinge on them on all sides, albeit at lower
densities.

Complicating the population growth hypothesis is a
growing body of data which suggest that human
groups (especially hunter-gatherers and primitive far-
mers) engage in many kinds of behavior which
homeostatically maintain their population below the
theoretical carrying capacity of their environment
(cf. Birdsell 1968). In order for population to grow,
people must not simply have more food, they must
also cease to engage in such self-limiting practices—
infanticide, senilicide, long lactation, ritual sexual
abstinence, and so on—to the extent they did formerly.
No paper using population growth as a prime mover
has yet explained w#hy population should grow in
the first place, and yet this explanation seems espe-
cially incumbent on those who see population growth
as a cause, rather than a result, of intensified food
production. Moreover, the theory does not go far
toward explaining peoples like the Chimbu tribes-
men of highland New Guinea (Brookfield and Brown
1963), whose population density reaches 400 persons
per square mile, yet who have no kings, no chiefs,
no social stratification, no ranking, and indeed, none
of the trappings of civilization whatsoever. Among
these people, whose exchange is still virtually all reci-
procal, environmental and interpersonal relations are
regulated not by political power and institutions, but
by an incredibly elaborate ritual system which seem-
ingly has evolved as an alternative to power. One
can only fall back weakly on the position that popula-
tion density is relative, and we don’t know what
density is “enough™ to trigger state formation in
any given part of the world.

Trade and symbiosis. Several of the areas where
early civilizations arose are lacking in raw materials
thought to be ‘“essential’” to daily life. A lack of
building stone, wood, and metal in southern
Mesopotamia was long held to be responsible for
stimulating trade in that area; and more recently
Rathje (1971) has argued that a lack of salt, obsidian,
and suitable stone for maize-grinding tools in the Petén
region of Guatemala stimulated trade and the rise of
lowland Maya civilization. This mechanism, however,
does not explain the rise of civilization in central
Mexico, which seemingly lacked none of these “essen-
tial” raw materials, yet at times had more documented
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interregional trade than any other part of Meso-
america. Moreover, since major settlements are appa-
rently spaced more closely together in the Petén
than on its periphery (see discussion of “hyper-
coherence,” below), one could as easily argue that
Carneiro’s “‘social circumscription” was operating,
rather than resource scarcity. In the Old World,
Wright (1969) has demonstrated that in at least one
case, on the fringes of southern Mesopotamia, a great
leap in volume of trade followed the formation of the
state, rather than preceding and causing it. Once again,
we are faced with a “mechanism” that may have been
important in some areas and not in others, thus lacking
universality.

Much the same could be said of interregional
symbiosis, which is related to trade. Perhaps not
surprisingly, symbiosis has been proposed as a me-
chanism in areas with clear-cut environmental diver-
sity on a ““biome”” order of magnitude, such as Mexico
(Sanders 1956) and greater Mesopotamia (Flannery,
1965), but never in the areas where most of the “civili-
zation” lay within one biome. such as the Nile Valley
or the Maya lowlands. Either ““symbiosis’ needs to be
redefined, or it also fails as a universal prime mover.

Other “prime movers.” We are left with *“‘coopera-
tion and competition” (cf. Sanders and Price 1968)
and the “integrative power” of great religions or art
styles (cf. Willey 1962), which I will treat only briefly.
Though undeniably important, cooperation and com-
petition are generalized processes which go on at all
levels of human society, from simplest to most com-
plex; and if they were mechanisms of state formation,
there would be no bands or tribes left in the world. In
fact, cooperation and competition can as easily func-
tion to maintain homeostasis as to promote evolu-
tion.

Although the late Stephan de Borhegyi (personal
communication) used to say with some justification
that “the invention of Heaven and Hell contributed a
more powerful prime mover to human society than the
wheel,” the roles of religion and great art have been
handled with imprecision by many anthropologists. It
is the hierarchical arrangement of the members and
classes of society which provides the actual integration
in states. The critical contribution of state religions
and state art styles is to legitimize that hierarchy, to
confirm the divine affiliation of those at the top by
inducing religious experience—the kind of awesome
experience that Rappaport, in a previous issue of this
Review (1971:31), refers to as “numinous.”
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Multivariant causality. As Wright (1970) points
out, most state origin theories deal either with mana-
gerial requirements or with conflicts between social
classes or polities. Robert Adams (1966) has produced
a theory which is described as “*synthetic”” by Wright,
since it combines both approaches (Fig. 4.2). For
Adams there are no “prime movers,” but rather a
whole series of important variables with complex
interrelationships and feedback between them. This
model does not satisfy those who, like Carneiro, feel
that simple explanations are more elegant than com-
plex ones, but it appeals to those of us who like circular
rather than linear causality. In the remainder of this
article I will consider some of the implications of
multivariant causality.

One way of organizing the variables in such an
evolutionary theory is to regard human society as one
class of living system, and apply to it a general model
for such systems (Miller 1965; Rappaport 1969 and
1971). In such a scheme, the state appears as a very
complex system, one whose complexity can be mea-
sured in terms of its segregation (the amount of internal
differentiation and specialization of subsystems) and
centralization (the degree of linkage between the
various subsystems and the highest-order controls in
society; see below). An explanation of the rise of the
state then centers on the ways in which the processes of
increasing segregation and centralization take place.
This explanation also requires that we distinguish
carefully between (1) such processes, (2) the mecha-
nisms by which they take place, and (3) the socio-
environmental stresses which select for those me-
chanisms. I suggest that the mechanisms and processes
are universal, not merely in human society but in the
evolution of complex systems in general. The socio-
environmental stresses are not necessarily universal,
but may be specific to particular regions and societies.
It is in this latter category that I place the “‘prime
movers” already discussed, and this categorization
helps explain why, although important, they cannot be
shown to operate everywhere in the world.

