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Bruce Trigger: ‘Understanding Early Civilisations: Egypt in Context’
Chapter 1 – Critical Review
The book is a comparison tool for early civilisations and assesses whether Egypt was a unique civilisation or had commonality with others. He defines civilisation, loosely following the sentiment of Childe’s ‘checklist’ of what constitutes a civilisation (he aligns with Childe). The time difference would bring new evidence, giving weight to his viewpoint. Trigger has ultimately focused on “the extent to which human behavior is shaped by factors that operate cross-culturally as opposed to factors that are unique to particular cultures.” [1]. Trigger states: “The first chapter is a theoretical and methodological introduction.” [2]. 
Comparative studies were associated with authors like Childe and Wittfogel, disabused by the Processualists (e.g. Julian Steward) but adopted by the Post-Processual Archaeology b0ranch he finds favour with. Comparison is a necessity he argues: “My own work is based on the assumption that, when it comes to ... human behavior, explaining differences is theoretically as important as explaining similarities.” [3]. Personally, understanding can be made faster when comparisons are established, and it gives a much greater picture of the course of history, ‘cultural evolution’ according to Trigger and Childe. 
To Trigger, Egyptology was never as ‘theoretically insightful’ as other branches. He calls for a “romantic anthropological” [4] path as shown towards the Inca. This mentality is carried on: “Egyptologists tend to assume that there is no expertise needed to understand the behavior of the ancient Egyptians. Yet they also are convinced that the Egyptian civilisation is unique and should be studied for its own sake.” [5]. He acknowledges the need for new perspectives and wants a growth in this line of thought.
Trigger indicates that strong biases affects studies, exerting influences on “cross-cultural investigations”. [6]. Trigger notes Aztec culture where scholars are divided whether Aztec elites were “cynical imperialists or bloodthirsty cannibals.” [7]. Trigger ‘warns’ that a civilisation’s written documents are likely markedly biased, reflecting the concerns of an elite minority. Moreover, Trigger makes an interesting point that indigenous people may have changed their traditions in written text to appease their occupiers, therefore presenting an altered image. 
Scholars form his evidence, which uphold his own opinion, but the scholars that contradict each other give an insight as to how different branches reach different conclusions, and from this the reader may be able to formulate their own opinion. Personally, I think the most important part is that Trigger does not agree with all his sources. For example, he disputes that “civilisation is equated with literacy.” [8]. This arguably shows more of his standpoint and is a key strength of this book. This implies he was committed to his research to find scholars that he might disagree with. Thanks to the ample number of sources there is a plurality of views. 
I appreciate his comparative studies; however, there are potential limitations. Trigger did not want to study one period overall, so we have a broader overview. This produces ‘holes’ in the assessment. By presenting unequal ‘time zones’, it causes confusion as to the actual progress made by each. He mentions Shang Dynasty China (600-year period) then talks about 1000 years of Egypt/Mesopotamia. I agree with Robert Mc. C. Adams in his review of this book: “Are units comparable if they differ so greatly in the historical depth of the comparisons, we draw between them?” [9]. 
[bookmark: _Hlk23342903]Overall, this correlates civilisation, which before Post- Processualism was often overlooked. It places heavy emphasis for a more anthropological approach to civilisations whilst dismissing Processual Archaeology and cultural evolutionism (which was a “unilinear process, with all societies evolving along a similar path, towards a common future.”) [10]. The cultural evolutionist outlook causes only a partial view of society (Trigger), and there should be a move away from this. Peregrine echoes this: “Through diachronic comparison, presumed causes can be demonstrated to precede presumed effects, and evolutionary patterns and processes can be identiﬁed and studied over time.” [11]. Trigger proposes a congruent outlook. In a strong statement he remarks: “An evolution that seeks to account only for similarities destines itself to be incomplete.” [12]. Despite a mixed timeframe, ‘Early Civilisations: Egypt in context’ offers necessary insights into the early formation of civilisations and importantly, the roles of the city – states. Moreover, it shows the relevance of cross-cultural studies and puts into doubt the idea that such a process was accepted totally.  It is a valuable tool for students assessing the compatibility of such civilisations and would introduce the student to a broader picture in the ‘timeline’ of Prehistoric societies.
Does this book relate to the Mayan Civilisation?
[bookmark: _Hlk23450336][bookmark: _Hlk23450358][bookmark: _GoBack]Firstly, Trigger discusses the role of symbols. He agrees with Sahlins’s quote: “ The symbols that were used to conceptualize and discuss social relations in such societies were mainly drawn from the sphere of religion, which at its highest levels was subject to state control.“ [13].I feel this completely encapsulates the relationship of civilisations and symbols. For the Maya, symbols were regarded highly and reflected all sections of life. The state often used them to remind people of their position/the omnipotence of their gods. Also, “The hieroglyphic inscriptions contain information about the city’s sociopolitical organization as well as dates and accounts of major historical events.” [14]. Symbols operated on a multi-levelled basis. Trigger talks generally about the stratification of society. “Each civilisation was based on exploitative relations, in which a king and a small ruling class extracted surplus production from the lower classes.” [15]. The Maya were never a unified empire but operated through a series of city – states. The city- state leaders believed they were descendants of the gods. “According to Maya beliefs, nobles were intermediaries between the gods and men…. Nobles had duties both to the gods and to man.” [16]. Was the social structure more interlinked nearer the top? “Some evidence suggests that rulers used theater in front of large audiences to display ritual performances.” [17]. Therefore: “ground unstable community identities in tangible forms through the use of symbolic acts and objects.” [18]. Trigger discusses Sahlins’s theory of cultural reason: “decision-making constrained by the idiosyncratic values of the specific cultural traditions, plays a greater role in determining human behavior than ‘practical reason’, the universally comprehensible calculation of the material interests of individuals and groups.”  [19]. I interpret this as how control was exerted over people, which was prevalent in Mayan life. There was a considerable slave trade: “Commoners and elites were permitted to own slaves….. form of punishment for certain crimes and for failing to pay back their debts.” [20]. Finally, Trigger evaluates how the spread of Christianity affected indigenous communities, and how they were altered. “Among the most pervasive of these were the centralization of government” (dismantling Mayan city -states) “and economy under Crown control, monolithic Catholicism, an emphasis on life in towns, and formalized notions of class and race.” [21]. A systemic ‘purge’ of their way of life crippled the Mayan culture and brought subjugation to the indigenous peoples. Bishop Diego De Landa burnt 27 Mayan codices and 20,000 Mayan images publicly, demanding they turn to Catholicism, denouncing their polytheism. He wrote: “We found a large number of books in these characters … they contained nothing in which were not to be seen as superstition and lies of the devil, we burned them all, which they (the Maya) regretted to an amazing degree, and which caused them much affliction.” [22]. 
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