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1. INTRODUCTION: 

In the South Asian context, the understanding of the evolutionary processes leading to the establishment of 

Harappan Civilization has been best understood than it was nearly 100 years ago.  The continuous sequence for over 

10,000 years provided by the sites of Mehrgarh, Nausharo, Pirak and Sibri, has helped in understanding the earliest food 

producing stages during which the transformation from the food gathering to food producing including domestication 

of plants and animals is noticed.  The site of Mehrgarh also exhibits the evidence of long distance trade, especially of 

non-local exotic items, as indicated by the presence of shells from Karachi and Gulf of Kachh coast (Turbinella pyrum), 

Makran (Engina mendicaria) and Oman coasts (mother of pearl); turquoise from Central Asia and lapis lazuli from 

eastern Afghanistan. During the succeeding phases, several new technologies were introduced, and the emergence of 

regional Chalcolithic cultures is also noticed.  This regional Chalcolithic phase at Mehergarh was contemporary with 

other regions like in modern Sindh, Gujarat, Cholistan, Punjab and Haryana.  These regional Chalcolithic cultures were 

interacting among themselves, but were largely dependent upon the raw material resources available locally or in the 

neighbourhood regions.  The systematic analysis of raw material provenance studies combined with the fashioning of 

various artefacts from the site of Harappa by Randall Law (2011) has clearly helped in understanding the phenomenon 

of exploitation of raw material resources predominantly from the northern regions and not from the south or southeast 

regions during the Ravi Phase (> 3700 to 2800 BCE) and Early Harappan Period (c. 2800 – 2600 BCE).   The regular 

interaction with communities from different regions, necessity of specialised raw materials with the increase in the 

number of social groups and elite, increased the knowledge of presence of raw materials and also transfer of technology 

all might have contributed in the integration of these regional Chalcolithic cultures in the South Asian context.   

The control and access of raw material resources and their distribution could have enabled the origin of social 

groups and elite dominating the distribution system.  The process of control of these raw material sources, sophisticated 

technologies to fashion the products, conjoined with the already well-established system of surplus in agricultural 

produce, enabled a system of trade mechanism in the form of barter system.  The different trajectories through which 

the ancient civilizations progressed to reach the stage of urbanism indicates its complex nature and each region was 

different from each other in terms of emergence of kingship, administrative processes.  Further, the presence clan based 

administrative control in a regional context and participation in a larger administrative set-up for the control of multiple 

parts of a civilization may also possible looking into the scenario of Harappan Civilization.  Thus, the process of 

urbanism was distinct from each civilization to other and is thus, a complex phenomenon.   

Abstract: The onset of Holocene around 12 Ka coincided with climatic changes, which pre-empted the humans to 

change their subsistence strategies, evolving gradually from food gathering to food producing mechanisms.  This 

ultimately led to the sedentary lifestyles, a firm footing for the subsequent advancements that led to emergence of 

villages, town and cities and ultimately urbanism. The reasons for the emergence of first urban settlements have 

been variously attributed to farming or rearing livestock, hunting and gathering, but Soja (2010) attributes it to 

trade and exchange that could have been facilitated through forms of reciprocity.  Evidence of such trade, 

particularly, long distance trade between Southwest Asia and Eastern Mediterranean has been traced back to 

15,000 years ago, which could have even developed into the Silk Route of historical period (Soja 2010).  The best 

examples of the process of urbanization are noticed in the Egyptian and Mesopotamian Civilizations.  Trade has 

been identified as one of the major driving force that fuelled the growth of cities and urbanism, and in the context 

of West Asia, the trade of flint stones and obsidian during the Neolithic period indicates establishment of long 

distance trade as evidenced from the site of Catalhoyuk (Soja 2010).  The processes of developments leading to 

urban development has also been closely linked with state formation, which necessitated a centralized or 

controlling authority, emergence of hierarchy based social stratification, resting on gender, kinship and cultural 

ties and ultimately development of class divisions, which Soja (2010) attributes largely on the ownership of 

property.   
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The early societies have indeed characterised by complex and different societies that performed processes and 

mechanisms that variously participated in the state formations.  The early societies are often characterised by 

‘chiefdoms’ and ‘states’ that define various stages of evolutionary processes also.  Frangipane (2018) summarises the 

various categories of chiefdom and state, the former into simple and complex or minimal, typical and maximal, and the 

latter into archaic or early state, mature state.  The early state is further categorised into inchoate early state, typical early 

state and transitional early state (Frangipane 2018).  Wright (2006) emphasizes that understanding the different 

evolutionary processes leading to the state formation is often difficult because, “…it is not a unitary and rapid process.” 

Wright (2006) further states that, “…no way to demonstrate that a line of research based on one definition (phenomenon 

of early civilizations) is better than other.”  Wright (1997) classifies the formation of state processes into ‘primary state 

formation and ‘secondary state formation.  Thus, ‘primary state formation’ deals with, “…emergence of states in a 

context of competing polities which lack specialization of control…” and ‘secondary state formation’ that resulted in 

the interaction with established states like Egypt, Syria, Anatolia, Crete.  Examples of such secondary states are Bronze 

Age Greece and Iron Age Israel (Wright 1997).   While the ‘primary state formation’ is often identified with, “…slow 

expansion of political and economic control by priestly figures…,” the ‘secondary state formation’ is with, “…rapid 

and often violent imposition of control by war leaders” (Wright 2006).   

Wright (1977) summarizes ‘chiefdom’ as, “…recognized as a cultural development whose central decision-

making activity is differentiated from, though it ultimately regulates, decision-making regarding local production and 

local social process but is not itself internally differentiated.”  Service (1962) defines ‘chiefdom’ as, “…redistributional 

societies with a permanent central agency of coordination,” which, however was criticized by later writers like Wright 

(1994). Wright (1994) later revises his definition for ‘chiefdom’ as, “…a socio-political entity in which overall socio 

control activities are vested in a subsystem which is externally specialized vis-à-vis other activities but not internally 

specialized in terms of different aspects of control process (e.g. observing, deciding, coercing).” Further, Wright (1994) 

defines ‘simple chiefdom’ as, “…control is exercised by figures drawn from an ascribed local elite subgroup; these 

chiefdoms characteristically have only one level of control hierarchy above the level of local community.”   