In order to understand how socio-environmental
stresses select for certain evolutionary mechanisms, let
us diagram a simple human ecosystem (Fig. 4.3a). It
consists of a series of subsystems arranged hierarchi-
cally, from lowest and most specific to highest and
most general. Each subsystem is regulated by a control
apparatus whose job is to keep all the variables in the
subsystem within appropriate goal ranges—ranges
which maintain homeostasis and do not threaten the
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MANAGERIAL, HYDRAULIC AGRICULTURE {WITTFOGEL 1957)
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survival of the system. Management of crop plants, for
example, might be regulated by a lower-order control
issuing specific commands; the distribution of harvests
and surpluses (the “output” of the latter subsystem)
might in turn be regulated by calendric rituals or group
leaders somewhere in the middle levels of the hierar-
chy. On all levels, the social control apparatus com-
pares output values not merely with subsistence goals
but with ideological values, the demands of deities
and ancestral spirits, ethical and religious proposi-
tions—the human population’s “‘cognized model”
of the way the world is put together. The highest,
most abstract, and most unchanging of these proposi-
tions lie in the highest-order (or “‘governmental”
controls), which deal in policy more often than

commands; it is against this abstract set of stan-
dards that the human ecosystem’s most dramatic
events are judged and the need for regulation eva-
luated. This is almost diametrically opposed to the
model used by the “cultural ecologists,”for whom such
operations as crop production make up the ‘“core”of
culture, while rituals and ancestral spirits are mere
epiphenomena (Steward 1955). It also implies that
such “epiphenomena” —whose study has fallen largely
to the humanist—lie at the heart of society’s en-
vironmental and interpersonal regulation, and as such
cannot be omitted from any comprehensive ecological
analysis, as has so often been done in the past.
Normally, higher-order controls regulate only the
output of lower-order subsystems, and not the vari-
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ables kept in range by the latter. But should a lower-
order control fail to keep its relevant variables within
their ranges (as in the case of socio-environmental
stress), the control apparatus on the next higher level
of the hierarchy may be called into operation as a
“back up.” Should all controls on the levels fail, the
system is in trouble; it needs a new regulatory in-
stitution, and unless one evolves the system may
collapse, or “devolve” to a lower level of integration. If
a system is buffered in such a way that deviant
variables in one subsystem take a long time to affect
other subsystems, it is likely to be stable. But “‘increas-
ing coherence in more inclusive systems is a concomi-
tant of evolution” (Rappaport 1969:21); this means
that more complex, more “highly evolved” systems
may be less stable or more demanding, with more
direct influence of one subsystem on another, and thus
with a need for stronger and more centralized manage-
ment at the top of the hierarchy. Such centralized,
powerful, often unstable systems—of which the state is
the ultimate form—are also more successful com-
petitors, in that they quickly push aside or absorb
simpler and more stable systems which stand in their
way. They seemingly expand continuously until they
reach certain scale limits, or until threatened or
repulsed by a still more powerful state, such as
happened when the Aztec and Inca came in contact
with the Spanish.

Much of the control apparatus in human society
consists of institutions, which vary greatly in form and
function. Especially among lower-order controls, one
finds what might be called system-serving or “special-
purpose’ institutions; these are set up to perform
special tasks or regulate certain variables for the good
of the system at large. Fewer in number, and found
~ mainly among higher-order controls, are self-serving
or “‘general-purpose” institutions. When their survival
is synonymous with the survival of the system at large,
they are adaptive and beneficial. When their survival is
at the expense of the system, they provide stress. Two
of the phenomena of evolutionary advance are the
generation of new institutions and their gradual me-
tamorphosis from system-serving to self-serving (see
below).

Some of the most important institutions are those
which process information for human societies. These
are the ultimate detectors of deviant variables; and
their numbers increase with more complex socie-
ties, for evolving systems—as Maruyama (1963:174)
points out—generate new information autonomously
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through the interaction between their parts. Thus, one
of the main trends in the evolution of bands into
tribes, chiefdoms, and states must be a gradual incre-
ase in capacity for information processing, storage,
and analysis.

Among bands, much of the data handling is done by
informal headmen, who collect and distribute know-
ledge about which groves of edible nuts have been
thoroughly harvested, which canyons currently have
high concentrations of game, and so on (Steward
1955: Chapter 6; Richard B. Lee, personal communi-
cation). These headmen support themselves, tak-
ing no “overhead” from society; but the number of
bits of information they can process is limited, and
serves probably no more than 100 persons at any time.
With agriculture comes a need to control not only data
on wild foods, but the allocation of land, timing of
planting and harvest, and collaboration on land
clearance; perhaps most importantly, disparities in
harvests and surpluses resulting from differential fer-
tility must be regulated for the overall good of the
group. Among egalitarian tribes and even in some
chiefdoms, elaborate ritual programs detect such dis-
parities and ceremonially circulate harvests, resources,
obligations, and rights to land among members of
society (Rappaport 1968). These rituals are costly
(overhead is still overhead, even when it is ritually
committed to gods or deceased ancestors), yet they
process more data and perform more regulation than
informal headmen.

