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PREFACE


EVER SINCE ANATOMICALLY MODERN HUMANS EVOLVED SOME 200,000 years ago, there have been long stretches during which people have lived in a similar manner. This relative stasis has been punctuated by much shorter periods of change within which social, political, and economic organizations were radically reorganized. The most rapid of these changes was likely the shift from rural to urban society. These transitions, often occurring in the space of just a few hundred years, are virtually instantaneous blips when placed against the backdrop of humanity’s first 200,000 years; their swiftness makes us prone to seeing cities, states, craft specialists, peasants, and bureaucrats as suddenly appearing fully formed, like Athena from Zeus’s head, on the timeline of human history—seemingly unfurling together when civilization was finally achieved.


A seductive concept, civilization has long been used as a heuristic device to make sense of a dizzying landscape of cultural variation. By placing groups that share certain broad characteristics into distinct societal types, we bring order to chaos and allow for comparative analysis. Humanity has a bad habit of misconstruing heuristics for reality, however, and hundreds of years of relying on stages in our models of cultural development has warped our understanding of the past. Bundling together a group of characteristics that often, but importantly far from always, appear at around the same time has not surprisingly led us to often consider these characteristics as parts of a single civilization package. We make assumptions about how societies should change, which shapes our interpretations of what happened during transition periods that are often just rapid enough to be difficult to see archaeologically.


We know civilization’s flaws of course, and so by now, yet another argument against the concept might seem passé to many readers. As one reviewer of this manuscript noted, there is already a growing literature on the alternate paths to social complexity, as well as widespread recognition that there are many different ways of being complex. It is widely acknowledged that even the term itself is fraught with racist and ethnocentric undertones. Surely we have moved well beyond this antiquated concept? This book suggests that, to the contrary, civilization still very much lingers in our models, unconsciously shaping how we view many of the world’s first urbanizations, colonizations, state formations, and cultural horizons. I argue that the relationship between these four processes—all long associated with the idea of civilization—has been consistently misrepresented because data that go against our deeply ingrained assumptions have been downplayed or ignored. Eliminating the civilization concept by refusing to think in stages of cultural development would allow for a far more accurate understanding of the relationships between these four processes over time.


This book argues that much of what is considered as “civilization” can be better understood as the often-unintended consequences of actions addressing the challenges of rapid settlement aggregation. I suggest that the accumulation of many people in one place demands societal change. Resources need to be provided, and, just as importantly, individuals in these large groups need to find new ways to get along with each other. The on-the-fly changes that people make during the first years of aggregation can have long-term ramifications as people, ideas, and products circulate across a wide region. The earliest state formations, when they occurred at all, came years after the establishment of cities, colonies, and cultural horizons. The first states were thus grudgingly accepted—and often short-lived—replacements for the more bottom-up, decentralized, and less hierarchical regional polities cobbled together as the world’s first cities grew.


This book uses case studies from across the modern and ancient world to develop this countermodel of incipient urbanism and its broad consequences. Our interpretations of what life was like during these periods of transition have long been guided, often unconsciously, by the idea of civilization as a stage of cultural development. Fortunately, the available excavation and survey data from places like Harappa, Tiahuanaco, and Monte Albán can be used to create a more accurate picture of the turbulent social, political, and economic conditions that were occurring in and around our earliest cities. Scholars have long recognized that the data do not jibe with the sudden arrival of a “civilization,” but we still hesitate to accept the implications of our own research. Too often, we allow fully formed cities, states, colonies, and cultural horizons to pop out of civilization’s head.
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CIVILIZATION, OR MORGAN’S GOLEM


LEWIS HENRY MORGAN SPENT THREE YEARS WRITING A BOOK that nearly killed him. Curled over his desk hour after hour in the mid-1870s, he obsessively marshaled data from his ethnographic observations, voluminous library, and wide-ranging correspondences, using this data to create a model of cultural evolution in which humans were propelled forward from the lowest stages of savagery to civilization. When Ancient Society was finally finished in 1877, Morgan wrote to his publisher that he was in a “state of usedupness” (quoted in Resek 1960:146). His handwriting was now so shaky that it alarmed many of his correspondents, and he was often grumpy, upset, and depressed at home (Resek 1960:146). The energies that Morgan had invested into the book would be rewarded with critical acclaim—its publication led in large part to his election as president of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in 1879. His health, however, never recovered from the three years of intense scholarship. By the fall of 1881, Morgan had become too feeble to write, and he died in December, a month after his sixty-third birthday (Moses 2009:264–265).


The stages of cultural evolution that Morgan developed were heuristic signposts in a “gradual” and “protracted struggle” (1963:3 [1877]). This gradual process, however, was pitched as a series of buildups in pressure within stages that slowly strained a community’s social fabric until a rupture occurred. These all-encompassing ruptures catapulted humanity from one stage to the next in an upward trajectory that began in the lowest depths of savagery and ended at the heights of civilization. Each stage was thus a well-defined, distinct plateau—a tread on the staircase of cultural evolution—that was punctuated after years of stability by a riser of sudden transformative change (fig. 1.1). Humanity’s gradual struggle, by the end of the book, would be likened to geologic strata, each lasting “many thousands of years” (1963:506–507 [1877]).


I sometimes imagine Morgan in his study literally pouring his life-force into an evolutionary theory that he hoped would long outlast him. His hopes were seemingly in vain. Few people today talk about the “savages” and “barbarians” that populated Ancient Society, and ever since the 1890s, critics have rightfully critiqued the models offered by Morgan and his contemporary evolutionists as too rigid, too comparative, too dismissive of other mechanisms of culture change, and too wedded to the idea of progress (Sanderson 2007:35). Little more than a century later, Morgan’s crowning achievement is most often cited only as a deeply flawed idea of human progress—referenced in passing by contemporary writers as a broken, harmless relic of a bygone era.


The accounts of Ancient Society’s demise, however, have been greatly exaggerated (e.g., Yoffee 2005). Although few people today would agree with Lewis Henry Morgan’s assertion that all of humanity progressed through the same set of narrowly defined evolutionary stages, his conceptualization of civilization remains in widespread use. For example, the online American Heritage Dictionary that I use echoes Morgan and other late nineteenth-century thinkers in describing civilization as “an advanced state of intellectual, cultural, and material development in human society, marked by progress in the arts and sciences, the extensive use of record keeping, including writing, and the appearance of complex political and social institutions.” The term remains in widespread use in academia—one department at the university where I teach has “civilizations” in its name, and our library contains 494 books published in the last two years alone with “civilization” in the title—and it is employed, in broad stroke, in the same ways that it was almost 150 years ago.
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Figure 1.1. The staircase of classic cultural evolution (Justin Jennings).





The continued influence of the civilization stage comes at a time when the other treads and risers in the staircase of classic cultural evolution have come increasingly under fire (e.g., Birch 2013; Yoffee 2005; Pauketat 2007). Recent research, for instance, has demonstrated a long and “bumpy ride to village life” (Belfer-Cohen and Bar-Yosef 2000:19), and those who argue for sudden, sweeping societal changes after the introductions of agriculture and settled life do so now in contravention of widely available data and current interpretations. Instead of a staircase, we now therefore recognize that there are many windy paths to greater social complexity (e.g., Price and Feinman 2012; Vaughn et al. 2010).


