3 Defining ‘Early Civilization’

dentilving early civilizations lor comparative study requires ascentaining

the general features that distinguish them from both stmpler and more
complex socictics. Such eriteria do not constitute an ‘ideal type’, which, accord.
ing to Max Weber (1949). seeks to onder reality by selecting and accentuating
certain elements of it. Instead, they identify a natural but nol necessarily ex-
clusive category within which it is pmsnl)lt- to conduct a more detailed study
of differences and similarities. Nevertheless, even postulating such a category
as ‘early civilizations’ attracts charges of subjectivity and ethnocentrie bias. Do
carly civilizations constitute a natural class that is susceptible to the kind of
comparative study 1 am proposing? Does degree of complexity bave any real
meaning? Isit p(mlhlo to measure complexity abjectively? Do not fundamental
historical differences render all socicties inappropriate for comparative analy-
sis° Extreme relativists would answer the last question with a resounding ves.

‘Earlv civilization’ is undeniably an evolutionary concept. It assumes the ex-
istence of less complex socictics, some of which evolved into carly clvilizations.
and more complex ones, which either developed out of early civilizations or
grew up alongside of and ultimately replaced them. The aim ol'lm. research is
not to evaluate the concept of sociocultural evolution (but see Tn;_,gvr 1995
or to try to acconnt for how and why carly civilizations developed. Yet. in order
to demonstrate that the societios | am examining are at the same level or stage

of development. it is necessary to argue that sociocultural evolution is a valid
scientific coneept.

SOCIOCULTURAL EVOLUTION

The idea of social evolution has been violently attacked in recent decades asa
mnth ereated by Westem European scholars, beginning in the t'ighlm-nlh e
tury, to justify colonial exploitation in many parts of the world (Digmond 1974



Patterson 1997: Rowlands 1989). Although there is much trath to this charge-
I reject the suggestion that the idea of evolution as an approach 1o the
study of human history is inherenth and inescapably colonfalist and rucist.
Archaeological research inspired by an evolutionary perspective has demon-
strated the creativity of indigenous peoples aronnd the world and the progress
they achieved in prehistoric times, and growing knowledge of these achieve-
ments has plaved a significant role in undenmining the justifications offered
for colonialisim and assisted independence movements.

Extreme relativists also object that the concept of cultural evolution at-
tributes n spurious linearity and regularity to cultural change. It is onky, they
argue. by refecting evidenee that docs not conform to expectations - that is,
by imposing a [alse pattern on human history ~ that evelutionists have been
able to suggest such regulanity (Giddens 198.4: 236: 1985). Cultural evolution-
ary explunations are denounced for their relinnee on ecologically deterministie
explanations of culture change. This. it is maintained. denies the importanee
of ideas in guiding human behaviour and the role of individual preferences
and contingent events in shaping human history. Very little attention is puid
by these eritics to the mle that relativists assign to cultural trulitions as fac-
tors restricting or inhibiting individual choice. Evolutionary approaches are
viewed as materialist attempts to deny the diversity of human belaviour and
the capacity of culturally mediated ideas to create still more diversity.

It has been demonstrated archacologically that all modem societics ane de-
scended from Upper Palicolithic hunter-gatherer bands and these in tum
from still cadier scinvenging socicties. Along the way, societies that abandoned
hunter-gatherer economies experienced major changes in socinl onganization
and understandings of the universe and the place of hinnans injit. As knowledge
of the past has increased. many coneepts fonnerly associated with evolution-
arv theorv have been recognized as erroneous and abandoned. A teleological
view of sociocultural evolution has been slowly but remorselesshy discurded.
Evolutionary specinlists no longer claim that a specific trjectory is inher-
ent in sociocnlturd evolution and shapes hanan behaviour independently
of human will. Such views are now summanly dismissed as ‘God-surrogates’
(Gellner 1985: 144" intended o presenve a beliel that human history was the
untolding of some predetermined plan at a time when faith in divine prov-
idence was vielding to a more secular outhook. Today it is recoumized that
chinge is neither more nor less normal than stasis. that most innovation tends
lo promote random or multilinear mther than orthogenctic culturl :-I_:.-mgu-,
that cultural change oceurs for many difTerent reusons and in highly contmgent
wans, and that. becanse of this, it is not predictable in specific instances. 1t
also recogmized that greater social complexity is not necessarily accompanied



by an fnerease in hunmian happiness and that the concept ol progress is a purt'l_\‘
sn'll)jvctiw one that has no place in scientific discourse. '