In chiefdoms—where the number of institutions is
far higher, population often very large, warfare fre-
quent, agriculture often complex, crafts more highly
developed, and exchange intense—even elaborate ri-
tual may not alone be able to handle regulation
adequately; much of it is done by sanctified hereditary
chiefs and their retainers, to whom some of the
responsibility is delegated. This chiefly retinue is
expensive for society to maintain, for it requires
sumptuary goods, subsistence, and logistic support for
alarge group of persons who engage in little or no food
production; yet it processes a great deal of data, or
processes it faster, and regulates thousands of persons
through the establishment of a highly diversified and
specialized set of offices on a level above the local
headman (Sahlins 1958). In states, the managerial
superstructure becomes still more elaborate, multi-
level, and centralized ; and the royal bureaucracies who
process data for hundreds of thousands of souls must
be supported by costly tribute, corvee labor, and often
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the pillaging of less powerful neighbors (Kottak 1972).
In the case of some ancient civilizations, such as the
Classic Maya, such a superstructure was supported in
spite of agricultural practices believed to be no more
sophisticated (except in rare cases) than those of most
egalitarian tribes (Dumond 1961). Looked at in this
way, the most striking differences between states and
simpler societies lie in the realm of decision-making
and its hierarchical organization, rather than in matter
and energy exchanges. Herein lies another problem
faced by those ‘‘cultural ecologists” who place such
primary emphasis on the ways that civilized peoples
get their food.

Socio-environmental stresses and evolutionary
mechanisms. Slobodkin (1968) has suggested that
when variables exceed their goal ranges, they subject
systems to stress which can lead either to breakdown or
to evolutionary change. Perhaps as a result of the
system’s attempt to return a runaway variable to its
range, new institutions or new levels appear in the
control hierarchy (segregation), or higher-order con-
trols become strengthened (centralization). Warfare,
population pressure, the demands of large-scale trade,
or any combination of the socio-environmental con-
ditions discussed in the earlier part of this paper may
provide the adaptive milieu in which various evol-
utionary mechanisms are triggered. I will discuss only
two of these, which I will call promotion and lineariz-
ation. They are diagrammed in Fig. 4.3.

In promotion (Fig. 4.3b), aninstitutionmayrise from
its place in the control hierarchy to assume a position
ina higher level ; it may in the process go from **special-
purpose” to more “general-purpose.” Alternatively, a
new institution may arise out of what was simply one
role of a previously existing institution, as the office of
chieftainship presumably rose out of the leadership
role of the informal headman in a simpler society.
Promotion is particularly prevalent among institutions
with discrete personnel (Rappaport 1969); it may
occur if those personnel are heavily supported or
“funded” during a stress emergency, allowing them to
become more self-serving when the emergency has
passed. Promotion contributes heavily to the process
of segregation, since it generates new institutions.

Other examples of promotion may include (1) the
evolution of the Sumerian “palace” out of the secular
residences included in southern Mesopotamian temple
complexes at 3000 B.c. (Adams 1956), with its impli-
cations for the evolution of kingship out of some kind
of “priest-manager” role in the preceding chiefdom
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stage; and (2) the transition from the so-called **theo-
cratic” first-generation civilization to their more **mili-
taristic” successors. All the data at our disposal
suggest that in the “pristine” first-generation states,
rulers were recruited from sanctified royal lineages,
while the military was a special-purpose arm of the
state. Eventually, however, men of less-than-royal
descent, who had risen in the military, seized or
acceded to kingship instead of the ““proper” royal heirs
(Adams 1956). It is possible that unsettled political
conditions—times of war and great stress—provided
the adaptive milieu in which such special-purpose
leaders could promote themselves to general-purpose
offices. If so, the failure of normally effective lower-
order controls may be indicated. Finally, as a third
example, we might hypothesize that the military arose
in the first place through promotion of some in-
stitution like the “‘warrior societies” which many
chiefdoms have (cf. Gearing 1962).

In linearization (Fig. 4.3c), lower-order controls are
repeatedly or permanently bypassed by higher-order
controls, usually after the former have failed to
maintain relevant variables in range for some critical
length of time. Examples include (1) the takeover of
local irrigation regulation by federal agencies, given
below; (2) the bypassing of local headmen by the state
when it makes every crime against an individual a
crime against the state, outlawing feuds and blood
vengeance; and (3) the payment of taxes by each
citizen directly to the federal government, instead of
the payment of tribute by local chiefs on the basis of
the pooled resources of their followers. It must be clear
that linearization heavily contributes to centralization.
I suspect it is particularly strongly selected for by the
need for conflict resolution on all levels of human
society, and that it is the mechanism most often
triggered by warfare.

Responding to socio-environmental stress, pro-
motion and linearization lead to evolutionary change,
but advance is not without problems. Promoted-
institutions too often serve their own interests rather
than society’s, and linearization too often destroys the
intervening controls which buffer one subsystem from
perturbations in another. Either can lead to what
Rappaport (1969) has called a systemic *‘pathology,”
which subjects the system to still further stress. In
coping with this stress, the system may engage in still
more progressive centralization and segregation, and
still further evolutionary change; the process is thus
one with many positive feedback loops.
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Two of Rappaport’s pathologies are usurpation
[*‘the elevation of the purpose of one’s own subsystem
to a position of preeminence in a more inclusive
system” (Rappaport 1969:26)] and meddling [“to
subject directly to a higher order control the variables
ordinarily regulated by lower order controls”
(Rappaport 1969:24)]. As their definitions suggest,
these pathologies resemble promotion and lineariz-
ation, though they need not involve any change in
evolutionary level; the instability and further stress
they produce, however, can select for one of the
evolutionary mechanisms. In a multivariant model, we
might see the state evolving through a long process of
centralization and segregation, brought about by
countless promotions and linearizations, in response
not only to stressful socio-environmental conditions
but also to stress brought on by internal patho-
logies.

I will now present three concrete examples of how
some of these mechanisms operate. Two, dealing with
promotion and linearization, are drawn from the
research of myself and my colleagues on the rise of the
state in southern Mexico (Flannery et al. 1970). The
third deals with another of Rappaport’s patho-
logies—hypercoherence—which will be defined in ano-
ther section.