The civilization stage, however, still remains. By this, I do not mean to suggest that we remain mired in a narrow nineteenth-century construct of what constituted a civilization—one of the great achievements of the last half century has been the recognition of “considerable variation” in the organization of early states and regional polities (Smith 2004:73). I am arguing only that we continue to think of civilization as arriving at a pivotal moment in a region’s history, a moment when a sudden step is taken toward a greater level of social complexity. This temporal conceit lingers because it seems to be well supported—after all, accumulating data are confirming that many of civilization’s traits did indeed appear for the first time together during eras of rapid cultural change. The concept therefore helps underscore some of the possible links between processes such as urbanization, state formation, class stratification, craft specialization, colonization, and the creation of broad cultural horizons while also emphasizing that these processes often emerged around the same time and in the same place.


With our data seemingly meshing with our long-held assumptions about the rise of civilization, it should come as no surprise that scholars today have become comfortable talking about the emergence of the world’s first cities, rulers, and peasants as something akin to a unified step, leap, or sea change even as they argue against such a punctuated transition in the creation of less complex societies. No one actually believes that the first cities and states magically appeared fully formed on the landscape, but there remains a curious tendency to treat their creation as something akin to a phase change—an “implosion,” as Lewis Mumford notes in a seminal urban history volume, caused by the “very pressure” of so many people packed together into a limited space (1961:34). Scholars might not use the term “civilization” when they talk about the rise of more complex societies in their writings, but they often tacitly accept the idea of a coevolving moment within which all of the processes associated with civilization came into being near the beginning of a new stage of development (fig. 1.2).
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Figure 1.2. Though the terms have changed over time, the idea remains of a civilization threshold that is reached when a community acquires certain characteristics. These characteristics vary in the models developed in these three books, but each author argues that these characteristics emerge together when a certain threshold is reached (Justin Jennings).





The steplike transition to civilization that began as an undesired by-product of classic cultural evolutionists’ insistence on creating clearly defined societal types—the treadlike stages in their sequences had necessitated riserlike moments of punctuated change—has thus become an integral, if often unstated, part of a civilization concept that still structures our interpretations of the emergence of more complex societies. The mythical creation of civilization in a single steplike transition is reified in our maps and bracketed within our chronologies when we color in vast areas as Olmec, Tiwanaku, or Uruk at the outset of a new period (fig. 1.3). A society, all too often, is labeled a “chiefdom” or as “middle-range” in one period, and by the next it has suddenly become a “civilization” or, if you prefer, a “state-level” or “urban” society. Instead of looking at generations of people struggling to navigate wholly new ways of life, we instantaneously create Homo civilis.
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Figure 1.3. A map of Mesoamerican “empires,” as defined by the Oxford Companion to Archaeology (1996:799). The Olmecs, the first society commonly called a civilization in Mesoamerica, is included in this map. The overlaid culture areas not only equate four very different types of societies but also bracket these societies in time and space (Justin Jennings).





Everyone knows that this is a simplification of what happened in the past, but collapsing a multitude of tangled, rapidly occurring processes into a single step to civilization is nonetheless seductive because it is often hard for scholars to detail the first decades of early cities, states, colonies, and cultural horizons. What after all is actually lost by using the civilization concept and its steplike transition to understand the emergence of more complex societies? If it is only the messiness of reality, then perhaps one might argue that we are missing little of import. Models, after all, are supposed to simplify in order to promote better understanding. Yet I argue in this book that there are at least two fundamental problems with the structure imposed on the past by the civilization concept.


The first problem is that the idea of a steplike transition to civilization leads to models that are inherently overly mechanistic and atemporal—a religion perhaps is introduced, an art style reinforces that religion, and a sacred ruler takes the throne in a tidy hypothetical scenario that is often filled with vectors, structures, agents, and feedback loops. Rapid change is not the same as instantaneous change, and by too often equating the two types of changes in our models we have had a tendency to fuse together an array of conflicting, and at times even unrelated, processes into a single transformative moment at the beginning of a societal stage (e.g., Drennan and Peterson 2006, 2012).


The second, and perhaps more important problem, is that our adherence to the civilization concept inclines us to assume both that a certain set of traits emerged together fully formed at the beginning of a civilization stage of development and that the structural relationships between these traits held steady throughout this stage. If craft specialization and writing were on our trait list for civilization, for example, then we would expect that these and other traits on our list came into being at the same time. Following this logic, we would then assume that a cadre of bureaucrats always ran a city and that colonial relations were stable across centuries. Few would actually make these kinds of extreme arguments, but I argue that thinking of more complex societies as stable plateaus in societal development nonetheless leads us to deemphasize the cultural changes that occur within the stages that we have manufactured.


Thinking in stages is particularly deleterious when evaluating shorter periods of widespread change. Focusing on the challenges and opportunities faced by those struggling for decades to turn a settlement into a city and a region into a countryside, this book argues that our often-unconscious adherence to a staged model of civilization has fundamentally distorted our understanding of the emergence of more complex societies. According to my alternative model, much of what has been previously lumped together in civilization’s steplike rise is better seen as the often-unintended by-products of rapid settlement aggregation. The world’s first cities took centuries to form, a process that left its mark across broad regions. By acknowledging the multigenerational struggle to create an urban way of life, I argue that we can gain a better understanding of how colonies, cultural horizons, and states were all possible, but far from assured, outcomes of the decisions made within settlements that quickly grew far too big to sustain their populations with locally available resources.


Tearing Apart Civilization


How can we rid ourselves of a civilization concept that skews our vision of the past? The concept cannot be destroyed by fleeing from the word or by retreating to a narrow historical particularism where every society is unique. Offering new typologies of civilization is only a minor improvement since it still leads to the construction of parallel periods of relative stasis produced via parallel moments of seismic change—the exclusionary and inclusionary states of dual-processual theory, for example, remain stages of development (Blanton et al. 1996). To kill civilization, we need to first tear the concept apart and then reevaluate the relationships between the traits that have long been associated with the term. This book looks at the relationships between a few of these traits—the city, colony, state, and cultural horizon. These words have been so tightly linked together within the civilization concept that it is often hard to think of one term independent of the others.


In order to demonstrate how we might move beyond the civilization concept and its steplike transition, I need to be clear in how I define these words in this book. Let us begin by returning to a discussion of the definition of the concept that we are seeking to eliminate. The word “civilization,” derived from the Latin word “civilis” and related to the terms for citizen, city, and city-state, was first used during the Enlightenment (AD 1650–1800). Civilization was a state of being thought to have been brought about by people living together in cities and was juxtaposed by the philosopher Montesquieu to the categories of both savages (those living in a state of nature) and barbarians (those who have entered into some kind of society) (1951 [1748]). Enlightenment thinkers thought that civilization was the highest form of social life, and scholars during the period strove to uncover the processes that moved humanity from one state of development to another.


Lewis Henry Morgan was among the group of early anthropologists who built on these Enlightenment beginnings to offer evolutionary models that identified specific characteristics of different stages of development and investigated how improvements in such areas as technology, religion, and subsistence regimes propelled a society from one stage to the next. The existence of cities and states were almost always among the most important of criteria that these scholars used to identify civilization, and colonies and long-distance trade would later be seen to be among the most critical of the mechanisms through which civilization spread.


Definitions of civilizations that have been offered over the last century have tended to follow in broad stroke those that were given by Morgan and his colleagues during the second half of the nineteenth century. They tend to be enumerative, defining civilization as a type of society that contains A, B, C, and D. Cities and states are almost always the anchors of these lists and thus the critical indicators that a group had reached the civilization stage of development. Although they waffle a bit on naming specific traits, the editors of the American Heritage Dictionary that I cited earlier follow this enumerative tradition by suggesting that civilization is an “advanced stage of development” marked by achievements in the arts, sciences, record keeping, and politics. The dictionary’s editors are likely aware of the wide-ranging debates regarding both what characteristics should be on the list that is used to identify a civilization—writing, high art, or a monopoly on force, for example—and regarding what evidence is required to demonstrate each of these traits.