‘Complex chiefdom’ is described to exist in isolation, as in the case of islands and they do not develop into a 

state if not drawn into a larger system, and mostly chiefdoms are in constant competition with other chieftains and 

engage largely in warfare.  Wright (1994) defines ‘complex chiefdom’ as, “…those in which control is exercised by 

figures drawn from a class of people which cross-cuts many local subgroups, a ‘class’ being defined as a ranked group 

whose members compete with each other for access to controlling positions and stand together in opposition to other 

people.”  Further, Wright (1977) emphasizes that in ‘complex chiefdoms’ the access to control is normally the outcome 

of competition and cycling between the top two levels of hierarchy, well above the level of local community.   

In contrast, ‘state’ is understood by Wright (1977), “…as a cultural development with a centralized decision-

making process which is both externally specialized with regard to the local processes which it regulates, and internally 

specialized in that the central process is divisible into separate activities which can be performed in different places at 

different time.”  As per Wright (1977), ‘states’ differ from ‘chiefdoms’ in “…regulatory pattern, regulatory strategy, 

hierarchical structure, and oscillation of hierarchical pattern in time” and he further observes that most of these 

differences could be traced archaeologically. States may be similar to chiefdoms, as they also exist in a network of states 

and Wright (1977) observes that among early or simple states, competition and alliance amongst themselves regulates 

these network between the states.   A centralized political system or an ‘empire’ is periodically achieved from the 

developing state networks through the incorporation of existing polities.  Among the existing understanding regarding 

development of chiefdoms and states, it is inevitable that always chiefdom develop into a state or vice versa.   

The division of various categories and sub-categories of chiefdom and state (Frangipane 2018) also indicates 

a ‘…delicate and critical problem of the distinction and relationship…’ between them.  Frangipane (2018) also 

highlights certain analytical tools for the identification of crucial aspects of a society, such as, “…the degree of 

importance of kinship, community, political, or territorial ties in the governance of society; the type of economic 

relations; the nature and scale of social stratification; the role of administration and bureaucracy; and the role of 

religion and ideology.”  Thus, it may be understood that dealing with the ancient societies, the different cultural and 

political processes that created a system of state formation and urbanism is complex and have to be dealt with caution 

and importance.  The evolutionary models of different state level societies have marked distinction in their trajectories 

of growth, which also makes it complex and indicates their uniqueness and importance. 

 In order to evaluate these processes and to understand the complexity, an attempt has been made in this chapter 

to analyse and re-evaluate the Egyptian, Mesopotamian and Harappan Civilizations. 

2. What are ‘City’, ‘Urban Society’, ‘Urban site’ and ‘Urbanism’ / ‘Urbanisation’? 

Cowgill (2004) states that the terms, ‘city’, ‘urban society’, ‘urban site’, and ‘urbanization’ have been often 

undertheorized, with fewer publications properly defining them.  Gaydarska (2017) defines urbanism as, “culturally 

specific process within which an urban way of life is conceived, while urbanization concerns the proliferation and 

sustainability of urban settlement form.”  Der and Issavi (2017) observes, “…the terms, urban, city and mega-site… are 
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often entwined with certain kinds of ideas and that there is perhaps greater utility in aspiring to create not categories 

that are rigidly defined, but rather ones that are open and flexible to the diversity of settlement forms permeating the 

archaeological record.”    

Cowgill (2004) defines city as, “…permanent settlement within the larger territory occupied by a society 

considered home by a significant number of residents whose activities, roles, practices, experiences, identities, and 

attitudes differ significantly from those of other members of the society who identify most closely with "rural" lands 

outside such settlements.”  Cowgill (2004) further describes urbanism, “…as a cluster of variables that can be measured 

(if only roughly) on ordinal or interval scales, rather than as a discrete category” and also as, “…prevalence of urban 

places in a society.”  “Urban” is also described as “…an adjective pertaining to city-ness…” and “rural” as, “…for 

places, entities, and practices outside of cities…” (Cowgill 2004).   

“Cities” are understood by Cowgill (2004) as, “…typically political, economic, and religious centers for a 

surrounding territory and loci for wider ranges of specialized production and services than are found elsewhere in the 

region.”  Turok (2009) describes cities as, “Cities are complex adaptive systems comprising multitudes of actors, firms, 

and other organisations forming diverse relationships and evolving together. Frequent face-to-face contact and other 

cooperative and competitive interactions enabled by proximity help to increase people’s knowledge and skills, to 

improve their capacity to respond creatively to economic challenges, and to develop new and improved products, 

processes and services. Other places cannot easily replicate these conditions.”   

The absence of cities in a society makes it non-urban, but not rural, due to the fact that within urban societies, 

the existence of rural sectors may be noticed (Cowgill 2004).  Cowgill (2004) goes on to describe “urbanization” as, 

“…denote the creation of cities by a society that formerly lacked urban settlements (in contrast to some usages in which 

urbanization refers to processes by which individuals from the rural sector make a transition to the urban sector).”  

Thus, the presence of cities in a society makes it ‘urban society’, which “…physical settings for urban activities, 

practices, experiences and functions,” (Cowgill 2004).   The ‘capital city’ and ‘primate city’ are described as, “…city 

that is preeminent, at least politically” and “…capital city that is far larger than any other single settlement within its 

region,” (Cowgill 2004).  The presence of several cites in a region may also noticed in a region, which could be 

categorized and ranked based on its size / significance and prominence.  The criteria for making a settlement or a society 

as urban are also discussed by Cowgill (2004), who states that a few thousand populations may be a necessity criterion.   

This may due to the fact that a few hundred members in a society or settlement cannot sustain the degrees of 

specialization and socio-political power that is necessary for the criterion of urban.   