Ritual, promotion, and social stratification. Early
speculative historians attributed the origins of social
stratification to the *‘conquest” of one tribe by ano-
ther, with the victors making slaves of the defeated.
Modern ethnologists, however, point out that tribes-
men defeated by other egalitarian tribesmen are just
as likely to be married or adopted into the victorious
tribe. Fried (1967), who stresses the truly central
position of this problem, makes it clear that the
evolutionary pressures for stratification must be
sought within society. Elsewhere (1960), he has further
suggested that the potential for stratification is already
present in egalitarian society, simply waiting for the
right socio-environmental context in which to make
itself felt. In “tribal” societies, this potential is held
in check by what are sometimes called “leveling
mechanisms”—social or religious institutions which
pick up information on inequalities in landholding,
wezlth, or power and regulate these variables before
they exceed the goal ranges of egalitarian society (see
discussion of mayordomia, below). In many societies,
the accumulation of inordinate amounts of private
property by an individual or his kinsmen triggers a
ceremony in which he is compelled to give it all away,
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at the risk of losing face or being accused of witchcraft.
In doing so he may gain great prestige, but he does not
gain ‘“‘unequal access to strategic resources or the
means of production,” which is generally thought to be
a criterion of stratification. Nor does he achieve
hereditary prestige; his son must gain it in his own
way, in his own generation, or not at all.

But close examination of the leveling mechanisms of
egalitarian societies reveals an interesting systemic
relationship: they often carry within themselves the
seeds of their own destruction. Each can, if the
adaptive context is right, be manipulated in such a way
as to yield hereditary preferential access to strategic
resources, in direct opposition to the purposes for
which it arose. I will give only one example, from
Mendieta y Nuiiez’ study (1960) of San Juan Guelavia,
a Zapotec Indian village of traditional maize farmers
in the Valley of Oaxaca, 300 miles south of Mexico
City.

At the end of the last century San Juan Guelavia was
a village of small property holders, governed by a
council of elders and regulated by two widespread
Mesoamerican regulatory mechanisms called the
mayordomia and the cargo system. The cargo is a
system of rotation of village governmental offices
among the responsible citizens of the town, while the
mayordomia is a system of rotating financial sponsor-
ship of the fiestas of the town’s patron saint and other
calendric religious festivals. In principle, the role of
mayordomo or sponsor will fall over and over again on
wealthier citizens who can afford it—thus “leveling”
their wealth and distributing its benefits to the rest of
the village, while at the same time implicitly legitimiz-
ing a tolerable degree of disparity in wealth since
sponsors rise in prestige through successful sponsor-
ship of successively more important fiestas (Wolf 1955;
Cancian 1965).

In the late 1800s the latent functions of the mayor-
domia were successfully subverted by an enterprising
villager named Marcial Lopez (Mendieta y Nunez
1960:216-9), who converted the institution into a
means of taking over the lands of his neighbors. With
the aid of some friends in the clergy (the special-
purpose system in charge of fiestas) he forced the
council of elders to designate mayordomos without
taking into account whether or not the person was
sufficiently solvent to undertake sponsorship. Since
designation by the council carried a heavy obligation
and held out the promise of prestige, the sponsors
could hardly refuse even though acceptance forced
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them to seek loans; Lopez provided the money, but on
condition that they put up their land for collateral. By
the end of three decades, Lopez had accumulated
considerable property by foreclosure, and by the eve of
the Mexican revolution he owned most of the
community’s best land. Among the Zapotec, debts
pass from one generation to another unchanged ; a son
inherits the debts of his father, and he can end up
working his father’s former lands as a sharecropper to
the son of his father’s creditor. By 1915, a few families
(mostly Lopezes) owned 92.2 per cent of the arable
land in San Juan Guelavia, while the remaining 8.8 per
cent was spread among 354 villagers. This preferential
access to strategic resources is amplified by the fact
that major landowners owned all but 6 per cent of the
irrigated land. The Lopez family avoided censure by
strongly supporting the church (a special-purpose
system eager to become a general-purpose system):
they had, in one generation, become a ‘“‘great family”
in the sense that Adams (1966) uses the term (see
Fig. 4.2). In the end, with low-order controls like the
mayordomia and cargo ‘‘no longer capable of reducing
the discrepancy between the deviation signals and
reference values” (Rappaport 1969:20), the great
families were overthrown and their land redistributed
only through “‘higher-order controls acting as back-
ups’’—in this case, the Mexican revolution with its
policy of land reform.

The implications of this example are several. First, it
1s evolutionary. It shows the emergence (albeit abor-
tively) of a new institution—the ‘“‘great family,” for
want of a better term—and of an economy with
preferential access to strategic resources. It is also an
example of “‘promotion,” in which a special-purpose
institution (the church) took over the selection of
mayordomos, which formerly had been done by a
general-purpose system (the town government, by
general consensus). Perhaps most importantly, it
shows that evolutionary change can result from the
perversion of a ritual regulatory mechanism—surely at
the farthest remove from the “techno-environmental
factors” on which the *‘cultural ecologists” have
generally focused. This is not to say that socio-
environmental factors were not operative —they must
have been, though in this case we do not know which
ones. But their role was to provide the selection
pressures, while the actual instrument of change was
ritual. And although the results were evolutionary, the
mechanism was not unlike Rappaport’s pathology—
usurpation—in which “regulatory agencies. . . become
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the instruments of the very subsystems they were
meant to regulate” (Rappaport 1969:27).

Linearization, buffering, and the “hydraulic state.” A
second example from the Valley of Oaxaca illustrates
the mechanism of linearization, as well as shedding
some light on the Adams-Wittfogel irrigation con-
troversy and the Boserup-Carneiro “‘population pres-
sure” hypotheses. One phase of our Oaxaca research
was an ethnographic study of more than 20 canal-
irrigating villages by Susan H. Lees (1970, 1972), from
whose monograph the following data are abstracted.

