
Essay # 2: Testing a theory 
Purpose: 
 

To develop insights into the emergence of civilization and the archaeological evidence of it in 
one particular case. To try your hand at the kind of analytical thinking that archaeologists and 
other social scientists engage in. 
 

Pick your subjects by selecting: 
 

1. Any definition of civilization from Some definitions of “civilization” and “complex society”  
other than the “short list” definition 

2. A region: either Sumer or Egypt 
3. A period or periods during which you feel that the transition to civilization in your region 

primarily occurred, based on the definition and archaeological evidence. 
4. A theory of the emergence of civilization from the following list: 

The “social surplus” theory (V. Gordon Childe) 
The “circumscription” theory  (Robert Carniero) 
The “success in competition” theory (William Sanders and Barbara Price) 
The “war finance” theory  (David Webster) 
The “managerial benefits” theory (Elman Service) (Could be hard to test!) 
The “economics of population growth” theory (Allen Johnson and Timothy Earle) 
The “resource-deficient core” theory (William Rathje) 

 

   Note that several theories are NOT to be used for this assignment, specifically: 
The “hydraulic hypothesis” (Karl Wittfogel) 
The “individual and class strategy” approach (Elizabeth Brumfiel and others) 
The “cybernetic” or “systems analysis” approach (Kent Flannery) 
The “evolutionary convergence” theory (Ronald Cohen) 

 

Write a roughly five page essay that addresses the following issues: 
 

1. When did civilization emerge? Use one anthropological definition of civilization and 
specific archaeological evidence to show when civilization first emerged in the region 
according to that definition. This is similar to Essay #1, except that this time you will be 
arguing that some period ('Ubaid, Middle Uruk, whatever) was the first period that met the 
criteria for civilization, while the preceding period did not quite satisfy the definition. 
Explain how the evidence satisfies the definition in the one period, and does not satisfy it in 
the preceding one. Consider this an argument. Convince me that you are right. This section 
should be about 1 to 1½ pages long. You will have to be both concise and reasonably 
complete here. Identify the definition by name or author, but don’t waste space repeating the 
definition. Go straight to the evidence and how it does or does not fit the definition. 

 

2. What are the test implications of the theory? Test implications are statements of evidence 
that you would expect to find if the theory were true, or evidence that would only exist if the 
theory were false. If you say that civilization appeared in the Late Uruk period and you are 
testing the hydraulic hypothesis, one test implication might be that if the hydraulic hypothesis 
were correct, then traces of large canals should be found that date to the Middle or Late Uruk 
period. Cover all the important features of the theory. Think creatively to come up with 
expectable physical evidence of each major aspect of the theory. If some aspects would leave 
no evidence, explain that. This section should be about ½ to 1½ pages long. 
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3. How well does the theory explain this case? Using evidence from the period that you claim 
was the first to be civilized and the periods immediately before that, evaluate whether the test 
implications are met. That is, evaluate whether the theory accurately describes the processes 
that led up to civilization in this case. Obviously, most information from later periods or 
much earlier periods is not relevant, so be careful about the time period that evidence relates 
to. Review the reading How to evaluate a theory for guidance. Score the theory on a scale of 
1 to 10 on how well it works for the region and time period you selected. A “10” means that 
the theory is a good explanation for this case; a “1” means that the theory does not fit the case 
at all. Convince me that the score is appropriate by explaining how specific, concrete 
evidence about the region from the readings, lectures, and/or other sources supports or 
contradicts the test implications, and by explaining how you balanced these arguments to 
arrive at the score. Often, parts of a theory fit, while others do not. A theory might fit if you 
make minor changes, or a theory may explain some aspects of the case, but not others. These 
kinds of conclusions are OK, as long as you explain them. Still, assign a score and defend it. 
This section should be about 2 to 3 pages long. 

 

Content: 
 

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. 
 

Please do not waste your limited space by quoting or summarizing the definition or the theory 
except as needed to refer to it. Be sure to indicate which definition of civilization and theory you 
are discussing, using the names and/or authors given in the readings.  
 

Sources: 
 

As with the first essay, I do not expect you to do additional research, although you are welcome 
to do so if you wish. Using evidence from the readings, class notes, and slides is sufficient. 
Online sources are OK if they are reliable, academic sources like the article databases available 
through the library website or websites of most domains that end in “.edu”. 
 

Format and citations: 
 

Computer print your essay in 12 point type, double spaced or space-and-a-half. Five pages should 
be sufficient. Your writing should be grammatically correct, properly spelled, and in 
appropriately academic style. Try to be both thorough and concise. Please do not waste your 
limited space by quoting or summarizing definitions except as needed to refer to them. 
 

All information and ideas, including the definitions, must be properly cited in the text. Include a 
bibliography with the full references. Follow the citation and bibliography style guide attached to 
the first assignment. The bibliography does not count towards the length of the paper. 
 

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: 
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341-08s-Essay2-LastnameFirstname 
 

Replace “LastnameFirstname” with your name, last name first, capitalizing the first letter of each 
name. 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 
 

341-08s-Essay2-SmithJohn-draft.doc 
 

Grading: 
 

This essay is worth 150 points, out of 1000 for the course. 
 

 
 