The emergence of earliest ‘cities’ around 12,000 years ago has been traced (Soja 2010) to the region consisting 

of “…highland belt running through southern Anatolia to present day Iran and south into the Levant rather than in the 

so-called Fertile Crescent of alluvial Mesopotamia.”  Soja (2010) emphasizes that the emergence of cities definitely 

succeeded the stage of domestication of plants and animals, and also during the stage of earliest cities, people were still 

engaged in activities of farming and also hunting and gathering.  Further, the surplus in food production and emergence 

of first cities are mutually inclusive and cannot be separated from each other.  Scholars have also traced the development 

of settlements corresponding to the evolution of urbanism.  Cowgill (2004) observes that “…many cities did simply 

come into being as unintended con sequences of sociopolitical and technological developments…many of the first 

cities…may have been intentionally created in their entirety to serve the interests of powerful individuals or groups.”  

Cowgill (20104) also proposes classifications of cities, namely ‘pristine’ and ‘planted’.  Pristine cities (Cowgill 2004) 

are, “…settlements that exhibit a degree of urbanness previously unknown and unheard of in the local tradition, which 

means that occupants have neither a prior model to emulate nor prior experience with the consequences of urbanism.”  

Planted cities (Cowgill 2004) are “…those created by people who did have some prior experience with urban life and 

cities may also “…special-purpose settlements; garrisons, ports, and other trading centers; and places for mining and 

other extraction of localized resources.”  Cowgill (2004) goes on to propose an entity known as “public amenity”, which 

“…covers diverse features, including fountains, reservoirs, and aqueducts for water supply; systems of waste disposal 

such as drains and sewers; paved streets; places of worship; marketplaces; public baths; theaters and other facilities 

for recreation and public assemblies; provision for marginal and disabled persons (including medical facilities); 

fortifications and places of refuge; as well as institutions for maintaining public order and distributions of food or other 

material benefits to some sectors of the population.” 

In this context, the term mega-site is identified with “…densely-populated settlements dating to the latter half 

of the Neolithic period (c. 7500-6000 BCE) (Asouti 2006), that could house several thousand population. It has also 

been identified that the preceding period, i.e. Pre Pottery Neolithic, in particular in the Levant housed tens of hundreds 

of population, in contrast to Neolithic Period (Der & Issavi 2017). The Levant region also witnessed a transformation 

as indicated in the abandonment of larger settlements like mega-sites during the end of aceramic Neolithic period and 

occupation of less densely populated settlements, often with individual perimeter walls (Der & Issavi 2017).  This 

emergence of distinct individual households has been interpreted as “…the emergence of the house as a unit of social 

reproduction” and also “…associated with long-term processes related to the transition to a sedentary lifestyle.” 

It is pertinent here to understand how the control mechanism and administration during the urbanism could 
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have been achieved.  Among the several stages of evolution in human society, chiefdom is an important stage.  

According to Earle (2011) “…represent an emergent ability to concentrate power and extend it over thousands of 

people. The extent and institutional form of chiefdoms grade rather seamlessly along alternative lines from egalitarian 

small-scale societies into state societies.”  However, it has been observed that the earliest mega-sites like Catalhoyuk 

and Jericho do not exhibit any control or administration mechanism.  For several millennia, Catalhoyuk did not exhibit 

any architectural feature like a fortification around the settlement for such a mechanism, and only on the onset of 

emergence of cities in the Mesopotamian region around 5th millennium BCE, evidence for centralized authority and 

growing hierarchy starts to emerge (Soja 2010).   

3. Models in understanding complex societies and urbanization: 

As stated elsewhere, the advancements in human evolution passed on several stages from the hunter-food 

gathering to sedentary and food production stages.  This cultural and social evolution in relation to human progression 

has been an extensive study by the archaeologists in understanding the emergence of complex societies.  Morgan (1878) 

is one of the earliest to propose different stages of cultural evolution and he suggested the stages of savagery, barbarism 

and civilization in this process.  However, Smith (2009) observes that the observation of several archaeologists that the 

application of present day societies to past ones in terms of transformation from barbarism to civilization stages is merely 

speculative and not supported by archaeological evidences. Smith (2009), while tracing the development of human 

cultures and cultural evolution, observes that the speculative approach was discarded by the anthropologists of early 

twentieth century.  Further, Smith (2009) also observes that scholars like Gordon Childe, Lewis Henry Morgan and 

Julian Steward were the pioneers in adopting the concepts of cultural evolution and comparative perspectives, which 

also led to the emergence of scholars of this approach like, Robert Braidwood, Robert MacC. Adams and William T. 

Sanders.   

 3.1 Model of Gordon Childe 

One of the earliest models on the understanding of cities and civilizations is by Gordon Childe (1950), who 

notes that the definition of ‘city’ is ‘hard to define’.  Childe equates the emergence of life in the cities with the emergence 

of civilizations itself and seems to be inseparable and ‘civilization’ succeeded the stage of ‘barbarism’.  Childe (1950) 

further uses the term ‘revolution’ for the emergence of ‘cities’ not in terms of ‘sudden violent catastrophe’ but 

‘…culmination of a progressive stage in the economic structure and social organisation of communities that caused, or 

was accompanied by, a dramatic increase in the population affected – an increase that would appear as an obvious 

bend in the population graph where vital statistics are available.’   

Childe (1957) coins the terms ‘Neolithic revolution’ and ‘urban revolution’, the latter of which is defined by 

“…the establishment of totalitarian regimes under which a surplus was systematically extracted from the peasant 

masses and gathered into centralized royal or temple granaries.”  The former is concerned with the changes that 

happened during the Neolithic period, that highlights the large-scale changes from hunting and gathering to 

domestication and farming.  Smith (2009) summarizes this change as, “…shift from a total reliance on wild resources 

to the use of domesticated foods led to a number of fundamental and far-reaching changes in human society. Most 

human groups gave up a mobile lifestyle and adopted year-round sedentism, which was accompanied by a major surge 

in population. Families expanded, villages grew, and the agricultural way of life spread widely around the globe. These 

changes scene for a more complex division of labour and the development of ties.”  Smith (2009), further differentiates 

between Neolithic and Urban revolutions as thus, “Whereas the Neolithic Revolution combined technological 

breakthroughs with social transformations, the Urban Revolution was almost entirely a transformation of social 

institutions and practices.”   

Childe (1957) also cites examples from the Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilization for totalitarian regimes.  

In the former, it was the subjugation of clans by one dominant clan, who was later deified as a God, which led to the 

total control of all resources related to metal production.  In the case of Mesopotamian civilization, the totalitarian 

regime did not start until the subjugation of all city-states and their unification during the period of Sargon of Agade.   