Traditional canal irrigation in the Valley of Oaxaca
is a small-scale affair, managed autonomously by each
community in its own way. Allocation of water is
handled by a variety of methods, almost as great as the
variety of towns: sometimes by the municipal pre-
sident, sometimes by an appointed council, often by
the topiles (who are little more than village messenger
boys). It is simply one of a number of tasks performed
by village officeholders, whose positions are rotated
among the responsible citizenry by means of the cargo
system already described. No advantage is achieved
through position along the canal system; and even
where two villages share the same tributary, Lees
found no ““depotism™ by the upstream village over the
downstream village. The construction and mainten-
ance of the small, gravity-flow canal systems is carried
out in the ways each community traditionally carries
out all other “public” tasks, such as school or church
construction, road building, and so on. Moreover,
from hundreds of years (or as archeological data
indicate, sometimes thousands of years) on the same
spot, each village has learned what to expect in the way
of fluctuations in rainfall, water table, or stream flow,
and can buffer such environmental perturbations.

In recent years, however, the rural villages have
become aware of the activities of the Secretaria de
Recursos Hidraulicos, a “*special-purpose’ institution
established by the federal government of Mexico to
develop the nation’s water resources. The SRH has
specialists—engineers, designers, hydrologists, con-
struction teams—and heavy earth-moving machinery
possessed by no rural village. Several villages near
suitable canyons have therefore offered to provide
communal unskilled labor if the SRH will build a dam
to impound water from their seasonally dry tributary,
and a number of dams had already been built when
Lees did her study. On completion of such a
project—expanding by a considerable order of magni-
tude the area that can be irrigated—the SRH is
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understandably reluctant to leave maintenance of the
dam in unskilled local hands. Instead, it leaves the
water control of that village in the care of its own
appointed representative or agente—accountable to
the SRH and the federal government rather than the
village. Thus the village finds that the price of develop-
ment is loss of autonomy.

Centralization, therefore, represents a “lineariz-
ation” of the linkage between the special-purpose arm
(SRH) of a higher-order system (the federal govern-
ment) and an important variable (water) in a lower-
order system (the local village ecosystem); response is
now direct, rather than buffered by the village
government. Moreover, the stage 1s set for Rappa-
port’s pathology, “‘meddling.” Imagine, for example,
a hypothetical case in which flash floods in one
or two canyons {(a common occurrence in Oaxaca)
seriously damage the government-built dams down-
stream. The news travels directly to the federal govern-
ment. After several such incidents, a policy decision
is made: to prevent future damage due to over-
topping, a set quantity of water is to be released
each night during the rainy season from all federally
built dams. This directive, issued to the entire rural
dam system, means that such a quantity of water will
be released even by dams in canyons where it has not
rained in months. The higher-order system, which
cannot possibly know and understand the local en-
vironments as well as the individual rural villages do,
can thus introduce further instability into the system
along with more centralized control. Fortunately,
many out-of-the-way villages will simply ignore the
directives, thus reducing linearization.

This particular example shows us the trend toward
hypercoherence (see below) which centralization can
produce. Through linearization and meddling from
above, the various canal-irrigating villages in the
system are so tightly integrated that disasters in one or
two isolated canyons can make their impact felt
rapidly on all other villages, through higher-order
policies; formerly, a local disaster rarely went further
than the local community. Second, the example tou-
ches on Boserup’s and Carneiro’s hypotheses, since in
a few cases (but not all!) rural villages have called on
the federal government for dams because of popu-
lation growth and land pressure within tightly cir-
cumscribed municipios. What the Oaxaca example
shows is that, while population growth in circumscrib-
ed areas can exert “‘causal” pressure for more sophisti-
cated agricultural technology. it is not a direct mecha-
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nism of cultural evolution; rather, it provides a socio-
environmental situation in which selection pressures for
increasing linearization and meddling are high, and the
end result is further centralization.

Third, we turn to Wittfogel’s theory of the hydraulic
state. As Lees’ study shows, in the case of Qaxaca the
state existed (and indeed its corps of engineers and
hydrologists had to exist) before any “great” irrigation
works. But water does possess one unique and critical
quality which Wittfogel assigned it: if the federal
government wants to meddle in the administration of
the rural village, water control is one point at which it
can do so. Water is one chink in the armor of the
autonomous village—one convenient point at which
the government can enter the closed corporate com-
munity, perform a service beyond that community’s
organizational power, and leave the village more
tightly coupled to the higher-oider system than ever
before. Yet it is precisely this linearization—rather
than the irrigation itself —which leads to evolution,
and linearization can be selected for by a whole range
of socio-environmental factors.

Integration, hyperintegration, and devolution. The
high level of integration characteristic of states results
in part from centuries of linearization, centralization,
and promotion. The highly structured nature of even
the earhiest states often manifests itself archeologically
in the absence of written records; in the Near East, for
example, Wright (1969) has suggested that the ap-
pearance of a three-tiecred administrative hierarchy
with trimodal site sizes (city, town, and village) may be
one indicator of state organization, taken in con-
junction with other phenomena. Still another indicator
of integration over broad regions is the appearance of
the characteristic hexagonal lattices of settlements
associated with “central places” on unbounded level
plains, developed by Christaller (1933, 1966) and
Losch (1938, 1954).

It had long been known that a hexagon was the most
economical geometric form for the equal division of an
area between a number of points. From this followed a
body of theory, too lengthy to discuss fully here, about
the spacing of those towns or cities.which act as the
centers for distribution of goods and services to
smaller towns and the rural hinterland. Assuming (1)
uniform distribution of population and purchasing
power. (2) uniform terrain and resource distribution,
(3) equal transport facility in all directions, and (4) all
central places performing the same functions and
serving areas of the same size, the most economical
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spacing of such service centers would be equidistant,
resulting in hexagonal patterns or “lattices.” One of
the first archeologists to apply this model to an ancient
civilization was Gregory Johnson (1972), from whom
much of this discussion is taken.