I refer back to these trait lists, but in this book, I follow Bruce Trigger’s more functional definition. In Understanding Early Civilizations, Trigger attempts to show how the traits commonly associated with civilization “were required for societies of this degree to function” (2003:44), and then he succinctly suggests that the first civilizations were “the earliest and simplest form of class-based societies” (2003:46). He argues that the critical aspects of civilization were those that created and reinforced class ties, and he shows how the specific organization of these ties changed depending on historical, social, and environmental conditions. Jettisoning the idea of progress through time in his definition—there was no “advanced stage of development”—he nonetheless still both offers up civilization as a stage and uses cities and states as the primary markers of this stage (2003, 2008). The following chapter traces the development of the civilization concept over time in greater detail.


The close association of cities and states with civilization since the inception of the term means that determining when a population center becomes a “city” and a society a “state” has long been tantamount to determining whether or not a group can qualify as a “civilization.” One of the best definitions of a city is Louis Wirth’s: cities are permanent settlements that have a large population size, a dense population nucleation, and a high heterogeneity in the social roles of inhabitants (1938:8). Cities in this definition are defined relative to other settlements within a particular cultural context (1938:3–8). This definition can be improved on by adding the functional element Michael E. Smith provides when he asserts that cities are “centers whose activities and institutions—whether economic, administrative, or religious—affect a larger hinterland” (2007:4). Combining Wirth’s and Smith’s descriptions provides us with a working definition for the kinds of settlements that have often been used as markers for the arrival of civilization.


Definition for cities and states tend to significantly overlap since cities are often taken as indicators of states (finding a city, then, would be evidence for both the existence of a state and a civilization). A good definition of the state and the one that I use in this book comes from combining that offered by Joyce Marcus and Gary Feinman (1998b:4) with that given by Allen Johnson and Timothy Earle (1987:246). These scholars see states as regionally organized societies with a professional ruling class, commoner class, and a highly centralized and internally specialized government. The institutions that run the city are regarded by these scholars as closely related to those that run the state, and, in this definition, a state has a significant degree of control over a surrounding region just as a city is seen to “affect a larger hinterland” (Smith 2007:4). A state is only one solution to the problem of how to organize a region. I use the term “regional polity” as a broader term that encompasses not only states but also less hierarchical, more decentralized means of governance.


Though cities and states have long been subsumed under the term, “civilization” is also commonly used to refer to sets of relationships that extend far beyond the boundaries of these particular entities. The “cultural seepage,” to use Lewis Mumford’s evocative phrase (1961:101), of people, objects, and, most importantly, ideas from cities can create ties between groups living hundreds of kilometers away from each other. On occasion, the interaction network created by these flows become dense enough that a cultural horizon—albeit a fractured, hybrid, and often contentious one—emerges within it, a new landscape where people negotiate shared conceptions of how to live and view their world (Jennings 2011:28). These cultural horizons extend far beyond the boundaries of the linguistic, political, economic, and/or social groups that first trigger them. Though these groups produce many of a horizon’s innovative ideas in urban environments (and the regional polities that often formed around them), they thus often have very limited control over these ideas as they spread across far-reaching interaction networks.


Civilizations are also often seen as being spread at least in part as the result of state efforts to influence long-distance interaction through the establishment of colonies (Algaze 1993a; Gosden 2004:3; Stein 2005:13). Following Gill Stein, colonies can be defined as permanent settlements that are founded in foreign lands by individuals who identify with their homeland and distinguish themselves from surrounding communities (Stein 2002:30). Although the terms “colonization” and “colonialism” are sometimes used to describe political domination of a territory (Deitler 2005:54), in this book the terms are used only to refer to the act of founding and maintaining colonies.


These sites can be settled for a wide variety of reasons, and colonists can have very different kinds of relationships with local groups (Stein 1999). Getting to a far-off location was often far easier than maintaining close connections with one’s homeland once there. Early colonies were sometimes able to impose their will on local groups, but in most cases colonists struggled to maintain only the most tenuous of footholds in far-off regions (e.g., Deitler 2010). These footholds would have been particularly shaky, if, as I argue in this book, a city’s first colonies were founded before states and other kinds of regional polities were well entrenched.


The definitions of states, cities, cultural horizons, and colonies that are described here represent the end result of social, economic, and political processes that bring people together into new kind of societies. This may sound obvious, but thinking in terms of processes unfolding over time is an essential step toward creating an alternative to civilization. In this book, urbanization is defined as a group of processes that draw large groups of people into new kinds of relationships out of which emerge the roles, responsibilities, and institutions that create a city and countryside. Though urbanization is never fully completed (a city will continue to change throughout its occupations), settlements that match the city definition provided by Wirth and Smith will often emerge after only several generations of change. The same social, economic, and political processes that create the city can also lead to the formation of states or other kinds of regional polities. Colonization is another group of related processes that often, but not necessarily, occurs during periods of urbanization and polity formation. The founding of colonies is often part of a broader suite of interregional interactions that can sometimes lead to the creation of a cultural horizon.


The Civilization Golem


Most readers of this book are likely already uneasy with the civilization concept. Much of this unease comes from the word’s ugly and divisive history. The term has been tainted by the atrocities of the “civilizing” missions of European (and later American) colonialism, and so even those who might want to argue that human history is composed of stages of cultural evolution would likely prefer to avoid the word. Yet I would argue that we are also discomfited by the fundamentalist interpretation of stable stages bookended by transformative moments of cultural change. We recognize, as scholars did in the past, that there was never really a staircase (or even staircases) of cultural evolution but rather incremental, and even sometimes stochastic, cultural change over time (e.g., Friedman 1982; Upham 1990). Thinking in stages nonetheless helps to make sense of the past, and so there has been a consistent trend over the years of sharply dividing more complex societies from the varying degrees of less complex ones.


We thus recognize that change is ongoing, and yet we often study this change as a series of before and after pictures, reifying, albeit often subconsciously, the hard borders of the various societal stages that we have inherited (Peregrine 2012:167). This is particularly true in the case of civilizations where, in a couple hundred years, a region of isolated villages is integrated into a broadly influential state anchored by a capital city. These swift transformations are hard to see—writing or other recording systems were only beginning to emerge in these places, and radiocarbon dates and ceramic seriations at their best tend to deliver history in century-long increments. Time thus comes back us in great chunks during these early eras of rapid change, and this chunkiness reinforces thinking in terms of stages, as we often uncritically toggle back and forth between a precivilization and civilization period.


This critique about civilization is not a new one. The limitations of thinking about human history in stages have been recognized by at least seven generations of scholars who have alternately attempted to reform, limit, ignore, and sometimes destroy the civilization concept that was reluctantly offered by Lewis Henry Morgan and his contemporaries. Diffusionists and historical particularists began an assault on the idea at the turn of the twentieth century (e.g., Boas 1989; Ratzel 1898), and just since the 1960s civilization has been submerged beneath the debates on the origins of the state (e.g., Haas 1982), decentered through culture contact studies (e.g., Cusik 1998), sliced up into different kinds of complex societies (e.g., Feinman 2008, 2012), punctured by the insertion of “gender, class, and faction” into its operational mechanisms (e.g., Brumfiel 1992), and had its roots shattered through attacks on the idea of chiefdoms (e.g., Yoffee 1993). On top of all of this, the Darwinian evolutionists have been doing their best to rip apart classical cultural evolution for 40 years (e.g., Dunnell 1970; Mesoudi and O’Brien 2009).