In spite of this. a strong tendency has been noted for sociocultural change
to move in the geneml direction of greater complexty. This results from the
greater capacily of more complex societics to compete successlully with less
c"muplr-x ones for control of termitory and other resources. As a result of such
competition. in all but the poorest nnd most marginal environments (and in-
creasingly even in these) smaller-scale societies must cither acquire the key
attributes of morne complex societies or be displaced or absorbed by them.
Convergence of this sort occurs far more readily in human socielies than
among other animal species because of the unique degree to which human
belaviour is leamed. As small-scale socicties are deprived of resources and
become less able to maintain a satisfactory lifestyle, many individuals in such
socleties ndopt new forms of behaviour cither to survive or because they are
pasitively attmcted by more successful ways of doing things. It is the short-
term competitive achantages of socteties that determine their relative viability.
Small-scale hunter-gatherer socicties may as a tvpe possess greater long-term
viability than industrial societies. but in direct competition it is the industrial
societies that prevail (Trigger 1998a: 170-77). Increasing complexity also ap-
pears to foster a more sclentific understanding of the materal world and of
human behaviour, as well as the development of higher levels of both social and
sell-control ¢ Elins 1978: 1982). These attributes also appear to have a selective
advantage.

Thus cultural selection provides a genenl direction to cultural change that
Justifies attempts Lo identify various stages in the development of greater cul-
tunl complexity. including early civilizations. This does not mean that all soci-
eties evohe along u single tnjectory 1o n common liture or that cross-cultural
differences are less important thim stmilurities. Unlike nineteenth-century evo-
lutionists. who posited the successive development of specific tvpes of society,
cultural selectionists allow for the development and survival of many: differ-
ent sorts of societies In particular socinl and natural settings (YolTee 1993)-
Any forn of cultural evolutionism that seeks 1o account only for sociocultural
regularities is bound to e scientifically inndequate. In order not to mask vuni-
ability and bias their conclusions, anthrapologists who emplov an evolutionan
perspeative must pay as much attention to cultural differences as they do to
cultural similarities. They mst aceept the passibility that features common
to a particular stage or level of social complexity may be few by companson
with dissimilar ones. They also imust detennine (‘l-llpll'i'L‘:l".\' towhat extent carly

chvilizations or anv other types of society were or were not elearly distinguished
from other tves :



DEFINING "EARLY CIVILIZATION’

Unilinear evolutionists in the nincteenth centuny and more recently feorvoli.
tionists belleved that all societies at the same stage of development were ven
similur. Societles could therefor be assigned to a panticular stage- on the hasic
of n small number of distincdive criteria or even a single trait. In the past. civi-
lization was often equated with the presence of writing, on the ground that the
ability to record speech made possible new: forms of innovation, commerce, and
understanding (Morgan 1907 [1877]: 12). Yet this association cannot 1e sus.
tained any more than any other attempt to define mrl'\ cinvilizations in tenns of
specific items of matenial culture. In Egypt. Mesopotamia. China, and among
the Maya, seripts that could be used to record speech were invented at o
relatively early period. In highland Mexico, Pera, and West Africa reconding
devices of this sort did not develop. Yet there is no perceptible difference in
the overall degree of social. economic. and political complexity reached Iy
curly civilizations that wtilized writing and those that did not.

