Review of “Understanding Early Civilizations: A Comparative Study” Chapter 3 (Trigger, 2003).
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In Chapter 3 of Trigger’s Understanding Early Civilizations: A Comparative Study, Trigger explores many subjects including the models of unilinear and multilinear sociocultural evolution, social evolutions implications with colonial behaviour and racial connotations and the lack of importance of writing/ recording in societies which was originally an important benchmark for civilisation (Morgan, 1907).
The chapter opens with a discussion on linearity and cultural evolution, a previously important concept for defining early civilisations; Trigger notes that although this concept is not as invalid as extreme relativists would make out but care needs to be taken not to cross the line which leads to racial and colonial apologism. It is also noted recurrently that despite the concept having some merit it often overlooks and denies the degree of knowledge, skill, mastery and creativity of indigenous peoples for a strict delineation of criteria, often with little focus on the true complexity, for example the presence of written word and recording was often associated with innovation and complicated achievements (ibid), however Trigger makes very clear that this is terribly inaccurate as many cultures which either did not or only later developed written word, did manage to achieve the same levels of complexity as ones with (notable examples include various South American civilisations, Mayan and Mexican, as well as West African). An interesting point made on page 42 is that through direct competition, larger industrial societies prevail over smaller hunter-gather societies despite having a lower long-term viability, this often meant that smaller, more “primitive” societies were occluded, converged, eradicated or forced to evolve when they came into close proximity with their more industrial counterparts (Trigger, 2003).
It is clear from Trigger’s writing that a Class system is integral to civilisations, anthropologists often defining “early civilisation” as a society with a governing structure, hierarchy, disparity in power, a small number of ruling elite being supported by a large number of agricultural/peasant workers through coercive authority, elite rulers and sometimes other classes beneath them in the horizontal division being exempt from manual labour and distinguishing themselves with a luxuriant lifestyle afforded by surpluses from the lower levels of primary producers (Trigger, 2003).
Childe’s list of 10 criteria for a civilisations (Childe, 1950) is described by Trigger with amendments made by Maisels (Maisels, 1999) which takes the list of criteria to a count of 12. It is noted that although it is an improvement on the unilinear systems which often defined civilisation on a small number of criteria (such as just written language), it is lacking in other areas, such as its unnecessary complexity which inherently excludes at least three well known civilisations Egypt, Maya and Yoruba as they lack some of the criteria relating to urbanism.
Crone is mentioned to draw attentions to classes and class structure, she argues that no pre-industrial society had need/desire for a class system, that a class system is derived from a common interest whether ethnic, religious, cultural or regional, pre-industrial societies were incapable to organise or unite under a common goal at more than a local level. Trigger continues to explain that Crone believes that the horizontal divisions are erroneously named as Class, however the word, derived from the Roman “Classis” was used in the ancient Roman Empire, to denote the differences between individuals, families and groups based on social ranking and personal wealth. Trigger sums this up by noting that the idea of Class was in fact prevalent in some pre-industrial societies; though still agreeing to the terminological issues raised and that maybe in accordance with Crone’s suggestion that better terminology could lead to better clarity.
It is now clear that the classification of “Early Civilisation” were not the first societies with horizontal division of “class” or “rank”. Societies such as Tlingit, Kwakiutl and Kayan show evident signs of bonded kinship relations where leaders were dependant on lower ranks for their survival; there are three divisions to be noted, the chiefs/nobles, commoners and slaves/dependants (Donald, 1997). Many other early state societies (including Zulu, Buganda, Hawaiian and Powhatan) consisted of a large number of members ruled by an elite which often exercised coercive force to maintain order and authority.  
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