With all of this effort, one might expect that the civilization concept would be dead and forgotten by now. But, on the contrary, these assaults only seem to lead to the creation of more civilizations, the identification of more ways to become a civilization, and the uncovering of more of the complex inner workings of civilizations. Though these critiques have modified the concept, every blow seems to only entrench the idea of civilization deeper into our understanding of the past. With the concept’s resilience in mind, I am tempted to label the civilization concept a factoid—“a speculation or guess that has been repeated so often it is eventually taken for hard fact” (Yoffee 2005:7). Civilization, however, is no mere factoid. We know that the civilization concept is deeply flawed, and yet we continue to rely on it despite our better judgment.


I suggest that civilization’s resiliency is linked in large part to the acceptance of its steplike rise. Few would argue that cities, regional polities, colonies, and cultural horizons emerged in lockstep in an instantaneous phase change. Yet I would argue that the idea of a step-like transformation to civilization nonetheless continues to shape our thinking when we suggest that ancient cities go “hand-in-hand” with ancient states (Manzanilla 1997:5) or that civilization is “inextricably intertwined” with state formation (Yoffee 2005:17). Step-like thinking also lies underneath those books that compare ancient fourth-millennium Mesopotamian cities to modern early nineteenth-century sub-Saharan African cities (e.g., Marcus and Sabloff 2008) or that relate the states of Bronze Age Crete to those of Pharaonic Egypt and Classic-period Mexico (e.g., Feinman and Marcus 1998). If we think in stages, then the foggy beginnings of one civilization can be filled in by what we know of the Roman Empire. After all, they all are “civilizations” that share the same stage of cultural development.


The concept seems to lumber ever forward whether we like it or not, and, after more than a century of critiques, it seems that many of us have grown frustrated and tired of the fight. We are now apt to avoid the term “civilization,” leave it undefined in our writing, or hide the concept behind the edifice of the “state” or “complex society.” Ignoring civilization, however, does not mean that the concept has gone away. On the contrary, the basic premise of civilization continues to shape our understanding of the past, and I would argue that our conviction in a steplike transition to civilization is more deeply held than ever before. Even the term itself is in the midst of an alarming 30-year resurgence.


Civilization’s resurgence can be linked in large part to the introduction of world-systems approaches into the study of the ancient world during the 1980s (to be discussed in more detail in chapter 2). These approaches stimulated scholars to explore in greater detail the formation, maintenance, and decline of often-neglected interaction spheres that extended beyond political, economic, and geographic boundaries. These scholars and their critics needed a word for this higher order of interaction. I offer “cultural horizon” for these large-scale interaction networks in this book, since this term has long been used by archaeologists, but some scholars have begun using “civilization” for these networks without first untangling the term from its additional associations with cities, states, and the other traits that have been traditionally assigned to it (e.g., Kohl 2007; Sanderson 1995; Wallerstein 1990).


Civilization’s revival via the world-systems approach is disturbing enough, but I am even more concerned about the new support for the concept’s steplike transition that has come from two unlikely sources (see chapter 2). In 1972, Niles Eldridge and Stephen Jay Gould published an influential paper on punctuated evolutionary change. Although they applied their theory to the fossil record, other scholars have since used the theory to argue that civilizations arise “in a transformational or punctuational—not gradual—fashion” (Spencer 1990:11). The second source of support for civilization’s steplike transition is the theories of complex adaptive systems. Pioneered by physicists and mathematicians in the mid-twentieth century, these theories have been used to study how complex organizations in the ancient world, such as states, suddenly emerged from simpler systems (Lansing 2003). The transition to civilization in these theories is often compared to the shift in thermodynamics from one state of matter to another.


In his best seller of the same name, Malcolm Gladwell defines a tipping point as “the moment of critical mass, the threshold, the boiling point” (2000:10). Buoyed by work on punctuated evolutionary change and the self-organization of complex systems, archaeologists, historians, and other scholars seem increasingly willing to regard the rise of civilization as a tipping point in world history—the moment, as described by Norman Yoffee, when cities “crystallized” in a phase change (2005:230). When Yoffee, one of the most vociferous critics of cultural evolutionary models, equates social change to a chemical reaction, you know that the belief in a phase transition to civilization has become an almost unquestioned assumption.


Cities, states, colonies, and global cultures often emerged very rapidly, but couching this shift in terms of a tipping point tends to absolve us from the duty of studying the details within these periods of transition. We are content instead to look at what happened before and after the tipping point and thus allow the myriad of processes subsumed within the civilization concept to remain bound together in a neat and tidy transition from one stage to the next. No one really thinks, of course, that villages literally boiled over to become cities or that a state crystallized from a chief’s house, and there is no reason to think that all of this was happening at the exact same time. Yet we cannot seem to shake our reliance on a steplike transition to civilization. Our vision appears destined to be skewed forever by the concept’s ever-onward march through our imaginings of times past.


Based on our long-standing, if often reluctant, embrace of the concept, civilization might therefore seem more akin to an addictive drug that we cannot quite shake—Morgan’s morphine?—or perhaps to a mildly debilitating disease that we have learned to ignore. I prefer, though, to think that the years that Lewis Henry Morgan spent alone in his library yielded a monster alongside his masterpiece: a civilization golem formed from a congealed mass of nineteenth-century thought that still lives in the recesses of our minds long after the death of its original master. Thinking of civilization as a golem is admittedly over the top, but doing so makes me more motivated to get rid of it.
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Figure 1.4. The civilization golem ruins another day at the office (Jonathan Tam).





Whatever metaphor might be used for civilization, the point is that we need to acknowledge that the concept still continues to shape our understanding of how such entities as cities, states, craft specialists, and rulers first arose. Whether in the field, office, or classroom, we are dogged by a concept that will not go away (fig. 1.4). Yet simply attacking the civilization concept once again is of little use without also offering alternative explanations to explain the rise of some of the world’s more complex societies. My alternative presents a cascade of processes that were triggered by the challenges and opportunities faced by those living through the earliest urbanizations. There is nothing earth shattering presented in this alternative explanation—data supporting my claims are found throughout the literature on early cities and states—but I suggest that the full implications of these data have often been ignored because of our unconscious insistence on a civilization stage of development.


An Alternative to Civilization


My alternative to the civilization concept posits that people commonly reacted to the process of early urbanization by forming regional polities, colonizing, and spreading cultural horizons (fig. 1.5). This model, summarized below, hinges on the recognition of the problems that are created by having too many people living in one place. Solving these problems takes time, and founding colonies, creating extensive networks, and regularizing connections with neighboring communities were all means through which urbanites sought to sustain their growing settlements. The bulk of this book discusses in detail this alternative model with the help of six case studies taken from around the world.


In a recent essay comparing the societal trajectories of a dozen regions, Christian Peterson and Robert Drennan argue that the “path towards large-scale social formations” often begins with a population surge (2012:88, 116–121). Why people came together is often unclear and likely varied from one region to the next. In some cases, people coalesced to protect themselves from increasing violence. In other cases, they came together largely because of the attraction of a sacred place or scarce resource. More often than not, these population concentrations were short-lived since the most common reaction to an increase in the size and density of settlements in a location is fission—as tensions rose, people left, sometimes quite literally, for greener pastures (Bandy 2004; Fletcher 1995).