The equidistant, hexagonal spacing of service cen-
ters is an important clue which tells the archeologist
when the “service functions” of a set of sites—whether
economic, administrative, or ceremonial——have begun
to strongly override such factors influencing settlement
choice as good soil, water, sheltered locale, defense,
and so on. Even on the geographer’s ideally ‘“‘un-
bounded level plain”—a nearly unattainable ar-
cheological phenomenon—natural resources are not
likely to be evenly distributed. Hence, the settlements
of simpler societies are likely to be highly correlated
with such resources, and not necessarily regularly
spaced. With the evolution of complex societies,
*“service functions” become increasingly important,
and villages which are appropriately located to become
“nodes” in the integrated lattice may grow into towns,
while their neighbors languish at the village level.
Because many important archeological regions are in
hilly or rugged country, or linear river valleys, such
techniques are hard to apply; and most archeologists
applying central place models have deliberately picked
the levelest areas they could find.

An example of a hexagonal or rhomboidal site
lattice in the Mesopotamian region is provided by
Johnson’s reworking of Adams’ Diyala River survey
(Adams 1965; Johnson 1972). Figure 4.4 shows the
lattice east of the Early Dynastic city of Eshnunna,
with sites of three size classes mapped. The sites
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FIGURE 4.4. A portion of the settlement lattice east of the Early
Dynastic Sumerian city of Eshnunna in the Diyala River Basin of Iraq.
After Johnson (1972), with modifications.
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forming the Eshnunna “cell” show high correlation
(+ .98) with an ideal lattice (Johnson 1972) in spite of
deviations due to the alignments of major water
courses in the area. Johnson’s network can perhaps be
contrasted with the region of Uruk in southern
Mesopotamia where Adams (1972) feels that central
place models are ‘‘hardly germane to the hyper-
developed urbanism of the late Early Dynastic
period”” when that city was surrounded only by “a
very large number of small towns and villages,
unimodally distributed in size rather than forming a
differentiated, tiered hierarchy . . . centered on Uruk.”

In Mesoamerica as well, some areas seem approp-
riate to central place models while others do not.
Teotihuacan, Mexico’s first great city (300-600 A.D.),
was so much larger than all contemporary nearby
settlements that it fits the anomalous Uruk pattern
better than the Diyala lattice (Millon 1967; Parsons
1971). Not only was Teotihuacin on the northeastern
margin of the Valley of Mexico, but any “secondary
centers’”” which may have been its contemporaries do
not form hexagonal lattices on any significant level.
Such urban “megalopoli” were evidently characteristic
of some early states.

Though archeologists have typically applauded set-
tlement patterns which show “a high degree of in-
tegration,” ironically they may in some cases be
praising another of Rappaport’s pathologies
—hyperintegration or “hypercoherence.” This
highly centralized but sometimes unstable condition
results from the breakdown or whatever autonomy the
various small subsystems (or institutions) in a larger
system may have; one by one, they are coupled more
closely to each other and/or to the central hierarchical
control until, like an old-fashioned string of Christmas
tree lights set in linear sequence, change in one does in
fact affect all the others too directly and rapidly
(Fig. 4.3d). In Rappaport’s words, “it may ... be
suggested that too great a degree of coherence can be as
lethal as too little” (Rappaport 1969:20).

One of the most common ways in which hyper-
coherence can occur is through “meddling” (see
above), but there are other ways. Marriage alliances
between the ruling families of formerly hostile states,
for example, may so strengthen communication and
influence between them as to destroy the natural
buffering which may have insulated one from the
upheavals in another. Such marriage alliances took
place with frequency between Sumerian city states
(Adams 1966), between Mixtec and Zapotec caciques
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FIGURE 4.5. Settlement lattices formed by Late Classic lowland
Maya ceremonial centres. Top sites given in Figure 1 of Bullard
(1960). Bottom: sites given in Figure | of Ruppert and Denison
(1943 ). Distances in kilometers (rounded off to the nearest half-
kilometer) are calculated from the original maps.

in southern Mexico (Spores 1967), and between Classic
Maya centers (Marcus in prep.). In another Meso-
potamian case, Sargon of Akkad sent his daughter to
be high priestess of the goddess Nanna at Ur. Such
nepotism certainly increased linearization of the
coupling between the main political (Akkad) and
religious (Ur) capitals of southern Mesopotamia
(Woolley 1965). The critical archeological question is,
how much integration is “hyper™?
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In this regard, it is perhaps significant that the
nearest approach to hexagonal spacing in the settle-
ment patterns of Mesoamerica’s lowland Maya civili-
zation occurred in the Late Classic period (600-
900 A.p.), shortly before their now-famous “collapse.”
To demonstrate this, I have used the surveys of Bullard
(1960) in the nuclear Petén region, and of Ruppert and
Denison (1943) on the northern periphery of the Petén.
Only “major ceremonial center ruins” (Bullard 1960)
or “‘sites with stelae”” (Ruppert and Denison 1943)
were considered. It will be observed from Fig. 4.5
that the hexagons around sites like Naranjo or
Calakmul are even more striking than those in the
Diyala region, and the lattices are amazingly uniform
in view of all the hills, ridges, and wooded swamps
(bajos) which intervene and distort them. Indeed, if one
calculates the distances between ‘“nearest neighbors”
among Bullard’s major ceremonial centers, one finds
the following:

TaBLE 1. DiSTANCES TO FIRST, SECOND, AND THIRD NEAREST
NEIGHBOR AMONG MAJOR CEREMONIAL CENTERS IN THE
NORTHERN PETEN OF GUATEMALA®®

First Second Third
nearest nearest nearest
neighbor  neighbor  neighbor

10.33 km 13.33 km 16.08 km
3.867km 4.567km  3.942 km
1.966 km 2.137km  1.985 km

Mean distance
Variance
Standard deviation

“Mapped by Bullard (1960:Fig. 1).
*Variance and standard deviation calculated on Constat Program,
Computer Service, Univ. Michigan.