The situation Is not improved by emploving longer trait lists. Childe 1g50°
attempted to distinguish the earliest cities, and by implication early civiliza-
tions. from Neolithic villages in terms of ten eriteria: (1! large urban centres,
(2) emft workers, merchants, officinls, and priests supported by the surpluses
procuced by farmers, (3) primary producers paving surpluses to a deity or
divine raler. (4) monumental architecture, (5) a ruling class exempt from man-
ual lnbour, (6} systems for recording information, (7! the deselopment of evict
practical sciences, (8) monumental art, () the regular importation of raw ina-
terals both as luxuries and as industrial matedals, and 107 resident specialist
craft workers politically as well as cconomically under the control of weular or
religious officials. Charles Maisels (19g9: 25-27 has pointed out that Childe’s
final point is composed of three sepante erteria: (1o} peasants, craftsmen,
and ralers form a comumnity, (11) the sociul solidarity of the community s
represented (or misrepresented) by the preeminence of temples and funer-
ary cults, and (12) o state organization Is dominant and pennanent. Childe
clearly believed that these features had evoled ina coevolationan fashion
and were all present in any social system that had reached a certaiu level of
complexity. s definition of eardy civillzation resembled the trait hists that
were still used In the 1950s to define archacological cultures. Such fistings ol
features were later used by evolutionary authropologsts to delincate stages of
culturul development.

One problem with such enumerstive definitions s that ¢ven sl elis-
agreements about how specific eriterin are defined or interpreted afleat what
societies are wslgned to a particalar categon. e hos cffort to prochice a



general charicterization of early civilizations, Childe defined tenns such as
‘city”, ‘monumental architecture’, ‘svstems of recording’, and ‘exact sciences’
in a loose or abstract rather than an operational manner. Cities in fact differed
considerably in size, lavout, and function in early civilizations, and scholars wha
used highly specific definitions of urbanism maintained that some civilizations,
such as those of ancient Egypt and the Maya, lacked them (J. Thompson 1970;
J- Wilson 1g60): vet no anthropologist was prepared on that account to deny
these two particular literate societies the status of civilizations. At the same
time. the highly urbanized Yoruba have often been denied the status of a civi-
lization or of having “cities” rather than ‘towns” because they were non-literate
‘Sjoberg 1g60). The Shang Chinese oceasionally have been described as o
‘chicfdom’ or “prestate society’, but those who did so never denied that they
constituted a “civilization” (Treistman 1972: 130). Each carly civilization was
the result of individual historical processes that produced distinetive material
and institutional expressions. Such complex entities cannot usefully be defined
by establishing a monothetic set of specific attributes that cach of them nmsi
5.

A uselul charcterization of carly civillzations must instead be framed in
terms of the general sorts of social. cconomic, and political institutions and
the associated types of knowledge and beliefs that were required for societies
of that degree of complexity 1o fiunction. Behaviour is accorded priority not
because materal culture, especially technology. was unimportant but becanse
it was embedded in society. Technology, settlement palterns, ant, and archi-
tecture can be noderstood only in tenns of the roles they played in materially
supporting such institutions. facilitating social interuction, and promoting the
ideological objectives ol various segments of society. Cross-cultural regularitics
in beliefs and values must be interpreted in relation to the social conditions
that produced them. A useful definition must therefore be constructed within
a social anthropological framework. o the following sections, 1 will survey the
common features that anthropologists have attributed to carly civilizations in
recent decades and determine how these general features differ from those
associated with more and less complex societies.

Anthropologists apply the term “carly civilization® to the earliost and sim-
plest forms of societies in which the basic principle goveming social relations
was ot kinship but a hicrarchy of social divisions that cut horizontally across
societies and were um'quul n power, wealth, and social prestige. In lilt‘.'u' s0-
cicties a tiny ruling group that used cocreive powers to augment its authority
WiLs sustained by agricultural surpluses and labour systematically ;|p|)m|lrinlvc|
Irom a wch larger nunber of agricultaral producers. Full-time specialists

artisans, burcaucrats, soldiers, retiiners also supported and senved the niling



group and the goverinent apparatus it controlled. Rulers cultivated luxurion
stvle of life that distinguished themn from the ruled.