Long-term aggregation made little sense in societies composed of self-sufficient producers used to living in small communities. Among other consequences, such coming together led to an increase in infectious disease rates, exacerbated social conflicts, curtailed individual freedoms, and strained local subsistence resources (Bandy 2010). Despite these negatives, people in the past occasionally decided to stay together and work through the difficulties of living together in a large group. Cultural evolutionary models tend to offer up charismatic, if ruthless, rulers or a collection of elites who imposed their will on these nucleated groups through a combination of force, subterfuge, and gifts. The reality in the first decades of these settlements, however, was more complicated, as “multiple and potentially conflicting rationalities of individuals and groups” intersected “in complex ways” (Blanton and Fargher 2008:14). Since no one had done this before, everyone was clumsily feeling their way.


In rare cases, people continued to stream into a settlement, and the population could climb in little more than a century from the hundreds into the tens of thousands (Cowgill 2004:534). The social mechanisms required to coordinate this crush of inhabitants needed to be assembled on the fly, and the process was likely just as ad hoc and chaotic as that seen in the early growth of most cities today (Cowgill 2003:48; Shen 2003:304–305). Residents came into these urbanizing centers with the skills and traditions of villagers. They were farmers and herders who were used to having considerable autonomy, interacting with other people in person, working through kin connections, and making most everything that they needed. From this stock of people would need to come the priests, bureaucrats, shopkeepers, and craft specialists whom one often associates with city life (Cooper 2006; Creekmore 2014; Smith 2003; Ur 2014). This transition could happen in as little as a couple of generations, but it was often a difficult transition for those living through it (Pauketat 2007:163).
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Figure 1.5. A model for the cascading impacts of early urbanization. As a city begins to form, colonization often occurs as long-distance interaction increases, and this increasing interaction sometimes leads to the creation of a cultural horizon. State formation is a common reaction to the instability of the wider interaction networks created by urbanization (Justin Jennings).





Our understanding of the chaotic first decades of these cities is necessarily hazy. We often have trouble breaking up time even into century-sized blocks, and the scant remains of these initial years are often buried under meters of detritus from subsequent occupations. We could look to a city’s later periods for insights, but our best window into what life was really like during these early years might not be what these settlements were like after an urban society had fully formed within them a couple hundred years later. Our best sense of these transformative periods might instead come from more recent examples of urbanization. We have eyewitness accounts from these settlements, making it possible for us to track on a year-by-year basis the emergence of a city from a village or small town (e.g., Gugler 1997). Ancient urbanization unfolded differently, of course, without cars, concrete, computers, and capitalism, but these recent case studies can nonetheless make clear many of the immense challenges that large groups face when they come together.


Creating a countryside was one of the biggest challenges that those living in urbanizing centers faced. Since cities tend to be too big for residents to provide for themselves (Johnson and Earle 1987:247; Schwartz and Falconer 1994:3), a breadbasket region dedicated to producing the food needed to feed cities was required. The surrounding villages that might produce a surplus, however, were often depopulated as a result of residents moving to growing cities, and the farmers and herders that remained at these sites initially had few incentives to intensify production in order to feed those living elsewhere. Small-scale producers, after all, are notoriously hesitant to adapt new technologies and practices if they seem too risky (Isik and Khana 2003; Kuznar 2001; Netting 1993; Nmandu et al. 2012), and so villagers needed to be convinced or coerced to shorten their fallow periods, drain swamps, and clear-cut forests in order to intensify production so that other people could live together in a city. New roads, irrigation canals, storehouses, and corrals were also required, and a bureaucratic structure and accounting system had to be put in place to track the flow of goods (e.g., Bandy 2005; Hastorf 1993; Zeder 1991).


If a ruling class developed through this process of regional integration, then the creation of a countryside would have been tantamount to the formation of a state. Other ways of organizing the countryside, however, were also possible and could lead to the construction of other kinds of regional sociopolitical organizations that were less hierarchical (Feinman 1998:102). My critical point is that the creation of a well-functioning city and countryside, no matter how it was orchestrated, took time. Maintaining order in the first decades of urbanization would have been difficult enough inside these cities, as everyone adjusted to a radically different, and seemingly ever-changing, settlement (Yoffee 2009). While civic leaders struggled to both legitimize their positions and organize city life, they would have been hard pressed to also meet soaring demands for food, drinks, raw materials, and prestige items.


The demands of city residents needed to be met decades before a regional polity could be put into place, and so the initial economic, political, and cultural interaction that occurred between a growing city and its outlying regions would have been on an ad hoc basis that depended in large part on the previous connections of many parties (Adams 2001, 2004; Oka and Kusimba 2008:356–357). A family, for example, might be supplied with meat from an aunt that visited over the summer; an entrepreneur might strike up a partnership to bring copper ore down from the mountains in donkey caravans.


A dense network of interactions that would support a swiftly growing city was therefore needed before the state or any other kind of regional polity could be fully formed. Since ad hoc connections often fail and are often in flux—an aunt can get sick and an entrepreneur can have a falling out with his partner—city residents were often scrambling to increase and maintain connections both within the city and with outside groups. People could not sit back and rely on production from the countryside to meet their basic needs, since it too was also only beginning to come into existence. They needed to provide for themselves in the interim both by spending considerable time trading, farming, and herding outside the city and by developing relationships with more and more distant groups. Colonial outposts were one means by which the city’s increasing demands could be met.


Colonies are often seen as state projects (Goldstein 2005; Stein 1999). Yet colonization often occurred almost contemporaneously with the beginnings of urbanization in many regions. The first colonies were therefore likely founded just as both the city was beginning to organize and the countryside was still forming. Civic leaders likely advocated for the dispersal of groups into important trading corridors, but the bureaucracy to centrally manage these colonies across distances was still at best nascent. Early colonies instead were likely run through clans or other groups that could lean on preexisting relationships to maintain links between the city and those who were living in a colony. Even with these more familiar connections facilitating interactions, these first colonies often failed or lost touch with their homeland when distance became too difficult a hurdle to routinely overcome (see, e.g., Stein 1999:59).


Colonies, of course, were only a small part of the growing network of interactions that brought goods, people, and ideas into and out of the city. Cities required imports in order to function, and as the population got larger and more specialized, these imports were paid for by both the mass production of items and the creation of unique works of art for export (Stanish 2004). People left the city to work in outlying areas, but more and more people also came into the city to visit in order to ply their wares or to worship at newly built temples (White et al. 2004). Ideas flowed back and forth with these people and objects (Sherratt 2004), and these ideas sometimes ignited discussion across a wide region on the proper ways of doing things like making a pot, burying the dead, or sowing a field.


The interaction networks that urbanization gave rise to were not centrally controlled. Administration over the city was superficial and still widely contested during those first decades of growth, and the flow of most ideas, people, and objects even directly into and out of the city would have been largely unregulated. Controlling these flows farther afield—such as the trading of obsidian or a discussion of a new way of honoring the gods—would have been virtually impossible. Expanding networks created new opportunities for rural groups to exchange people, objects, and ideas among each other as well as with urban populations (Kohl 2007; Sherratt 2004). These new connections in turn created still more connections in a cascade of interactions that had the potential to link together previously disparate groups into a cultural horizon.


Cities cannot survive for long without regulating and simplifying external interactions (Yoffee 2005:17). With the countryside still taking shape, it was necessary for those living in the cities to found colonies and extend interaction networks farther and farther afield because they could not routinely depend on those living close by to meet their needs. Colonization and the creation of cultural horizons in these contexts is therefore a reflection of the early weakness of incipient states and other sociopolitical formations that sought to organize regional affairs (cf. Algaze 1993b). Expanding outward was necessary in the absence of a well-functioning countryside, but as this countryside formed through the development of a state or other regional polity, the need for many of a city’s broader, though less stable and intelligible, interactions faded. The creation of a well- functioning regional polity thus often meant declining investment in colonies and the erosion of the cultural horizons that had been initially fueled by escalating interregional interaction.