Childe (1957) proposes that without a totalitarian economy aided by such mechanisms of control and surplus in food, 

metal production might not have been possible, as it requires a regular class of ‘…prospector, miner, smelter, distributor 

and smith.’ 

Childe (1950) also put forth ‘ten rather abstract criteria’ that can be deduced from archaeological data, which 

enables us in understanding and delineating ‘earliest cities’ from those of the ‘older or contemporary village’.  They are 

as follows: 

(1) In point of size the first cities must have been more extensive and more populated than any previous 

settlements, although considerably smaller than many villages today; 

(2) In composition and function the urban population already differed from that of any village.  …citizens 

were still also peasants, harvesting the lands and waters adjacent to the city.  …all cities must have 
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accommodated in addition classes who did not themselves procure their own food by agriculture, stock-

breeding, fishing or collecting – full-time specialist craftsmen, transport workers, merchants, officials 

and priests.  All these were of course supported by the surplus produced by the peasants living in the 

city and in dependent villages, but they did not secure their share directly by exchanging their products 

or services for grains or fish with individual peasants; 

(3) Each primary producer paid over the tiny surplus he could wring from the soil with his still very limited 

technical equipment as tithe or tax to an imaginary deity or a divine king who thus concentrated the 

surplus.  Without this concentration, owing to the low productivity of the rural economy, no effective 

capital would have been available; 

(4) Truly monumental public buildings not only distinguish each known city from any village but also 

symbolize the concentration of the social surplus; 

(5) All those not engaged in food-production were of course supported in the first instance by the surplus 

accumulated in temple or royal granaries and were thus dependent on temple or court.  But naturally 

priests, civil and military leaders and officials absorbed a major share of the accumulated surplus and 

thus formed a ‘ruling class’.  On the other hand, the lower classes were not only guaranteed peace and 

security, but were relieved from intellectual tasks which many find more irksome than physical 

labour…the ruling classes did confer substantial benefits upon their subjects in the way of planning 

and architecture; 

(6) They were in fact compelled to invent systems of recording and exact, but practically useful, sciences.  

Writing is…a significant, as well as a convenient mark of civilization; 

(7) The invention of writing - …invention of scripts – enabled the leisured clerks to proceed to the 

elaboration of exact and predictive sciences – arithmetic, geometry and astronomy…Calendrical and 

mathematical sciences are common features of the earliest civilizations and they too are corollaries of 

the archaeologists’ criterion, writing; 

(8) Other specialists, supported by the concentrated social surplus, gave a new direction to artistic 

expression; 

(9) A further part of the concentrated social surplus was used to pay for the importation of raw materials, 

needed for industry or cult and not available locally…the first cities were dependent for vital materials 

on long distance trade as no Neolithic village was; 

(10) …in the city, specialist craftsmen were both provided with raw materials needed for the employment 

of their skill and also guaranteed security in a State organization based now on residence rather than 

on kinship…The city was a community to which a craftsman could belong politically as well as 

economically. 

Childe, however, did not elaborately touch upon the technological innovation and its contribution towards the 

development of civilization and cities, in the above criterion.  Childe (1957) later highlights the highlights the importance 

of the technology of copper smelting during the Bronze Age, which ultimately led to the initiation of ‘organised 

international trade’. Further, Childe (1957) also highlights the emergence of a new social class in the society due to the 

technological developments, ‘…full-time specialists who did not catch or grow their own food, but relied on sustenance 

on food produced by others.’  Childe (1957) further distinguishes between such ‘full-time’ specialists and ‘part-time’ 

specialists noticed in modern or contemporary Stone Age societies, wherein the flint knappers carry out the tool 

production in the midst of their food gathering tasks, and thus are primarily hunters.  The prospecting, and the 

mechanism of regular extraction of raw materials from the prospective sources and their distribution to the urban centres 

is another specialisation, which was necessary for the metallurgical industry.  This might be the case for several other 

specialised craft activities, including the most basic among them all, ceramic production to much more specialised 

activities that involved specific technological inventions with the aid of pyrotechnology.   

Childe (1957) also highlights the role of surplus in food in the development of such technologies and 

specialised craft activities, as a significant section of the society needs to be withdrawn from the chores of food 

production to concentrate on these activities.  Childe (1957) also stresses on the interaction and pooling of resources of 

different communities also contribution in the effective accumulation of surplus.  In order to reach the stage of surplus, 

the earliest farmers might have purposefully produced beyond their usual necessities, and in order achieve it regularly 

Childe (1957) proposes that a regular inducement or pressure was also needed.  Childe (1950), however observed that 

the ten criterion are not similar and abstract in nature, and quite a lot of divergence and dissimilarities in the scale, plan 

and character of Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Harappan and Maya civilizations could not noticed, even though they tend 

to satisfy most of these criterion. 

There have been mixed reactions (Smith 2009) on the use of the term ‘revolution’ by Childe (1950, 1957) by 

scholars like Andrew Sherratt (1989), Thomas Patterson (2003), Adam T. Smith (2003), Greene (1999).  Smith (2009) 

summarizes aptly the Gordon Childe’s model of social transformation thus: “…The adoption of an agricultural 
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subsistence and lifestyle – made possible by the domestication of key species of plants and animals – led to fundamental 

changes in society and people's lives. After a period of time (millennia in most areas) Neolithic societies underwent 

another fundamental transformation with the development of the earliest states and cities. In some ways, the social 

changes associated with the Urban Revolution were even more drastic and fundamental than the Neolithic Revolution, 

since former freedoms and independence by servitude, taxes, rules and regulations.”  Smith (2009) also notes that 

scholars like Andrew Sherratt and Kent Flannery have suggested two other ‘revolutions’, viz., ‘Secondary Products 

Revolution and Social Revolution’ respectively.  Kent Flannery (1994) suggested for a separate social revolution for the 

‘…development of pre-state complex societies known as chiefdoms.’  Sherratt (Smith 2009) suggested the ‘Secondary 

Products Revolution’ in terms of ‘…developing reliance on renewable secondary animal (e.g. milk, wool, traction).’   

