2\
A

Zagros Archaeological Research
Online ISSN: 2980-8944

https://www.zar.lu.ac.ir

o\;d_,\elﬁg\:
A Look at 'Broad- Spectrum Revolution' Theory in the Context
of Neolithization Process of the Central Zagros

Hojjat Darabi* !

1- Associate Professor, Department of Archaeology, Razi University, Kermanshah, Iran. Email:

h.darabi@razi.ac.ir.

ARTICLE ABSTRACT
INFO
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drawing upon archaeological evidence that he, together with Frank
Hole, uncovered during the 1960s in the Khorramabad Valley and at
Ali Kosh, Flannery argued that, due to population pressures in
marginal areas such as the Deh Luran Plain, communities expanded
their range of subsistence resources and consequently engaged in the
domestication of plants and animals. Today, new evidence—not only
from the Khorramabad Valley and Ali Kosh but also across the
Central Zagros—provides grounds for reassessing and reinterpreting
this theory. In recent years, the “Broad Spectrum Revolution” has
continued to attract scholarly attention within archaeological
discourse, influencing related models such as “Optimal Foraging
Theory” and “Niche Construction.”
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Introduction

From the early 1950s to the late 1970s, extensive archaeological fieldwork on the Neolithic
was undertaken across the Zagros region, generating a rapidly expanding corpus of data.
These investigations significantly contributed to early debates on the origins of domestication.
Within this context, Robert Braidwood, following systematic research in the Iraqi and Iranian
Zagros, formulated his “Nuclear Zones” or “Natural Habitats” hypothesis, which has
remained a focal point of scholarly debate.

In the 1960s, with the emergence of New Archaeology and its more processual orientations,
Kent Flannery—one of Braidwood’s students—advanced a distinct explanatory model for the
origins of agriculture: the “Broad-Spectrum Revolution” (BSR). Owing to its conceptual
significance, the BSR has continued to inform interpretations of early subsistence change in
Western Asia and has been critically reassessed as new evidence has accumulated. The model
was originally grounded in archaeological findings from the Central Zagros, derived from
Flannery and Hole’s work in the Khorramabad Valley and the Dehloran Plain.

Nevertheless, the BSR has not been re-evaluated within the Neolithic archaeological record of
the region in light of the considerable evidence generated in recent decades. This article
briefly reviews the model and reassesses its applicability using current data from the Central
Zagros.

Discussion

Kent Flannery first presented the BSR concept at a London conference, and subsequently
elaborated it in his influential 1969 paper, “The Origins and Ecological Effects of Early
Domestication in Iran and the Near East.” Rejecting climate change as the primary trigger
for early Holocene subsistence transformation, Flannery instead invoked a population-
pressure framework rooted in Lewis Binford’s population equilibrium model that was based
on ethnographic observations of hunter-gatherer groups.

The BSR posits that, during the Epipalaeolithic, human groups diversified their subsistence
base by incorporating a wider range of resources—including fish, crab, turtle, shellfish, land
snails, partridge, migratory waterfowl, and possibly wild cereals—rather than relying
primarily on ungulate hunting. Although ungulate remains still account for approximately
90% of faunal assemblages in Epipalaeolithic sites, the shift is interpreted as a transition from
a narrow to a broad subsistence spectrum, driven primarily by demographic pressures rather
than environmental forcing.

According to Flannery, this broad-spectrum subsistence system, centering on intensified
hunting and gathering, persisted into the Neolithic. Domestication, therefore, is viewed as a
strategy for augmenting food resources in marginal zones. As populations expanded into such
areas, plant and animal species—as well as knowledge concerning their management—were
transferred with them, ultimately leading to their manipulation and domestication.

Flannery’s BSR model was grounded in research conducted in the Khorramabad Valley
where Palaeolithic evidence was discovered and, in the lowland, Dehloran Plain, specifically
at Ali Kosh, which produced Neolithic remains and a broader resource spectrum. Based on
these contrasts, Flannery—drawing on his zooarchaeological expertise—concluded that the
Dehloran Plain represented a marginal zone where agriculture first emerged in response to
population pressure.

More than five decades later, substantial new data from both lowland and highland sites in the
Central Zagros now challenge this interpretation. A clear chronological gap exists between the
Epipalaeolithic sites in Khorramabad and the Neolithic levels of Ali Kosh. Furthermore, the
end of occupation at Epipalaeolithic sites such as Pa Sangar rock-shelter remains
undetermined due to the lack of radiocarbon dating. Recent studies confirm that Ali Kosh was
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occupied for roughly one millennium (c. 7500—6500 BC) and reflects the final stages of plant
and animal domestication.

Current evidence indicates that the earliest transition to agriculture and herding in the Central
Zagros took place in intermontane valleys and foothills during the 9th millennium BC—at
least a millennium earlier than in the marginal Dehloran Plain. Moreover, the Neolithic
deposits at Roahol, located in adjacent to the Palaeolithic sites of Khorramabad, further
contribute to re-examining the BSR’s applicability in a regional context.

Conclusion

Although several decades have passed since Kent Flannery proposed the Broad-Spectrum
Revolution (BSR), and despite new archaeological findings that have challenged it, the model
continues to offer a valuable theoretical framework for examining the contexts in which
domestication emerged. Flannery was the first to highlight the significance of the
Epipalaeolithic in shaping Neolithic developments—an issue that has recently been revisited
and emphasized by Trevor Watkins in his book Becoming Neolithic, the pivot of human
history. More broadly, the marginal-zone model must be understood within the intellectual
environment of the rise of New Archaeology, which emerged in opposition to the culture-
historical school. Lewis Binford was the leading figure championing this shift, and in the
context of explaining the origins of agriculture, he directly challenged the ideas of Robert
Braidwood and V. Gordon Childe. Over time, however, the marginal-zone model gradually
lost its central position in debates surrounding agricultural origins.

From the 1980s onwards, the BSR became a foundation for the development of Optimal
Foraging Theory (OFT), which in more recent years has been debated—and increasingly
critiqued—in relation to Niche Construction Theory (NCT). It must be recognized that the
broad-spectrum subsistence strategy itself unfolded within an environmental context in which
humans actively expanded resource availability. From this perspective, the model aligns more
closely with NCT, which emphasizes the proactive role of humans in modifying
environmental resources, including food production systems.

In Western Asia, recent research has tended to highlight the interplay of climatic and
environmental changes at the onset of the Holocene, alongside cultural factors, as key drivers
of shifts toward food production. Population pressure is now less frequently regarded as the
primary stimulus for the emergence of agriculture, although evidence does suggest increased
demographic growth at the start of the Neolithic as a consequence of sedentism. In the Central
Zagros, the importance of marginal areas is not as strongly supported by the archaeological
record as that of nuclear zones.

It is more plausible to associate the emergence of a broad-spectrum economy not with the
Epipalaeolithic, but with the Transitional Neolithic, particularly during the 10th and 9th
millennia BC. In these two millennia, increasing access to environmental resources in the
Central Zagros fostered unprecedented interaction between humans and their ecological
niches, resulting in the development of cumulative ecological knowledge. Nevertheless, there
remains a lack of sufficient data—particularly concerning the impact of climatic fluctuations
during the Transitional Neolithic and their possible relationship to subsistence change. It is
still unclear whether environmental or anthropogenic factors played the more decisive role in
the domestication process, and whether agriculture emerged in resource-rich or resource-poor
contexts.
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