This novel model for the emergence of the earliest cities, states, colonies, and cultural horizons contains elements that can be found in many recent discussions of the rise of more complex societies (e.g., Algaze 2008; Pauketat 2007; Stein 1999; Yoffee 2005). Although the authors of these accounts are often critical of aspects of cultural evolutionary theory, they do not fully explore the implications of civilization’s steplike transition on their thinking. Creating a city from a collection of people is an alternately terrifying, intoxicating, exhausting, and mind-bending experience. It takes time to figure things out, especially when no one has done this before. To arrive at a more accurate understanding of the past, we need a deeper appreciation of what generations of people went through as the first cities, regional polities, colonies, and cultural horizons were coming into being.


Living without Civilization


In 1973 Jann-Erik Olsson robbed a bank in central Stockholm and took four people hostage for five days before releasing them unharmed. The hostages later expressed sympathy for their captor, and a local criminologist coined the term “Stockholm syndrome” for what he thought was a more general psychological phenomenon. Sometimes I think that we have a similar kind of unhealthy attachment to the civilization concept. When I first attempted to write this book, I hoped to find a way to try to save the term by rehabilitating it (e.g., Hann 2011). Like others before me, I was painfully aware of the shortcomings of the concept, but for some reason I could not bear to let it go.


Thinking of civilization as a golem is perhaps my way of putting some distance between the concept and me. Others might choose a different metaphor for civilization (or no metaphor at all), but I think that most people would agree with me that the concept is deeply flawed. Yet living without it would not be easy. We are used to the well-worn term, and civilization’s fingerprints are all over our chronologies, maps, models, and comparative studies. The disciplinary foundations of archaeology and ancient history are based in no small measure on the concept. Avoiding the use of the term will not change its pervasive influence, nor can we just promise to avoid civilization’s pitfalls in future work. We need to expunge the concept.


Living without civilization would require a methodical housecleaning to repair the damage to our conceptualizations of the past. But who wants to do housecleaning? Faced with all of this work, we might be tempted to argue that civilization is not that bad. We might convince ourselves that the term works well enough, that we have dealt with enough of its negative connotations, or that battling against civilization’s resurgence really is quite tangential to our own interests. This book was written to convince you otherwise. The next chapter demonstrates how this concept has continually warped our understanding of the past since even before the term was coined during the Enlightenment. I argue that our often- unconscious adherence to civilization and its steplike transition has distorted the true story of the emergence of the world’s first cities, regional polities, colonies, and cultural horizons. The bulk of this book then uses case studies from around the world to present an alternative to the construct of the rise of civilization that, though certainly inadequate in many ways, hopefully brings us closer to what happened during the frenetic first decades of societal change that was precipitated by the world’s earliest urbanizations.
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THE GOLEM’S MARCH


WHEN GODZILLA ATTACKED TOKYO, THE MONSTER LEFT A TRAIL of squashed buildings and molten steel that captivated moviegoers. King Kong, the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man, and the 50 Foot Woman caused similar mayhem in the streets. The civilization golem—if you will continue to begrudge me my metaphor—has also blazed a path of destruction, but the damage that has occurred is to our understanding of the past. This damage is unfortunately more difficult to recognize because the civilization concept has so thoroughly burrowed itself into our subconscious. The leap to civilization makes intuitive sense to us, even though we also recognize that the concept does not fit particularly well with our own data on how more complex societies first emerged. So instead of jettisoning the concept, we often downplay divergent data or treat these data as exceptions to the rule. Old habits die hard. We cleave to the civilization concept and its steplike arrival, even while knowing that it does not really work.


This chapter traces the development of the civilization concept and describes how it has distorted our interpretations of the emergence of the world’s earliest cities, states, colonies, and cultural horizons. Since archaeology first developed as a discipline in the Western world, this chapter concentrates more on European, and later American, conceptions of civilization. Special attention is paid to the Enlightenment, the period when the term was first used, as well as to the work on civilization by the evolutionary theorists of the nineteenth century. I then go on to consider how aspects of this concept, especially its steplike transition, have continued to distort the ways that we currently think about the past.



Pre-Enlightenment Conceptions of Civilization



In its broadest sense, the civilization concept likely predates the emergence of Homo sapiens, since intergroup preference among humans—a bias toward those within one’s group and against those outside of one’s group (Mahajan et al. 2011:387)—has been prevalent throughout history (Prentice and Miller 1999). The ubiquity and longevity of intergroup preference suggests a deeply rooted, evolutionary origin to this behavior, and recent work among rhesus macaques demonstrates that these kinds of biases are not unique to people (Mahajan et al. 2011:387). The concept of civilization likely maps on to this long-standing predilection toward intergroup preferences, since civilization tends to be an us-versus-them proposition, according to which we are civilized and they are not.


The criteria used to elevate a group above others have varied enormously, but there has been a propensity to link a group’s superiority to such attributes as their language, physical makeup, customs, and cuisine (Barth 1969). These and other traits are often used to draw distinctions between the natural and the cultural: those who routinely cook their food or conduct their rituals in a certain way are seen as more cultured, and thus superior, to other groups (Lévi-Strauss 1983). The Nuer of Sudan, for example, position themselves above others based on their mastery of cattle (Evans-Pritchard 1940), while the Yąnomamö rely on details of body decorations to distinguish themselves from both animals and others human groups that are considered closer to a state of nature (Chagnon 2012).


Writing, legal codes, monetary systems, agriculture, organized religion, and urban living are some of the attributes of a society that are commonly held up as cultural achievements and were also often used as wedges to separate the civilized from the uncivilized in the ancient world. One of the most developed concepts of civilization before the Enlightenment arose in China during the first millennium BC. The Chinese distinguished between China, called Hua, and all other groups that collectively lived in other regions called Yi (Pines 2005). The boundaries of China were defined by the existence of a collection of traits, and predominant among these was agriculture and cities. Although a group could theoretically become Chinese if it adopted Hua traits, the distinctions were in practice starkly drawn between superior Chinese and inferior non-Chinese. In Records of the Grand Historian, the historian Sima Qian in the first century BC, for example, describes the nomadic Xiongnu (inaccurately) as without writing, rituals, or even respect for their families (Chin 2010).


These Chinese distinctions were echoed in the classical world. The English word “barbarian” is derived from the ancient Greek word “barbarous” for a person that babbles or speaks incoherently. The word was opposed to “politis,” a person who lived within a polis or city-state (Hall 1989). By the fourth century BC, “barbarous” was clearly a derogatory term that Greeks used to refer to those they saw as “servile, ugly, effeminate, and always defeated” (Huang 2010:563). Greek superiority was furthermore envisioned as innate to the particular kind of city-state found in Greece, and thus Greek culture and institutions were considered better than those found elsewhere. The Egyptians and Persians might also have cities, but, according to Aristotle, they suffered under the yoke of despotic rulers and therefore lacked the elevated spirit of Greeks (1999:156).


The Romans inherited the word “barbarian” from the Greeks (the Latin term is “barbarus”), and continued to oppose this word to that used for people living in cities (the Latin term is “civitas”). Civitas meant more than just a place of residence. It was a group of citizens that were united under law and charged with a set of sacred rights and duties. One of these duties was to spread the benefits of civitas to other groups (although often without offering the full rights of citizenship) that were classified into “bands of progressively more degenerate character” based on their religion, writing systems, residence patterns, and other characteristics (Mattingly 2010:34). Like the Chinese, Greeks, and many other societies, the Romans created negative stereotypes of barbarian groups that either ignored or downplayed those traits that could be used to argue that these outside groups were in fact civilized (Shaw 2000:374–375).