It has also been observed by Smith (2009) that several archaeologists have used the ‘ten point criterion’ of 

Gordon Childe as a checklist while discussing the formation processes leading to states and civilization.  On one such 

attempt, it has been observed that Maisels (1999) splits the tenth criterion into three, viz., organic solidarity of society, 

ideological focus on temples and the institutions of state, to expand the ‘ten point criterion’ to actually ‘twelve-point 

checklist.’  Smith (2009) also observes that several archaeologists like Adams, Sanders and Price, Flannery, Maisels, 

Trigger, use the basic ‘ten point criterion’ of Gordon Childe “…as a starting point and proceeded to evaluate the 

usefulness of the individual terms.”   

3.2 Model of Henry Wright 

Wright (1994) suggests that the broad based areas of research on the complex chiefdoms are “…ideology, the 

control of production, and the control of decision making process…” The changes in the past, the evolutionary processes 

passing through several stages of social organization can also be evaluated based on the archaeological evidences.  

Wright (1994) proposes the following three broad based features of social organization for identifying the ancient 

complex chiefdoms: 

1. Settlement hierarchy: the center of each polity in a network of interacting complex chiefdoms, usually the 

seat of the paramount, will become both larger than and architecturally differentiated from ordinary chiefly 

centers, both physically accommodating the paramount’s following and providing a focus for major social 

rituals.  There will thus be two levels of settlement hierarchy above the level of producer communities, 

through particular control activities may not have two levels of control hierarchy.  When state 

organizations with internally specialized control activities develop, they can be expected to take advantage 

of their capacity for greater hierarchy without fission, increasing span of control and generating more 

complex settlement hierarchies. 

2. Residential segregation: While architecturally differentiated housing, albeit without vastly greater labor 

inputs, characterizes all societies with ascriptively higher-ranking domestic units, in complex chiefdoms 

with a discrete noble class there will be segregation by neighborhoods or in special communities of elite 

residences.  We do not, however, expect palaces, built with mass labor inputs and providing spaces for 

specialized administrative activity. 

3. Mortuary segregation:  In addition to the more complex burial programs afforded ascriptively ranked 

individuals in simpler chiefdoms, we can expect that the noble dead will be isolated in death, as they were 

in life, close to areas of major ritual display.  Unfortunately, in some societies, this may involve above 

ground maintenance of the corpse, such that it does not survive in the archaeological record, so mortuary 

evidence must be considered carefully. 

3.3 Model of Elman R. Service 

Wright (1997) cites the ‘negative conclusions’ of Elman R. Service, which defines the general conditions for 

explaining the state origins, which are as follows: 

1. Warfare as a motivation for cooperation and an eliminator or subjugator of less effective organizations is 

universal in human development and cannot by itself explain state emergence. 

2. Intensification of production, and in particular irrigation agriculture, long precedes state emergence as 

a technique of local production units and only becomes a major focus of societal investment and higher 

political concern after state emergence. 

3. Growth, particularly population growth, is an enabling or necessary condition of state emergence, but 

not a causative condition. (However, Service provides little argument or evidence in defense of this as a 

general point.) 

4. Urbanism, considered as population nucleation, evidently follows state origin and is correlated with the 

pattern and intensity of warfare between existing states. 

5. Class stratification and consequent repression to protect the privileged class is a construct not useful in 

consideration of state origins since the classes of early civilizations are governmentally rather than 
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economically based and repression by a government to protect itself cannot be an explanation of that 

government’s development. 

Wright (1994) while summarising the thoughts of Earle (1977), Peebles and Kus (1977) suggests that the items 

of redistribution like food and goods, which are often obtained as tributes from the producers of such items reaches only 

lesser figures amongst the chiefly class and not to the entire population as a whole.  Wright (1994) further points out 

that the “…redistributed items are often goods made by specialists, either parti-time specialists locally supported by 

commoner production or full-time specialists supported by chiefs using some of the tribute extracted from producers.”   

The example of such a situation is cited in which decrease in food production leads to extra efforts by the food producers 

to increase their production, which ultimately leads to very less time period for craft production and manufacture.  This 

triggers the fall in the production of craft items, and thus resulting in meagre supply to the chieftain or controlling 

authorities, thereby further triggering in the fall of subsistence goods.   

The tributes flowing into the coffers, either of food or craft items, thereby reduces and resulting in a meanness 

and disinterest by the nobility or chieftains over their lesser nobility and their followers.  The resulting sequence of 

events triggers a decrease in the overall income of the leaders, and thereby a discontinuity in the supply and exchange 

of goods and craft items leading to conflicts between chiefdoms and also failures in diplomatic ties (Wright 1994).   

Wright (1994) further observes, “…such deficits could be expected to motivate either chiefly reforms, internal 

rebellions, diversionary declarations of war on neighbors, or various other responses, depending on the particular local 

situation.  Any of these actions would lead to a new adjustment between production and tribute demands.” 

3.4 Model of J.M. Kenoyer 

Kenoyer (1998) prescribes a minimum of four preconditions for the emergence of state level societies and 

development of cities.  They are (i) ‘….diverse agricultural and pastoral subsistence base that can produce enough 

surplus to feed cities in a secure manner regardless of short-term problems such as drought, flood or war’,  (ii) 

‘…establishment of trade and communication networks that link settlements to each other and to their agricultural 

hinterlands, as well as to distant resource areas’, (iii) ‘…presence of appropriate technologies to build and maintain a 

city’, and (iv) ‘…ability to control access to essential resources, which include both food items and material goods that 

define status and power.’ A cursory look into the traits described above by Kenoyer (1998) clearly indicates the influence 

of Gordon Childe ‘ten-point criterion’.  A brief on each of the four preconditions is presented below for better 

understanding. 