‘ The horizontal divisions found in these societies are usually termexd “classes
Classes are distinguished by their generality from more specificinterest groups
based on common cultural, ethnic, religious, regional, or mcupaliomJ affini
ties. that unite to pursue their members” specialized objectives. Thev are fewer
usually last longer. cul across entire societies, and influence virtually every as
pect of thelr members’ lives. Patricia Crone ( 198¢9: 101-2) maintains, however
that no preindustrial society had classes becanse. in contrst to the working
classes in industrial societies. famers, who constituted the majority ol peaple
in preindustrial socicties, could not easily develop common goals bevond the
local level and were therefore unable to unite as a group to pursue their eco.
nomic interests in opposition to the ruling stratum. Crone argues that, becanse
of this, preindustrial societies may have been horizontally divided into strata
ranks, or orders but not into classes. She thus equates the tenn ‘class’ with
what some Marxists call “classes for themsehves’, by which they mean social
orders that arc not only aware of themsehass but also wnited in the pursuit of
common political goals «Terrav 1975). She also maintains that in preindustrial
societies wealth was mainly detenmined by status, wherews in more rapidlh
changing and verticallv mobile industrial socicties class membership tends to
be determined principally by wealth. The close association between wealth
and class in industrial societies reflects the high degree of vertical mobility
that results fromn the economic expansion and rapid social change that are
inherent in capitalist socicties.

Crone is not alone in recognizing that socinl scientists must clicose between
a broad definition of “class’ that can be applicd to all vaneties of comple
societies, taking nccount of the different forms that it assumes in different
twpes. und a definition that would restrict “class” to modeny industrind societics.
The latter sort of definition treats preindustrinl societies as having different
kinds of stratification that arisc from [actors other than owning capital or the
means of production Bottomore 1974: 933 Historical usage both supports
and undermines Crone's usage. While the term “class” (elassts) was an ancient
Roman one, it came to be widely used only in moderm Europe in the carly
nineteenth century, replacing earlier terms such as ‘rank” and ‘order”. to denote
hivrarchical divisions that were increasingly being defined in economic terms.
Nevertheless, the Romans used the term “cluss” to designate the division of
their society into formal orders based on personal wealth, which in tum defined
individual and family rights and responsibilities in relation to the Ronun state.
This indlcates that classes, even as nammowly defined by Crune, existed w some

preindustrial societles.



Yet | agree that the terminological issue she has raised s not trivial - that
farmers had difficulty in organizing (or broadly based soctal action in prein-
dustrial societies and that in these socteties wealth tended to be derived from
political power far more frequently than political power was derived from
wealth, There is also evidence that in early civilizations major social divisions
were pereeived very differently from the way we regard them: the members of
different social strata were somethmes assngnv(l separute supematural origins
and different roles that were considered in accord with a divine plan. Every
complex society had its own particular view of the nature, origin, and roles
of its social strata. Crone’s argument raises the possibility that different terms
might profitably be emploved to designate social hierrehies in industrial and
preindustrial socicties.

At the same time, while the roles played by wealth, power. prestige. edu-
cation. and manners in acquiring membership in particular societal levels can
varv greatly from one society to another. it appears that in all complex soci-
eties there is o strong correlation between wealth. power. and prestige. This
suggests that similar concerns drive the development of and sustain horizontal
divisions in all complex societies. even if the basic ways in which these div-
sions develop and maintain themselves change as socielies increase in scale
and complexity. Material concerns are not absent at any level, and economic
and political motives appear iuextricable regardless of how they are pursued.
Evenif fanmers were unable to unite as a single group to achieve their political
goals in early civilizations. thev were as aware of the social hierarchy and of
their place in it as members of the ruling group. Such knowledge plaved a
major role in ordering individual behaviour in early civilizations and some-
times resulted in political action in the form of farmers’ revolts or workers’
demonstirations. Thus larmers constituted de facto “classes in themselves” even
if they did not constitute ‘classes for themselves”, and 1 am prepared to use the
term ‘class” as a cross-cultural label for the mnjor hierarchical divisions found
in carly civilizations. "Early civilization” can thus be ssimmarily defined as the
earliest and simplest form of class-based soc iety.

