
Essay # 1: Using a definition 
Purpose: 
 
To encourage you to think about the concept of “civilization”, and to practice constructing 
arguments based on both general anthropological concepts and specific archaeological evidence. 
 

Pick your subjects by selecting: 
 

• any definition of civilization or complex society given in the reading "Some Definitions of 
Civilization and Complex Society" except the “short list” definition (it is too easy to use!), 
and 

• any one of the following sites or cultures: PPNA Jericho, Çatal Hüyük, Hassuna, Halaf, 
Samarra, 'Ubaid 

 

Write an essay that addresses the following issues: 
 

1. Decide, based on the definition that you have selected, whether or not the society you have 
selected should be considered a civilization. 

2. Explain and defend your position by providing archaeological evidence or arguments that 
indicate whether or not the society meets each of the criteria in the definition. For example, if 
the definition requires monumental architecture, you might write that “The gold-encrusted 
pyramid at this site satisfies the requirement for monumental architecture. The pyramid was 
monumental in that it required a lot of labor and resources to build, but it had little practical 
purpose other than impressing onlookers." (Actually, you might check the facts before using 
that particular example.) Try to cover all aspects of the definition, and be as complete, 
specific, and convincing as you can. If the society fits some, but not all, of the definition, 
make a judgment call on whether it comes close enough, and explain why you balanced the 
evidence the way you did. 

3. Now play "devil's advocate". Identify one or two weak points in your argument, and explain 
how someone who disagreed with your claim would argue the opposite position or contradict 
your argument. As before, use specific archaeological evidence to support the claims. 

4. Finally, explain why the "devil's advocate" arguments are incorrect or otherwise do not 
outweigh the arguments in favor of your initial position. 

 

Content: 
 

Think of this essay as a debate or a court case; you are trying to convince the reader that your 
position (for example, "The society of PPNA Jericho was not a civilization according to such-
and-such a definition") is correct. Use specific archaeological data, and explain exactly how it 
does or does not fit each part of the definition. Sometimes the evidence may be insufficient to 
make a judgement about some part of a definition. Try to work around these problems. It is 
acceptable to acknowledge that some facts just cannot be determined, as long as you explain 
what they are and why you cannot resolve the problem with the information at hand. Explaining 
the problem shows that you have good reasons for setting a given point aside, while ignoring it 
would suggest that you overlooked the issue or that you are avoiding facts that are against you. If 
you find that there just is not enough evidence to make a good case, you might select a different 
society, select a different definition, or do some research to find additional evidence. 
 

Use concrete data as evidence, rather than authors' opinions. For example, the strongest way to 
argue that the people of Çatal Hüyük used mathematics would be to explain how specific 
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evidence indicates use of a particular mathematical concept (if it does). Simply writing that 
"according to Fairservis, people at Çatal Hüyük used arithmetic" is better than nothing, but far 
less convincing. Stating the claim without mentioning the author would be weaker yet. 
 

If your definition involves the concepts of “city” or “state”, use anthropological definitions from 
the readings to determine whether those features are present. Specify which definition(s) you are 
using, and evaluate them using specific evidence, as discussed above. 
 

I do not expect you to do additional research for this essay. Using the archaeological evidence 
from the readings, class notes, and slides is sufficient. If you choose to search for additional 
evidence, please cite your sources as you would for a research paper, including online sources. 
Online sources are OK if they are reliable, academic sources like the article databases available 
through the SSU library website or most domains that end in ".edu". 
 

Be plain and clear. Explain how the evidence you mention supports the point you are making. 
Give all the necessary facts, and write so directly that your mother would understand your 
argument. Do not assume that I will know what you are trying to say. It is your job to say it so 
clearly that I cannot possibly miss your point, nor fail to be convinced that you are right. 
 

Format: 
 

Computer print your essay in 12 point type, double spaced or space-and-a-half. Your writing 
should be grammatically correct, properly spelled, and in appropriately academic style. Three or 
four pages should be sufficient to do a good job. Try to be both thorough and concise. In the 
interest of fairness, I will not read more than five pages for this assignment. 
 

You do not need to cite references when the information comes from the posted readings, class 
notes, slides, or class discussion. However, if you find a useful fact in a source that we aren’t 
using in class, please give the reference, in case the information is new to me. 
 

Turning it in: 
 

Turn in the essay BOTH on paper, AND as a file attached to an email message to me. I will 
return the paper copy with comments and a grade written on it. The paper copy is due in class on 
the day indicated on the class web site. The computer file OF THE IDENTICAL PAPER is due 
by midnight of that day. I must have BOTH versions to give you credit. Name the file in this 
format: 

341-06f-Essay1-LastnameFirstname 
Your word processor may add a 3-letter file extension like ".doc" or ".wks". 
 

Drafts: 
 

You are welcome to discuss your assignment with me or give me a draft to review before the 
assignment is due. My comments and suggestions may help you write a better essay and get a 
better grade. If you email a draft, please name the file as above, but add "-draft", like 

341-06f-Essay1-SmithJohn-draft.doc 
 

Grading: 
 

Grading is based primarily on how well you support your case. I do not have "correct" answers in 
mind, although there are some combinations of definitions, societies, and positions that may be 
impossible to support well. This essay is worth 170 points, out of 1,010 for the course. 