Diverse agricultural and pastoral subsistence base that can produce enough surplus to feed cities in a secure 

manner regardless of short-term problems such as drought, flood or war 

In order to any society to proceed to the level of states and civilization, a robust and diverse agricultural base 

is required sufficiently supported by a pastoral economy in order to achieve a surplus in food production.  The surplus 

in food production is the first among the preconditions defined by Kenoyer (1998) so that it can support the non-

agriculturists and pastoralists in engaging themselves in various and specialised economy like craftsmanship, mining 

and prospecting, smelting, pyrotechnological activities, that included ceramic production to highly specialised 

manufacturing of craft items, as in the case of ‘stoneware bangles’ and ‘seal manufacturing’ in the case of Harappan 

Civilization.  It may be observed from highly advanced societies of Egypt and Mesopotamia that the scribes, government 

officials, priests, were also largely supported by this robust kind of agricultural and pastoral base. Kenoyer (1998) further 

suggests the necessity of a multifarious and unlimited resource networks that can sustain and help in development of 

large-scale settlements consisting of buildings and workshops for producing various ornaments, sophisticated objects 

for the elite.  This raw materials resources spread across different geographical zones and their accessibility aided in the 

invention and production of items of elite as well as for the commoners of the society, a few of them ultimately exported 

to distant lands to gain prosperity as it happened in the case of Harappan Civilization. 

Establishment of trade and communication networks that link settlements to each other and to their agricultural 

hinterlands, as well as to distant resource areas 

Kenoyer (1998) stresses on the role-played by trade and communication networks, specifically in the case of 

settlements preceding and during the Harappan phase of Harappan Civilization.  Kenoyer (1998) traces the emergence 

or origins of these communication networks as early as the Neolithic phase of the Mehrgarh settlement during which 

sophisticated items like shell were traded with distant lands, often 500 to 2500 km.  The same was with the case with 

semi-precious and exotic stone raw materials like turquoise.  Kenoyer (1998) also identifies four different geographical 

zones during the phase preceding the Harappan Civilization, viz., (i) the southern Indus plain adjacent western highlands, 

(ii) the islands of Kutch, Saurashtra and mainland Gujarat, (iii) the northern Indus and Saraswati river valleys and (iv) 

the highland valleys of Baluchistan and Afghanistan.  The exchange of resources and communication networks enabled 

the prosperity of the settlements that also gradually grew in size along with emergence of new settlements along the 
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trade route.  Subsequently, these new settlements might have also prospered and grew in size, thereby contributing to 

the overall economy of the civilization.   

Presence of appropriate technologies to build and maintain a city 

The continuous interaction between different geographical zones enabled the introduction of new raw 

materials to newer territories, along with the introduction of technologies that could have been either borrowed or 

invented during the course of several millennia.  The invention of new technologies along with the refinement of already 

existing technologies, for eg. the control of fire, its role in the chemical and physical modification of raw materials could 

have been a major technological innovation as it led to processing of raw materials related to stone, metals and even 

clay.  Kenoyer (1998) notes such newer technologies in the case of Harappan Civilization, viz., high fired ceramics, 

higher qualities of glazed steatite and faience, stoneware, decorated carnelian and bronze.  The emergence of script is 

also associated with the new technologies that emerged with the ceramics, the abstract signs and symbols that were 

carved on the ceramics in the preceding phase of Harappan Civilization, contributed enormously in the overall form and 

shape of the Harappan script of later days (Kenoyer 1998).  Kenoyer (1998) identifies several other technologies that 

were the deciding factor in terms of emergence of cities and states in Indus and adjoining river valleys.  They are, 

building of cities with defense mechanism, introduction of waste disposal system, irrigation technology, pyro-

technology, among others. 

Ability to control access to essential resources, which include both food items and material goods that define 

status and power 

The final precondition proposed by Kenoyer (1998) is the emergence of dominant and socially elite class that 

could have controlled the access to essential and important raw materials resources, their distribution networks and 

ultimately triggering a tight control, thereby establishing their superiority.  This is particularly true in the case of 

Harappan Civilization as the raw material resources are widespread all around the vast and fertile river plains in the 

surrounding hilly tracts of Rajasthan, Gujarat, Siwaliks (in India), Baluchistan and northern regions of Pakistan, which 

were home for abundant raw materials like exotic semi-precious stones and metals, and even housed the mundane 

grinding stones, that were widely traded.  This emergence of socially elite classes also laid the foundation of social 

stratification that was differentiated due to the variability in the access and control of the resources and also their 

distribution.  Kenoyer (1998) also cites two different models in this regard, viz., ‘social fragmentation’ and 

‘agglomeration’.  Thus Kenoyer (1998) points out, “…as individual artisans or their families become more specialized 

in one occupation, such as herding, fishing, shellworking or potterymaking, they would become socially and 

economically separated from the rest of the community.  Over time this process of fragmentation within a community 

eventually led to the formation of distinct social classes based on occupational specialization.  The other process that 

leads to the development of stratified social classes is agglomeration, where individuals or entire communities of 

specialists become attached to a larger community.  With the creation of distinct communities through fragmentation 

or agglomeration, new relationships emerged, and social classes were ranked on the basis of complex social, economic, 

political and religious factors.” 

3.5 Model of M.E. Smith 

Smith (2009) observes that while Childe identifies cites as one of the components of the formation of complex, 

state-level societies, the cultural evolutionists uses the phrase, ‘the rise of the state’ for this change.  Spencer and 

Redmond (2004) discuss about the concept of ‘primary state formation’ in which “…first-generation state evolves in a 

context of nonstate societies, without contact with other preexisting states” and so far only such examples are noticed 

in only six in the world, viz., Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Indus River Valley, North China, Peru and Mesoamerica.   

Smith (2009) summarises the current status of thinking on the ‘ten-point criterion’ “…under three headings: 

fundamental processes, other important characteristics of the early state and a questionable trait.”    

Each of the three headings summarized by Smith (2009) is reproduced for better clarity and understanding. 