Further statistical testing shows that although the
difference in means between first, second, and third
nearest neighbors is significant (at the 0.0004 level), the
difference in variance is not, and the standard de-
viation from each mean is very low—showing a highly
structured situation. This hexagonal lattice, pre-
sumably created by the “service center” role of the
major sites, is not in itself pathological, but in the Late
Classic the centers of each hexagon were linked by
marriage alliances and the peripheral centers by mi-
litary alliances (Marcus in prep.), creatinga still higher
degree of integration, which may have been *"hyperco-
herent™ in our terms. Whatever the cause, the suggest-
ed integration is so great that perturbations in one
center might have affected other centers strongly, a
likely *“precondition” for the much-debated Maya col-
lapse (Sabloff 1971). Parenthetically, one might also
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conclude from the fact that major sites are almost
twice as densely packed (15.8 km. apart) in Bullard’s
central area when compared with Ruppert and Deni-
son’s northern periphery (27.8 km. apart) that Carn-
eiro’s ““social circumscription” may have been operat-
ing. Social circumscription may thus be a powerful
stress situation, but in this case it was followed by
“devolution’ rather than evolution.

Toward a generative model for the state. The ul-
timate goal of a systems analysis might well be the
establishment of a series of rules by which the origins
of some complex system could be simulated.
Obviously, we are a long way from being able to do this
in the case of the state. We do have two evolutionary
mechanisms (“promotion” and “linearization™), three
pathologies (“meddling,” ‘‘usurpation,” and ‘‘hy-
percoherence™), and two processes (“‘segregation’
and “centralization”) which are probably uni-
versal. We have half a dozen socio-environ-
mental conditions (population growth, social
circumscription, warfare, irrigation, trade, symbiosis),
probably none of which is universal, but all of which
can select for either evolutionary mechanisms or
pathologies and thereby speed the two processes. Let
us. therefore, conclude by tentatively putting forth
fifteen rules out of the scores with which we might one
day be able to simulate the rise of the state.

The process begins in a simple human population
with a small set of rules, few institutions, and a small
number of subsystems (e.g. a band oregalitarian tribe)
forming part of a regional ecosystem. Controls for the
lower-order subsystems (e.g. agriculture) are specific
and relatively inflexible. Higher-order controls (e.g.
“government’’) are more general and flexible, but set
reference values for the output of lower-order systems.

(1) Should lower-order controls fail to maintain
certain variables within specified goal ranges,
higher-order controls are activated. Repeated acti-
vation may lead to “‘linearization,” or “‘evolution”
through centralization.

(2) Linearization weakens the buffers between
subsystems, and consequently leads to simplifi-
cation or lack of subsystem autonomy.

{3) Maintaining such simplification requires
more management.

(4) More management requires more formal in-
stitutions.

(5) Formal institutions (¢) may engage in more
linearization, thus making rules 2-3-4-5 a *‘positive
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feedback™ loop, or (b) if heavily supported, may be
“promoted” to a position in a higher-order system.
This may result in the appearance of a new in-
stitution, or further “evolution” through segre-
gation.

(6) Evolving living systems generate new infor-
mation autonomously through the interaction of
their parts (Maruyama 1963).

(7) New institutions arise to process this infor-
mation faster, in larger quantities, or both.

(8) Any institution must grow out of some com-
ponent of a previously existing institution {often by
promotion).

(9) A new institution will appear only after some
critical threshold in need for information-processing
is reached; thus, evolution appears steplike (cf.
Adams 1966:170).

(10) New institutions are initially more efficient,
but are also more expensive to support; their
“overhead” may provide additional stress.

(11) The evolutionary trend of institutions is
from system-serving (special-purpose) to self-
serving (general-purpose).

(12) The stress put on systems to support self-
serving institutions may require the establishment of
yet another special-purpose institution to cope with
the stress.

(13) When segregation and centralization reach a
certain threshold, the state can be said to exist.

(14) Enough centralization, promotion, and
linearization may move the state toward hyper-
coherence and instability.

(15) Finally, hypercoherence can lead to collapse
and devolution.

Obviously, these few simple rules are only a tiny first
step toward understanding the cultural evolution of
civilizations. Such multivariant models, though many
find their complexity repellent, can have certain be-
neficial effects. First of all, they force the investigator
to be specific about the linkages between variables,
thus distinguishing between socio-environmental se-
lection pressures (which are local) and mechanisms
and processes (which are universal). Second, they em-
phasize the importance of informationand ritualinthe
regulation of environmental and economic variables in
human society. They may thus provide the meeting
ground for both humanist and ecologist. For Coe and
Dyson, in the quotations which open this paper, are
partly right and partly wrong. They are right when
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they say that ideas, institutions, social organization,
and cultural content have been grossly ignored by
ecologists interested in the rise of civilization. What is
wrong is their implication that those topics fall some-
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where outside the province of the ecologist.
Particularly for ecologists interested in the state, they
are even more important than the ways such complex
societies produced their food.

NOTE

1 The reader should note that complexity of sociopolitical organi-
zation does not imply ecosystem complexity. Indeed. as thus article
will suggest, some of the most complex societies may be associated
with deliberately simplified ecosystems. For example, the intensive
monocrop cultivation which supports some states is ecologically less
complex than the diversified and eclectic wild-plant harvests of some
hunting and gathering bands.