EARLY STATES AND EARLY CIVILIZATIONS

Early civilizations were not the first societies to be divided into classes. Small-
scale societies such as the sedentary, food-collecting Tlingit and Kwakiut)
peoples of coastal British Columbia or the agriculturl Kavam ol Borneo were
held together by kinship relations, and their leaders depended on public opin-
ion for such support as was at their disposal, but thev were divided into at least
three hereditary strata or classes: chiels or nobles, commoners, and shves



:d Donlnld 11997: R?ussoau 1990 2001). Early states such as Buganda, the Zulu
cc':::,:l:“l,:wsl‘:::;lllﬂ:;I:‘l;n;'::.\t_l-nrl',\"hlslori('::ll Hawaii, and the snenteenth-

. . rginia consisted of several thonsand to sev-
‘-‘“fl hundred thousand people. living in kinship-based comnunitics ar small
chlcl'dc.Jms held together by rulers who regulary used force to maintain their
authority. The core of such an carly state (or complex chiefdom: was an eth-
nic group. tribe. or niler’s kindred to which other groups willingly or unwill-
ingly paid tribute. This tribute supported a higher standard of living for the
core graup, which was entirely or partly freed from agricultural labour, giv-
ing its members more time to carry oul adwinistrative tasks and suppress
rebellions. Political control was based on patron-client relations. and the suc-
cess of a polity depended largely on the personal gualities of its paramount
leader (Earle 1gg1: Price and Feinman 1g95: Upham 1990, Borders fluctu-
ated and cores [ragmented when political leadership failed. While the rul-
ing group’s lifestyle was more luxurious than commoners’, the gap between
these two groups was less marked than it was in carly civilizations. These
rudimentary classes were superimposed on hierarchically structured kinship
networks or ethnic groups, with kinship remining the basis of sociopolitical
organization.

In early civilizations. in contrast, class displaced kinship and ethnicity as the
main organizing principle of society. While kinship remained important at the
local level and in reinforcing relations among the upper classes, endognmons
classes allocated rights and responsibilitics and protected the interests of a
privileged minority. Power was basedl primarily on the control of agricultural
surpluses. which the upper classes extracted in vartous ways [mm the rest of
the population. While the technology remained simple, the organization and
management of human labour sometimes became quite complex. Authorita-
tive power in the form of institutionalized administeative positions repluced
-client relations found in early states. Each state was
achwinistered by multiple levels of officials who were able to nobilize the entire
population for defence and public works and provided the political secunty
that allowed farmers to prosper and increase in numbers. Govermnents wene
sufliciently stable to endure over many genenitions. There was more stratedic
and svmbolic emphasis than in early states on controlling territony: bonlen
tended to be more clearly defined and guarded. This and the increased impor-
tance of class resulted in more restricted roles for kinship and ethnicity than
at carlier stages of political development.

Central governments possessed ultimate
of force. The ruling class was able to exert various forms o it
mands for the production of surpluses. corvée libour, and mandatory military

the more informal patron

control over justice and the e
{ coercion, but de-



senvice were kept at a relatively low level, and officials often reciprocated for
such work with food and entertainment. Although most carlv civilizations had
slavery. it was less extensive and oppressive than in many later preindustrial
socleties. The scale and productivity of early civilizations nevertheless per.
mitted the upper classes to extract sufficient surpluses to support a markedly
more claborute lifestvle than that enjoved by the lower classes or by anyone
in less complex societies and to create inonumental art and architecture that
required a wide range of raw materials, highly skilled craftspeople, and profes.
sional planners and administrators. These creations became svinbols of their
power and leadership ability.