Although the differences between civilized Romans and barbarian groups were often seen by the former as an inherent superiority ordained by the gods, a group of philosophers called Epicureans argued instead that all societies progressed over time through a uniform set of human achievements (Mazlish 2004:3). These philosophers all agreed that Roman society’s laws, city life, agriculture, and writing represented the highest level of progress in the world; they disagreed on the exact steps that elevated humans from the state of nature to the state of civitas. In Satires 1.3, Horace, for instance, offers a scenario of progress tinged with violence:


When [rude] animals, they crawled forth upon the first-formed earth, the mute and dirty herd fought with their nails and fists for their acorn and caves, afterward with clubs, and finally with arms which experience had forged: till they found out words and names, by which they ascertained their language and sensations: thenceforward they began to abstain from war, to fortify towns, and establish laws: that no person should be a thief, a robber, or an adulterer. (1863:153)


Lucretius, in contrast, argues in book 5 of On the Nature of Things that the discovery of fire and the creation of the family led to language and the building of houses. The creation of wealth in these houses then precipitated the rise of tyrants and eventually gave birth to the rule of law. Despite their disagreements, all Epicureans believed that they could reconstruct stages in human progress not only by studying their own history but also by observing living populations that still remained in earlier stages of development.


To summarize pre-Enlightenment conceptions, people in the distant past, like today, had a tendency to categorize individuals into different groups and then rank these groups relative to each other using various sets of criteria. Separating out the “civilized” from the “uncivilized” (no matter what specific terms might be used) has thus long been a common means of ranking groups, and typically the group doing the ranking used characteristics from their own societies to create the measuring stick. For those living in urban settings, civilization was thus often equated with city life. The origin of civilization for these urbanites was generally equated with mythical events that occurred at the creation of the world or a new age (Trigger 1989:27). The Epicureans, in contrast, were one of the few groups of early thinkers that offered ideas, albeit coarsely drawn, for how humanity may have moved from hunter-gatherer to urban lifestyles. Enlightenment scholars would develop these ideas further.


Enlightenment Conceptions of Civilization


The Epicurean debates on the mechanisms that propelled societies through progressive stages of development did not survive the fall of Rome. Christian polemicists maligned the Epicureans as seekers of transient pleasures, and for the next thousand years the idea of human progress was replaced in the Western world by strict biblical interpretations that posited that humanity had fallen from a state of grace. This idea and other religious orthodoxies were destabilized during the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, when many people began to question the church’s broader role in society. Among these reformers was a group of thinkers who formed an intellectual movement in Western Europe that brought back the idea of human history as the gradual triumph of reason. This movement became known as the Enlightenment (Jacobs 2000).


Enlightenment thinkers believed in God but felt, as John Locke argued, that the mind started as a “white paper, void of all characters, without any idea,” that was filled across generations by experiences that created the “vast store which the busy and boundless fancy of man has painted on it” (1956:1:122 [1690]). They felt that the ways in which the mind developed over time followed divinely ordained natural laws (e.g., Montesquieu 1951:1:1 [1748]) and that it was their job to uncover these laws. With these laws in hand, they would be able to both reconstruct the past and predict the future (or at least what should happen in the future if reason finally prevailed).


Enlightenment thinkers such as Kant, Locke, and Smith constructed their arguments using what they perceived as common sense and suggested that the first step in uncovering divine laws was to identify the stages of development as humans progressed further and further from a state of ignorance. Most believed that those living in Western Europe had moved through these stages the most rapidly and that therefore their lives represented the pinnacle of human progress. Since these philosophers tended to live in growing cities with a surging middle class, wide-ranging mercantile connections, and broad support for the arts, they often suggested that reason could triumph if the transition to a more urban society was completed in Europe. This same yardstick for relative progress was used even by social critics—such as by Voltaire (1759) in his assertion of Chinese superiority—to demonstrate how the West was lagging behind other urbanized regions.


With the top of the progression typically defined by their own kinds of societies, Enlightenment thinkers sought to identify previous stages of development elsewhere. Other living groups were often used to identify these stages because it was thought that these groups had progressed more slowly because of geographic isolation, temperament, religion, aptitude, or other factors. The marquis de Condorcet (1933 [1795]), for example, divided history into nine epochs that begins with a first epoch of “men united in hordes” and ends with a predicted tenth epoch of individual freedoms, moderation, lawfulness, and compassion. Jacques Turgot (1973 [1750]), meanwhile, used living groups to help identify the successive stages of hunting, pastoralism, and farming that preceded eighteenth-century Europe. These writers then distilled the natural laws that allowed for the creation of legal codes, commerce, monetary systems, and other markers that they used to define the development of more advanced societies.


Progress, for most of these philosophers, was lineal—as humans gained experience they gained intelligence and left behind an original condition that Thomas Hobbes famously described as “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (2010:212 [1651]). Jean-Jacques Rousseau was one of the few thinkers of the era that challenged Hobbes’s vision of the life of “savages.” Rousseau painted a far rosier picture of the life of hunters and gatherers and felt that much of what his contemporaries labeled as “progress” was instead that of “despotism gradually rearing up her hideous crest, and devouring . . . all that still remained sound and untainted” (2007:94 [1755]). Instead of an arrow of progress, Rousseau envisioned an almost full-circle return to savagery’s era of “primitive equality” in the near future—this time around leavened with the law, morality, and reason that he felt was now being acquired in urban societies (2007:94 [1755]).


There was a fierce rebuttal to Rousseau’s challenge to the narrative of progress in the late eighteenth century (Pagden 1988). Those opposed to Rousseau seized on an obscure word, “civilization,” and placed it as a stage of development that stood firmly on top of savagery and barbarism. “Civilization,” at that time, was a seldom-used legal term for a society within which civil law replaced military law. The word first made its way into Enlightenment debates when it was employed in a 1756 treatise authored by Victor Riqueti Mirabeau. Like other thinkers in the period, Mirabeau suggested that humans progressed from a state of nature through what he called greater and greater levels of “civility”—a term combining eighteenth-century vernacular associations of politeness and proper manners with the term’s deeper Latin roots in “civitas” as a community formed by the creation of a city ruled by law (Pagden 1988). The highest level of civility, according to Mirabeau, was “civilization.”


Though he coined the term “civilization,” Mirabeau was ironically often critical of urban environments, and he argued instead that civilization was first attained with the advent of agriculture. Most scholars, however, disagreed with Mirabeau, and the word quickly came to be widely used to refer to the stage of human development attained through the creation of cities (e.g., Carli 1792, Condorcet 1933 [1795], and Grimaldi 1958 [1799]). Urban life was seen by these writers as transformative, enabling a group of savages in the forest to attain civilization if they were to gather “in a city, namely, in an enclosed area of houses endowed with a common defense to protect themselves against pillage from outside and disorder from the inside” (Constantin-François de Volney, quoted in Mazlish 2004:15). Change was thus viewed as punctuated: all one needed was a change in address. Such a sudden increase in civility was possible for all humans because the mind and body were seen as elastic. A savage could be civilized if educated, brought into urban societies, and ruled by laws.


The French Revolution’s reign of terror from 1793 to 1794 momentarily shattered the belief of many in reason and progress, and philosophers and artists increasingly turned to romanticism and its celebration of the individual, nature, and the imagination. Romanticism was strongly linked to the rise of both nationalism and the culture concept in Europe (Simpson 1993). Building off the work of Johann von Herder (“Another Philosophy of History Concerning the Development of Mankind” [1774]), for example, Germans increasingly saw themselves as the Volk, a unique people forged through similarities in land, language, blood, and history. Before long, the perceived differences between Germans, English, French, and other nationalities came to be seen as biologically rooted, and Europeans began to be held up as members of a race that was inherently superior to all others (e.g., White 1799). As the nineteenth century unfolded, a new generation of thinkers critiqued the Enlightenment’s single track of human progress, arguing for multiple racial and cultural tracks that reached different stages of development.