Part I The Nature of the Indus Civilization






Editor’s Introduction

As an introduction to more specialized topics three
papers have been selected which deal with the Indus
Civilization in a wholistic way. Each has its individual
focus, yet if read together they cover a range of issues
and problems which anticipate more detailed dis-
cussions which are to follow. Sir Mortimer Wheeler’s
third edition of The Indus Civilization (1968) remains
an essential source for everyone, but Walter Fairservis
and M.R. Mughal have their own thoughts and
insights which at times are different from his. Given the
immense impact of Wheeler’s writing on these matters,
these alternative propositions need a serious exposure,
if only to introduce variety in thought and approach.

The first two papers by Fairservis represent the most
encompassing, anthropologically oriented statement
available to us today. Decidedly ecological in his
orientation, he begins with a close evaluation of the
environmental variables attendant upon life in the
greater Indus Valley and Baluchistan. He argues
convincingly for what he suspects is climatic stability
and ecological continuity within this zone for the past
four thousand years. This view is shared by R.L.
Raikes and R.H. Dyson (1961) but has been recently
challenged by G. Singh (1971) and C. Ramaswamy
(1968) (see Part VII). Singh’s work in particular is very
promising. and may ultimately prove to be correct.
However, the interpretation of pollen sequences such
as those he recovered from several salt lakes in Raja-
sthan is extremely difficult and his chronology lacks
strength. With this qualification the best working hy-
pothesis remains the one which suggests basic climatic
equilibrium. One of Fairservis’ major conclusions—
that the Indus Civilization expanded to the limits of its
ecological zone—is to some extent dependent on the
resolution of this important issue, but nonetheless de-
serves to be explored more completely. For example,

our understanding of the important “Kulli Culture”
of Baluchistan (Piggott 1950:95-120) within the gen-
eral context of urbanization in western South Asia de-
pends to a large degree upon an assessment of the
cultural ecology of the region as a whole. Fairservis’
conclusion will also play a role in arguments for con-
tinuity and discontinuity within the culture-historical
record of the larger Indus Tradition beginning with
the earliest village farming communities in the fourth
or fifth millennium B.cC. and continuing through the
the Post-urban Phase of the civilization in the late
second millennium.

Beginning with the fact that Harappan subsistence
was centered on the West Asian constellation of
domesticated plants and animals (wheat, barley,
sheep, goats and cattle) Fairservis develops a theme.
Within the Early and Mature Harappan, that is the
Pre-urban and Urban Phases, there is a close agree-
ment between settlement patterns and the geography
within which these same plants and animals have
historically formed the subsistence base. During the
Post-urban Phase of the civilization this coincidence of
geography and subsistence seems to change. During
this time in Gujarat millets become the predominant
food grain. The settlements associated with
Ochre Colored Pottery in the western Ganges Valley
fall within the transitional zone where wheat culti-
vation gives over to rice. This would seem to indicate
that the Harappan subsistence system changed in some
significant ways in the time following the abandon-
ment of the cities of Mohenjo daro and Harappa. As
noted elsewhere (Possehl 1974:143-168) the rather
significant growth in the numbers of village farming
communities in Gujarat within the Post-urban Phase is
hardly indicative of an end to the civilization. In fact,
this Post-urban Phase marks the high point of settled,
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village based, agricultural communities in the region.
As Fairservis suggests the interplay of culture and
ecology has much to tell us in understanding these
processes. :

In a somewhat more speculative way Fairservis
attempts to deal with Harappan settlement patterns.
He begins with a description of location and re-
lationship between city and village in the Indus Valley
and then compares it to what we know of Sumer. The
contrasts which he finds here are provocative. The
settlement organizations of these two civilizations are
strikingly dissimilar. In ancient Sind and the Punjab,
the pattern was far more “open” than that in Sumer,
with relatively large distances between the settiements,
especially the cities. This observation leads Fairservis
to the conclusion that: “*Accordingly, we can assume
that the life of the Indus farmers centered on the
villages and not the town or city and, under such
conditions, the dispersal of fields was at a maximum”
(see page 57 below). To be sure the data from which he
is forced to generalize are thin indeed. Only one
reconnaissance has been completed near Mohenjo
daro (Majumdar 1934) and surprisingly, there has
been essentially no exploration in the vicinity of
Harappa. Still, Fairservis offers us an extremely in-
teresting, and testable hypothesis. Systematic survey
can confirm or deny this proposition. It is not a
question of the settlements having been lost under the
layers of alluvium, for we know that in Mesopotamia,
an environment comparable in this regard to the
central Indus Valley, very early sites can be detected on
the surface (Adams and Nissen 1972). If there were
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large numbers of ancient villages in the greater Indus
Valley they can be found through conventional ex-
ploratory techniques.

In Fairservis’ second paper his ecological paradigm
is developed into a sophisticated, anthropologically
oriented, developmental scheme and demographic
statement concerning the civilization. The latter is
particularly significant since it is nowhere paralleled in
other literature on the Indus Civilization. For exam-
ple, his population estimates for various sites, includ-
ing Mohenjo daro and Harappa, are to date the
most comprehensive and rational. The developmental
model addresses a much more thoroughly debated
issue in Harappan studies and ought to be read in
conjunction with M.R. Mughal’s The Present State of
Research on the Indus Valley Civilization.

Mughal’s paper is an evenhanded attempt to assess
thecritical problems facingthose interested inthe Indus
Civilization. He successfully covers a great many
themes—seatrade,settlement patterns,chronology, the
so far undeciphered Indus script, and the eclipse of the
urban centers—in a commendably concise fashion. Of
particular interest is his view of the development of
urbanization in the lowlands and his isolation of an
Early Harappan cultural horizon. Essentially, he pro-
vides the reader with a summary of the ideas he first
expressed in his dissertation The Early Harappan in the
Greater Indus Valley and Baluchistan (1970). It will be
evident that Mughal’s views complement those of
Fairservis and if interdigitated, provide us with the
best current model for the growth of urbanization in
western South Asia.