 

Fundamental Processes 

Smith (2009) considers that the three criterion, viz., 1 – 3, 5 and 10 of Gordon Childe may be grouped under 

the Fundamental Processes.  They are, “…early states were urban societies; they had large, dense settlements, or cities” 

(Trait 1); “…more complex division of labour in early states, and says that many specialists lived and worked in cities” 

(Trait 2); “…production of a social surplus by commoners to pay for government and the division of labour, gets to the 

heart of the economic and political transformations that brought about early complex societies” (Trait 3); “…formation 

of social classes, seen as perhaps the greatest change in people's lives that can be attributed to the Urban Revolution” 

(Trait 5); and “…political organisation of society: the state. Whereas political power in more egalitarian societies was 

widely distributed among people and families, in states, power became centralised around key institutions such as the 

ruler and other components of government” (Trait 10). 
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4. Other important characteristics of early states 

It has been observed that four criterion of Gordon Childe deals on the important characteristics of early states 

(Smith 2009).  They are, “…monumental public buildings… Childe was correct to point out that monumental buildings 

served as deliberate symbols of the power and wealth of early rulers” (Trait 4); “…writing… important and universal 

characteristic of early states” (Trait 6); “…the development of practical sciences…major advances in the sciences and 

mathematics occurred with early states” (Trait 7);  “…regular foreign trade…. earliest Paleolithic human societies, 

but with the first states trade expanded tremendously. Rulers and elites obtained large numbers of foreign goods, many 

of which accompanied them in their tombs. Professional merchants and other advances in institutions of trade also 

brought increased goods to commoners” (Trait 9). 

5. A questionable trait 

According to Smith (2009) the Trait 8, which deals with “…conceptualised and sophisticated [art]”, is the 

‘…least useful and relevant trait for understanding the early states.’  He further elaborates that the art of an advanced 

state may not be more sophisticated than the preceding Neolithic or Chalcolithic periods.   

In the modern scenario, Smith (2009) observes that even though different archaeologists uses terms like 

‘archaic states’, origin of states’, ‘primary state formation’, the basic models of Gordon Childe can still be discernible 

in these explanations for the evolution of states.  Further to this, it has been observed that the development of advanced 

surveying techniques, supplemented by satellite remote sensing and GIS have helped in the understanding of the 

settlement patterns and hierarchical settlements, that could have been a characteristic of the state formations (Renfrew 

and Bahn 2000). 

6. Theories on the emergence of civilizations 

In addition to the above, the models and theories put forth by the scholars have also been grouped under 

specific nomenclatures such as (i) social surplus theory of Gordon Childe, (ii) hydraulic hypothesis by Karl Wittfogel, 

(iii) circumscription theory by Robert Carniero, (iv) success in competition theory by William Sanders and Barabara 

Price and (v) war finance theory by David Wester. 

6.1  Social Surplus Theory of Gordon Childe 

This theory is largely based on the surplus in the food production due to the introduction of agricultural 

technology and enormous improvisation and improvements in that technique with the introduction of ploughs, irrigation, 

fertilizers, effective management of resources, prevention from pests and wild animals and others.   These innovative 

approaches in the techniques of food production, most probably acquired over several thousand years due to significant 

climatic changes during the Holocene, led to the surplus or excess in food production, in more quantities than actually 

required for a set of population or group of population.  This is what is termed as ‘Neolithic Revolution’ by Gordon 

Childe (1950), which formed the basis for the emergence of settlements, increases in populations and over a period of 

time, emergence of larger settlements that can be classified as cities.   

Thus the ‘Urban Revolution’ that have been explained only in terms of cities by Childe, and the various causes 

and emergent situations due to this.  The ‘urban revolution’ that allowed more people to live in a settlement due to the 

increased food production proportionately further led to the increase in food production and thereby a greater surplus, 

which supported a large community of non-food producers, but were engaged in highly specialized activities like craft 

producers including metal smiths, seal manufacturers, scribes, priests, soldiers and others.  The redistribution network 

also emerged due to the accumulation of specific quantities of produce from the farmers and others that could be 

redistributed to the artisans, priests, and soldiers and also to the population in situations of natural calamities.   

This also led to the emergence of a political class and elite for the overall control of the resources, responsible 

for the safety and security of the populace from various threats and invasions, and also secure them in the events of 

natural calamities and other such eventualities.  The ruling class thereby gaining overall control of a territory or a region 

due to their exercise of power and authority, also establish their control due to their economic importance, effects the 

cause of public buildings and projects, from the very same surplus in food and justifying their activities to the general 

masses as a prerequisite to sustain the elite class, who are their savior.  This ruling elite makes their position safe and 

introduce various such measures to secure their elevation and rank in the society, through an introduction of social 

organization steps and measures, which legitimizes their overall control and acquisition of a part of the food produce as 

a tribute, that also allows them to use such wealth for large-scale public projects and of individual ones.  The ruling 

class also use this clout for foreign invasions that were largely supported only by the security provided by their food 

surplus and the subsequent economic activities and endeavours, thereby further legitimising their position in a more 

secure manner.   

 

6.2  Hydraulic hypothesis by Karl Wittfogel 
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The hypothesis proposed by Karl Wittfogel again focuses on the food production, the control mechanism and 

in turn benefitting the surplus in food production for the emergence of dominant classes and ultimately a central power.  

Under this hypothesis it has been argued that several small-scale agriculturists, in order to increase their produce, 

approach a leader or prominent figure for development and maintenance of a system of large-scale irrigation works, that 

include building of canals, distribution network system, that help the farmers from flooding, breaking of levees, etc.   

These large-scale projects can only be executed with a coordinated effort by a group of people and cannot be 

carried out by the individual farmer or agriculturists.  Thus, this coordinated efforts for the benefit of a group of 

agriculturists in a region, leads to the establishment of a leader, who can garner enough working force to procure the 

necessary materials for construction of a mechanism facilitating the irrigation system, streamline the working force 

collectively to execute the project as per the desired objectives and results.  The success of such a project and the capacity 

of an individual or group of individuals generate a respect and solidarity behind that individual, who slowly emerges as 

a leader for such public projects that facilitate large-scale agricultural produce, which leads to food surplus. 

The success of such a system of establishing a public work for the benefit of farmers enables the leaders who 

were instrumental in handling such a system to extend their influence to other regions and thus, extend their superiority 

and power to new territories. These leaders slowly gain control over the canal and irrigation network systems, which 

they were instrumental to develop, and may ultimately supply or deny access to the water for the agriculturists.  During 

the course of time and period, the farmers might have developed a tendency of dependency for irrigation networks and 

hence succumb to the coercive power of such leaders.   

This leads to the emergence of a class of individuals with enormous clout and power that control the 

agricultural produce that may increase or decrease the production, and thus have a control on the surplus too.  They may 

charge a portion of the produce for their help and service rendered to the farmers, and slowly a corpus of such produce 

may help them in undertaking large-scale non-hydraulic projects like building temples, palaces, and other with the work 

force they might have already amassed while building hydraulic projects. 