The upper classes claimed privileged relations with the supematural, and
nulers frequently were aseribed divine or semidivine status. Just as class ha
replaced both real and metaphorical kinship as a basis for organizing socictics,
so religious concepts replaced kinship as a medium for soclal and political
discourse (Sablins 1976: 211-12). There is little evidence that such issues were
formulated in leems of explicitly political or economic concepts: this would
have been especially difficult where paramount rulers claimed absolute and
divinely sanctioned authority. As had been the case in less complex societics,
religious concepts did not differentiate clearly between what we regard as the
social. natural, and supematural realms. Yet. despite a general tendency to
view nature as animated by supematural power and able to understand and
respond to human entreaty. there is abundant evidence that the people who
lived in carly civilizations. like all other human beings, clearly understood the
relation between cause and effect in their evervday dealings with the natural

world. They were also keenly aware of self-interest and how it could be most
clectively pursued in the social real,

LATER PREINDUSTRIAL CIVILIZATIONS

Later preindustrial civilizations, what Taleott Parsons called ‘Advanced
Intermicdiate” socicties as opposed to “Archaic” ones (Sanderson 1990: 1100,
developed either directly from carly civilizations or as sccondary civilizations
on the borders of carly ones that thev eventually dominated and transfonned.
Among them were the Assvrian and Persian Empires, Classical Greece.
Republican and Imperal Rome, Masnan India, Han Dynasty China, and
the feudal and mercantile states found in Europe, ]apzlu: and elsewhere in
medieval and carly modem times. These socictios were organized cither i
city-states or regional states, with the later tending to predominate. One ol
the key features that distinguished these societies [rom carly civilizations was
the widespread use of money. usually in the form of metal coins. to facilitate



exchange and store \.wallll. The mass production of coins of small value. of-
ter:llllﬂd(' of copper. '“mf'l“)fa'ﬂl low-wage eamers more deeph into market
and wage ('-(‘Ollomit?s. This was associated with the growing diversification of
cconomies and the increasing importance of production, exchange. and finan-
cin.l.servlces as sources of income (Heichelheim 1g58: 251-54:. Even in feudal
societies, where a non-commerdal form of landholding was associated wath
political power. money played an increasingly important role in facilitating
the accumulation of wealth. In Western Europe this process led to the nise
of capitalism (Braudel 1g82: Wallerstein 1974). Money also senved as a com-
mon denominator for calculating an individual's total assets, and this made it
possible for the abstract concept of wealth to replace control of land or crop
surpluses as a measure of position and status. A common measure of wealth
also made it easier for an increasing number of individuals to invest in a vanety
of economic adivitles. .

In many later preindustrial civilizations, military forees were more numer-
ous, specialized, and institutionally distinguished from the state and [rom so-
ciety in general. ln carly civilizalions full-time soldiers tended to be few and
to be led by kings. government officinls, and local anthorities. As military tech-
nology and tactics grew more complex. professional annics were created that
were commanded by career officers. When the civil administration of the
Roman Empire declined. generals used the disciplined and still well-financed
military power at their disposal to override civil authorities and compete with
one another for imperial office. [n all socicties where anned forees became
institutionally distinet [rom the govemment. controlling the military: became
n growing source of concem for government officinls (Mann 1986: 169-67 1.

Whereas in early civilizations supematural powers were regarded as inher-
ent in nature. in the course of the first millennium B.C. in Greece and parts
of the Middle East, Indin. and China. the natural world becune increasingh
desacralized. Instead of being regarded as animated by supenatural eneng.
which endowvd trees, rocks, and stars with reason, cmotions. and will, as well
as power. the physical universe came to be viewed as inanimate and plants
andl animals as lacking the reason and insight pussessed by human beings. The
world and the things in it became entilies that human beings might tny to
understand through obsenation and thereby control more effectivels,