Most Enlightenment thinkers, in sum, believed that Europe had attained the highest degree of civilization in the world. They debated the particular characteristics of their current stage of civilization, argued about what the next stage of civilization would look like, and sought the best ways to move to this higher stage. Scholars were thus interested in earlier stages of human progress, but they sought to elucidate these stages largely to provide themselves with clues as to how to improve their own society and safeguard it from decay. The movement from savagery to civilization was seen as a natural progression that had occurred over the few thousand years allotted to humanity in the biblical chronology. Some groups advanced slower than others, but simple exposure to civilized cities, books, and manners in the West or elsewhere would be enough to allow their rapid transition to civilization.


Classic Cultural Evolutionary Conceptions of Civilization


European disillusionment with the idea of human progress and the triumph of reason lasted only a few decades. By the mid-nineteenth century, Europe controlled large swaths of Africa and southern Asia, Chinese power was eroding, and the United States had expanded across the North American midcontinent. There was therefore renewed confidence in Western superiority, as well as a need to both legitimate colonial expansions and better understand the rich diversity of people with whom these nations were coming into contact. The civilization concept inherited from the Enlightenment filled both of these needs while also meshing well with the culture concept that had become popular earlier in the century. Authors now divided the world’s population up into distinct cultures, but they pigeonholed each of these cultures as savage, barbaric, or civilized.


Scholars of the period were thus willing to consider the development of unique civilizations—note the “s” now added to civilization—each with its own defining characteristics. They grudgingly accepted China as a contemporaneous, if not decadent, civilization and more enthusiastically accepted the civilization status of Egyptians, Babylonian, and other ancient circum-Mediterranean groups that had boasted cities, writings, and monarchies (Bahn 1996:94–107). Others groups, however, were not so lucky (e.g., Lubbock 1865:44). Spectacular ruins in Mexico (Stephens and Catherwood 1841), the United States (Squier and Davis 1848), and Africa (Mauch 1971) were often dismissed as the work of barbarians, treated as the colonies of known civilized groups or assigned to a now-vanished race.


Thinking in terms of a broad range of distinct cultural groups became easier in the nineteenth century because the earth had gotten far older. Scholars like Charles Lyell (1830–1833) and Boucher de Perthes (1847–1864) were using geologic evidence, extinct fauna, and artifact associations to dismantle the biblical chronology that had guided research for almost two millennia. By pushing humanity’s origins far past the 6,000-year mark asserted in the Bible, this work opened up the possibility of cultures changing very slowly over time. Yet this radically slower pace of culture change also led to pessimistic reconsiderations of the civilizing projects that had been trumpeted during the Enlightenment. If it took thousands of years for some groups to advance past others through the introduction of new inventions and institutions, then was it not difficult, if not impossible, to bridge the yawning gaps between developmental stages in the space of just a few generations?


Some scholars emphatically suggested that the uncivilized would never catch up. The deeper past that made it possible for Charles Darwin (1859) to suggest that humans and apes evolved from a common ancestor was used by these writers to argue for the evolution of multiple human species (for example, Joseph de Gobineau in The Inequality of Human Races [1856]). Multilineal evolution, mixed with popular understandings of natural selection, led to racialized conceptions of the past. John Lubbock’s widely read Pre-Historic Times, as Illustrated by Ancient Remains, and the Manners and Customs of Modern Savages, for example, draws sharp, often ugly, distinctions between groups based on innate characteristics. He suggests that “evil hangs like a thick cloud over savage life, and embitters every pleasure” (1865:571) and also dismisses those groups still living in tribal societies, calling them depraved cannibals who were morally bankrupt and incapable of abstract thought.


Since Lubbock felt that savages could not be civilized, he was largely indifferent to the civilizing process. He tended to be more interested in classifying groups according to their evolutionary stage than with studying the possible movement of these groups from one stage to the next. Many of Lubbock’s contemporaries, however, were very interested in how such progression might take place. The other major theorists of classic cultural evolution—Herbert Spencer, Edward Burnett Tylor, James Frazer, and Lewis Henry Morgan—departed from thinkers like Lubbock by arguing that differences between groups were cultural because all humans shared the same basic mental capacity (Erickson and Murphy 1998:45). They argued that people could change, albeit slowly.


A war had just been fought in the United States over slavery, and many writers, such as Dickens (Oliver Twist [1867]) and Marx and Engels (The Communist Manifesto [1848]) were seeing signs of moral decay in what was considered the civilized world. With more people questioning if Western society had made a wrong turn, there was an increasing nostalgia for a purer past and even occasional doubts of the inherent superiority of Europeans. Scholars like Tylor, Frazer, Spencer, and Morgan sought to move beyond earlier explanations of culture change that ended to be based strictly on divine will or racial aptitude. Though they were not as virulently racist as Lubbock, it should be emphasized that their justification for categorizing other groups as inferior was, at best, paternalistic. They felt a duty to serve as caretakers to those groups who had not yet attained the greater intelligence and moral rectitude that was concomitant with civilization.


Late nineteenth-century cultural evolutionists used an expanding corpus of ethnographic and archaeological data in an effort to better understand how humans progressed from a state of nature. They continued to use stages in their models—often keeping or slightly modifying the Enlightenment sequence from savage to civilization—but they offered far more detailed discussions of the expected attributes for each stage and the mechanism through which each of these stages were maintained. The major works of Spencer (The Principles of Sociology [1876]), Tylor (Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, and Custom [1871]), and Frazer (The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion [1890]) concentrate on the development of religion, magic, and science. Lewis Henry Morgan’s Ancient Society (1963 [1877]), in contrast, provides a more sweeping discussion of how interrelated shifts in social, political, and economic institutions created the first civilizations and specifically addresses the relationship of cities and states to civilization. It is this book more than any other that led scholars to advocate for the steplike transition to the civilization stage that continues to plague our understandings of the past. Therefore, I go into Morgan’s argument in greater detail.


In Ancient Society, Morgan identifies seven stages of “ethnical status” beginning with a lower stage of savagery and ending with civilization. His principal concern is with the changing makeup of seven institutions—subsistence, government, language, the family, religion, house life and architecture, and property—and how they come together in each of his stages to create “obstacles which delayed civilization” (1963:6 [1877]). Morgan thought that inventions and discoveries were catalysts that overcame these obstacles to progress—a change in one institution triggered by such advancements as the introduction of pottery or metallurgy would lead to a series of changes in other institutions that broke the stalemate and ushered in the next stage of development. Yet these same transformative inventions and discoveries also created a new stage by inciting the development of new sets of stable, mutually reinforcing institutions (1963:4 [1877]).


Morgan recognized that environmental shifts, long-distance trade, and other factors could lead to social change, and he thought that these factors led to the “wide vicissitudes” between groups within a single stage of development (1963:563 [1877]). Yet he fundamentally believed that “the results of the human experience have been substantially the same in all times and areas in the same ethnical status” (1963:562 [1877]) and thus felt justified in using a handful of case studies to represent a particular stage. For modeling the attainment of the civilization stage of development, Morgan relied largely on data from classical Greece and Rome. He connected civilization to the emergence of “political society”—his term for the state—and linked this shift to the development of agriculture and the domestication of animals.
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