 

6.3  Circumscription theory by Robert Carniero 

This theory assumes that there is a population increase in a particular region, which may be due to various 

reasons including a robust agricultural and pastoral economy.  This rise in population leads to settling of new areas and 

establishing new settlements, thereby on the neighboring agricultural and pastoral lands, which may cause conflict and 

warfare among different groups vying to gain control on a same tract of land or region.  The ancient geography defines 

the role of the populations and ultimately their dominance or subservience role they play among different population 

groups.   Carniero (1981) proposes two types of circumscription, ‘geographical’ and ‘social’ wherein such types of 

conflicts may arise.  If a region is surrounded by highlands without any arable and farmable lands, then the population 

is geographically circumscribed and if a population is circumscribed within a territory, wherein they cannot compete 

with other social groups due to their weakness, lack of power, then they tend to be subservient to the dominant 

population.  Slowly, the subjugated groups become a lower class to the victorious one by paying tribute and dominated 

by the latter.  Thus, this will lead to the formation of class-based society in a rapid form. 

6.4 Success in competition theory by William Sanders and Barbara Price  

This theory is based on the Social Darwinism and Sanders and Price (1968) in the Mesoamerican context of a 

situation of population growth leading a competition among themselves as well as groups for members and territory, to 

attain control over a territory or domination as a group.  In such a scenario, success in a competition means the 

continuous existence of the groups and their population growth increases based on many factors, such as, internal 

population growth, dominating and absorbing neighboring population groups, matrimonial relations with other groups 

and also attracting dissenting and migrant population from entering into their groups, evolving a strategy to deal with 

the conflicts and surviving them in a better manner and adopting mechanisms to suffer fewer or lesser casualties among 

the different groups. 

Further, competition in such a scenario may be differently viewed by the groups themselves, and one group 

may survive better if they view such competitions in a lighter vein and may not recognize at all due to their superior 

status, the competition is not in terms of economy of the groups and it is viewed as a competition in evolutionary biology 

or ecology.   The question of continued survival is a key factor in such a scenario in the midst of severe competition and 

conflicts.  It has been observed by Sanders and Price (1968) that a group that is complexly organized and able to 

coordinate complex actions.  The complex organization in any given group or society is viewed as multiple layers of 

hierarchy and decision making and it has been pointed out that such a mechanism is more effective in population of 

10,000 and above.  In other words, smaller groups with less population may not be successful in adopting a complex 

organised mechanism and their chances of survival are very less. 

Thus, a complexly organized society is better survived when compared to smaller groups due to the inherent 

qualities and nature of distribution of power under a dominant ruler aided by an organized institutional set up to overlook 

the responsibilities distributed among various individuals.  Such a set up will always be effective in accomplishing 
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activities in war, subjugating the enemies and garnering their resources thereby leading to their subservient nature, better 

managed to procure various raw materials from distant lands and to evolve a strategy of better management of 

distribution networks, so that these raw materials may end up in lucrative workshops for producing sophisticated items 

for the elites and powerful, and most importantly, enable a regular supply of food through an organized and well 

distributed network of agricultural produce, which may lead to surplus.  In such a scenario, the more complexly 

organized society or group may out compete the less organized ones, which may ultimately diminish the presence of the 

latter and finally may assimilate with the dominant ones.  The more dominant and complexly organized society may 

ultimately make them more experienced in such complex mechanisms for better management, organization and control 

over the political establishments, to deal effectively with the economic conditions.  The more and more complex 

mechanisms ultimately leads to further complex situations and ultimately it reach the stage of more complex level of 

‘civilization’.   

Sanders and Price (1968) also suggest that such a complex level of civilization is more adaptive and successful 

in terms of evolutionary mechanisms so that they can survive better when changes in the civilization occurs than the 

groups that are not better equipped in such a scenario, and among the groups of populations, the most complex ones 

survive the most and in other terms, the ‘civilized’ group is better equipped to survive and last than any other groups.  

The complex social organization is the ultimate level of sophistication that is reached in civilization due to natural 

selection acting on social groups. 

 

6.5 War finance theory by David Webster 

This hypothesis is based on the precondition that a society reaches the level of chiefdom and the line of 

succession is hereditary in such a scenario.  The chieftain sustains his position and dominance with the aid of a group 

of supporters and loyalists who are rewarded on a regular basis by gifts or payment of food, craft goods, and exotic 

items that may be presented to him due to his position as chieftain.  However, the powers of a chief in such a scenario 

is limited as his kin and supporters are retained due to the rewards that reach them.  Due to the mechanisms better 

adopted in such a scenario, the chieftain provides enough security and benefits to the populace, the increase in population 

is reached.  This increase in population results in conflicts due to procurement of foods and domination over lands 

producing better crops and other produce.  The different groups under separate chieftains may fight among themselves.  

The powerful chief gains more control due to his successes and these raids result in accumulation and confiscation of 

wealth retrieved from the enemy camps and groups, which lead to redistribution of these wealth among the kin and 

followers, who in turn become more loyal to their chief.   

However, this redistribution may not happen even always and certain sections of the society receive more in 

comparison to others depending upon the services and loyalty rendered.  This ultimately leads to a social stratification 

and depending upon the value of goods distributed.  The development of classes like leaders, soldiers, commoners, etc., 

may develop in such a scenario and also the development of other special interest groups that may not be based on 

kinship relations may also develop as indicated by the classes of record-keepers, religious specialists, diplomats, craft 

specialists, etc.  Webster (1977) hypothesizes that the above scenario may be one among the several criterion that led to 

the formation of a state. 

 

7. CONCLUSION: 

Thus, it has been observed based on a few and select models and hypotheses of several archaeologists working 

on the emergence of state level societies, the broad based traits are common with those propounded by Gordon Childe, 

which have been modified and elaborated further, in a few cases to define the states, cities and civilization.  Thus, with 

the starting point of what proposed by Childe has emerged into a vast field with the emergence of sophisticated and 

elaborate data that have been acquired through large-scale area surveys and also with the aid of remote sensing 

applications supported by GIS techniques.  
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