This new understacling meant that the nutuml. social. and supeniatural
realns were for the first time explicitly distinguishid from one another. The
realization that the natural and social realms ueeded to be undenstood in
different wans encounaged the development of new und more aggressive forins

aature of things. Some philosophers denicd the existence

of enguiry into the
supvnmluml b as

of the supernaturnl altogether: others regarded the



remote and largely irrelevant for everyday human afTnirs. Most people. how-
ever, viewed deities as increasingly transcendent: human beings and the world
depended on the gods for their creation and survival, but the gods were not be-
lieved to depend upon any aspect of their creation. New international religions,
such as Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Christinnity, and Islam, stressed individ-
ualism and the difference between the real and the ideal. Instead of being
identified with u particular state or civilization, these new religlons claimed
to be relevant for all human beings, and they promised personul salvation
to all who believed their teachings and were prepared to live ns they pre-
seribed. Even those forms of Judaism which rejected proselvtization regarded
their god as the mler of all peoples and places (Eisenstact 1986: Gellner
1988). Religious lovaltics thus extended over much broader arcas than palit-
ical and cthnic ties or than religious systems had done in carly civilizations.
Communitics of believers in intemational religions plaved a mnjor role in facil-
itating international trade and communication in a world in which production
and exchange networks were becoming increasingly important and extensive
(Mann 1g86: 163-71).

These views affected political life. Old rituals in which monarchs medi-
ated between the haman and the supematural realns persisted in some later
preindustrial civilizations. but the conceptual separation of the natural. social,
and supematural realims promoted a view of kings as humans who at most
received divine protection. The sacral kingship associated with early civiliza-
tions was replaced by diverse fonns of government. Democracies, oligurchies.
tvrannies, and military dictatorships Bonrished alongside both limited and ab-
solute monarchies. Power increasinglv depended on the ability of rulers to use
military force to maintain high levels of agricultural productivity and sustain
the bureaucrucies that collected the mvenues required to meet the state’s ex-
penses. The increasing power of the state meant that in some societies the
prevalence of slivery and the exploitation of the poor reached higher levels
than before.

While later preindustrial civilizations varied in scale and in cconomic,
political. and ideological ongunization, thev tended to be more powerful
than carly civilizations and better adapted to the trmussacietal division of
labour that characterdzed an occumene stretching from Europe to Fast
Asiit. Ancient Egypt lost its political independence and then its distinetive
political and religious institutions as it was absorbed sucecessively into the
late Roman and then the Islamic cultural sphere. Mesopotamian enlture lost
its distinctive characteristics following its incorporation into the Hellenistic
world. In northern China the transition was internal and more gradual and
did not imole such a spectacular break with the past. but it too cane



about as the result of centures of competition among nval states. The
dlsnpp.cllfancfn.of the distinctive features of early avilizations is evidence
of their '".ﬂhlIIIl%' to compete with the tnstitutions that characterized Later
preindustrial ('l\'l"?.all-()lls (Crone 1989: Gellner 1988; 1all 1686: Mann 1986

In sub-Saharan Africaand the Americas, no indigenous societics had evol e
beyond the level of early civilizations by the time of Furopean contact. One
possible exception was the Postclassic .\I:'n_m [A.D. goo-1510, who built ]u;la|(1-\
and temples on a more modest scale than the Classic Mava and more stnye-
tures serving public functions. Kings appear 10 have been less revered than
previously. and at least one major centre, Chichen Itza. had a multepal, or
joint government of nobles (Schele and Freidel 19g0: 4611, Mawa art of the
Postelassic period emphasized communal and social themes mther than the
royal ones that had predominated during the Classic period. There is. how-
ever, no evidence of major changes in religious beliefs or other aspects of thelr
sacial organization. 1t may be that what looks like an incipient development
bevond the level of carly civilization merely reflected highland Mesoamerican
influences on the Maya of that period.

The Spanish conquests of Mexico and Peri were assisted by a smallpox
pandemic that killed a vast nomber of indigenous peaple, and the subsequent
consolidition of these conquests was aided by inany epidemics of European
diseases against which local peoples facked immamity. Yet the rapid subjugation
of Mexico and Peni. as well as the scarcely apposed British conquest of Benin,
were a consequence not merely of superior Enropean military technology: but
also of superior organization. discipline, and self-discipline and more aggres-
sive ideologies, both religious and sceular. These inomentous events constitute
further cvidence of the superior organizational (thut not ethicab) achievements
of later preindustrial and industrial civilizations.

ASIATIC SOCIETIES

The concept of “Asiatic socicty” or the "Asiatic mode of production” was promi-
nent in discussions of early civilizations during the 1g70s and 1980s, when
Marxism briefly plaved a significant role in theoretical debates among anthro-
pologists. Karl Marx (1964 had postulated that the trditional state structures
of India and China consisted of egalitarian farming villages based on collee-
tive landholding that were dominated and taxed by a military elite. While the
regional g(ht‘ﬂ;lllvlll structures created by this elite rose and fell as a con-
sequence of militan competition, faming villuges n-mu.im-.d_ um:l:.-ung--t! omer
long perods. Marx viewed these ammgements as a prnitive losrmn nl.c'laus
society but one which, as a result of the village self-sufficiency on which



was based. had little potential for developrsent. He believed that, because of
this. the class socteties of India and Chins were doomed to remain unchanged
until European colontalism brought new and more dvnamic economie facton
into plav. This concept introdixed an eleinent of multilinearity into Marx
thinking but also eshibited a strong Eurocentric bias. Marx himsell was clearh
ambivalent about the coneept of Adatic sovtety and did not include it in his
mon doginatic and unilinear verdons of workd history (Batley and Llober
1ghs: Dhinn 1ghe: Krader 1975

Some anthropologists ideuntified Asiatic society as a form of the early state,
while athers exqquated it with carly dvilization and inore specifically with what |
will call carly envilization’s termitortal variant. Mar equated it with later prein.
dustrial smteties as well as some carly civilizations. In fact no carkv civilization
appeans ever to have bad an egaliturian village base. all such communities hav-
ing been hicrurchized to varving degrees as a consequence of having existed
in the context of class sociedies (Trigger 1985 1. The concept of Asiatic society
has generated some useful discussions, but its innin {eatures do not nppm}
to correspond with any societies that have actually exdsted. It is a product of
inadequately documented nineteenth-cemury speculation.



or each of the seven early cnalizations betng coanparm] T oranpaled in-

fornation reganding its environmental wtting, popubanon denan and
distribution. familv and community ongamzanon gremneent byl watem.
technology. lind tennre. subsistencr pattems, trade punufs tunng and distn-
bution of gouds, art, architecture, religions beliefs and practices oural coeles
speciallzed knowledge. and belicfs coneeming the unnene the nure of the
Individual, and esteemed forms of behaviour My gual was to awrrtan how
these elements were articalated nindividual cnalizations befor: attemping
comparisons.

1 sought to determine emplrcally the amount of rewearch that was meapunal
by noting when 1 began to encounter s sharp and consstent de line in infor-
mation that either supplemented or contrudicted what had dleeacds Gilected
Reaching that goal necessitated taking notes on as mam as e honeddeed bonoks
and monographs dealing with each civilization as well as reacding 4 Large sumber
of recent papers. Afler this stage was reached. | read manh aeabs pabbishesd
works that provided generl ovendews of spevafic carh (nabzatnns or dealt
with aspects that had been poorly covered in carlber studes By doang the re-
scarch mysell, 1 sought (o cnsure comparuhilits o the way dats were collevted
and processed.

In the course of this research 1 Incanee aware that theer were many buases
and limitations both in the sorts of data as wlsble comnraung esch carh onabza-
tion and in modem interpretations of these data Understasnbingg the n-asons
for such vartations and nuking alkmances for them are vital for the siceess
of any companitive lnvestigation. This clupter thwusses these problemns and
what | have done to tn o mlnmize their tezatne TGl E



