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Version 1.1 adds: Section 6 (How to Use This Toolkit), Section 7 (Regional and Contextual Extensions). All prior sections are unchanged. Papers scored against v1.0 remain valid — extensions are supplementary, not revisions to the core protocol.

Objective
Identify mnemonic architectures, symbolic stabilization, externalized cognition, and distributed symbolic authority using empirically grounded, theory-free observables.
The FCP produces a 12-point symbolic saturation score by scoring six observables on two dimensions each: Evidence Strength (E) and Symbolic Specificity (S). Final score per observable = min(E,S). Saturation requires total ≥7 with no criterion at zero.

1. Quick-Reference Checklist
Use before beginning formal scoring. Tick any that apply. Three or more ticks justify proceeding to full FCP assessment.

1. ☐  Artifact variability decreases across strata
1. ☐  Production errors tolerated; standard forms preserved
1. ☐  Depositional patterns follow symbolic rules, not functional optimum
1. ☐  Symbols structurally conserved, functionally redundant
1. ☐  Repeated settlement or feature layouts
1. ☐  Portable symbolic anchors standardized across sites
1. ☐  Landscape memory detectable through repeated occupation
1. ☐  Multimodal redundancy (ritual, spatial, auditory, visual)
1. ☐  Intergenerational persistence measurable
1. ☐  Monumentality codifies pre-existing symbolic systems

2. Core DSSM Observables and Detection Rules
These six criteria are the universal baseline. They apply to every case regardless of region, period, or social scale. The scoring scale (0–2) is defined in Section 6.

	DSSM Concept
	Field-Operational Translation
	Detection Rules
	Score (0–2)
	Notes

	Mnemonic Architectures
	Repeated spatial layouts, standardized tool morphologies, persistent feature reuse
	Map recurring spatial features; record tool morphometrics; note repeated feature types across layers
	0=None 1=Partial 2=Full
	

	Symbolic Stabilization
	Decreased artifact variability over time despite technological change
	Track artifact typologies; measure variation using coefficient of variation or count of forms
	0=None 1=Partial 2=Full
	

	Externalized Cognition
	Durable marking systems, standardized notches, counting devices, calendrical artifacts
	Record tally marks, notched bones, inscriptions; check for standardization and portability
	0=None 1=Partial 2=Full
	See Section 7 for optional EC sub-criteria

	Symbolic Regulation
	Constraints on production or deposition overriding function
	Identify artifacts or structures prioritizing form over utility; document rule-governed deposition
	0=None 1=Partial 2=Full
	

	Distributed Symbolic Authority
	Recurrent symbolic practices across sites
	Map repeated ritual/domestic patterns; note redundancy in placement and orientation
	0=None 1=Partial 2=Full
	

	Portable Symbolic Anchors
	Objects functioning as symbols independent of structures
	Trace standardized portable objects (jade, figurines, ritual tools) across sites and periods
	0=None 1=Partial 2=Full
	



The Externalized Cognition row includes a cross-reference to Section 7. If your case involves ambiguous writing evidence or a pre-literate society with documented material record systems, apply the EC sub-criteria before assigning your final EC score.

3. DSSM Field Protocols
3.1 Excavation-Level Detection
1. Record artifact typology per stratigraphic layer
1. Map repeated spatial features: hearths, pits, caches
1. Measure artifact morphometrics; calculate variation over time
1. Compare deposition to functional expectations; flag non-functional repetition
3.2 Assemblage-Level Detection
1. Identify redundancy across media (tools, pottery, ritual objects)
1. Track temporal persistence and gradual morphometric change
1. Detect portable symbolic anchors and their circulation patterns
3.3 Contextual and Environmental Observables
1. Map ritualized landscape features (caves, mounds, aggregation sites)
1. Record repeated seasonal or ecological site use
1. Detect axial persistence along rivers, trade routes, or ritual pathways

4. Regional Exemplars
4.1 Mesoamerica
	Chronology
	Evidence
	DSSM Observable

	20,000–12,000 BCE
	Tool standardization, subsistence planning, body ornamentation
	Episodic symbolic expression; measure tool variation

	9000–6000 BCE
	Cave reoccupation, early domestication
	Caves as mnemonic nodes; map repeated loci

	6000–4000 BCE
	Aggregation intensification; plant-processing tech
	Repeated feature types; track occupational depth

	4000–2500 BCE
	Fixed village plans, burials, figurines
	Redundant spatial, mortuary, portable media

	2500–1800 BCE
	Standardized village layouts
	Distributed symbolic grammar; village convergence

	1800–1400 BCE
	Portable ritual objects: jade, masks
	Portable symbolic anchors; track circulation

	1400–900 BCE
	Monumental platforms, plazas, sculptures
	Monumentality codifies prior symbolic load

	900–300 BCE
	Early writing systems
	Writing encodes stabilized symbolic systems



4.2 Prehistoric Sri Lanka
	Period
	Evidence
	DSSM Observable

	125,000–40,000 BCE
	Fa Hien Cave
	Structured cave use; hearth mapping

	125,000–40,000 BCE
	Batadomba Lena
	Cave loci reuse; ritualized spatial organization

	40,000–12,000 BCE
	Microlithic tools
	Continuity in tool forms; symbolic stabilization

	12,000–3000 BCE
	Pottery, subsistence-linked symbols
	Distributed, portable symbolic acts integrated into daily use



4.3 East Asia
	Date
	Site / Region
	Evidence
	DSSM Observable

	125,000–105,000 BCE
	Lingjing
	Engraved bone fragments
	Episodic symbolic expression

	40,000 BCE
	Xiamabei
	Pigment, composite tools
	Morphometric standardization; track pigment use

	40,000–20,000 BCE
	Shuidonggou
	Repeated occupation
	Landscape memory; mnemonic infrastructure

	7000–5700 BCE
	Jiahu
	Turtle shell markings, bone flutes
	Multimodal symbolic redundancy; intergenerational persistence

	3300–2300 BCE
	Hongshan
	Ritual architecture, jade bi/cong
	Restricted access, portable anchors; symbolic saturation

	2500–1800 BCE
	Erlitou
	Axial palace layouts
	Early monumentality codifies prior symbolic hierarchy

	1300 BCE onward
	Shang
	Oracle bones, ritual vessels
	Writing formalizes stabilized symbolic systems



4.4 Indus Valley
	Date
	Site / Artifact
	Evidence
	DSSM Observable

	2,000,000–400,000 BCE
	Soanian lithics
	Stone tools
	Landscape familiarity only

	50,000–30,000 BCE
	Blade-based industries
	Surveys
	Rising behavioral complexity; no structural stabilization

	7000–3300 BCE
	Mehrgarh
	Sedentism, plant cultivation, mudbrick
	Spatial constraint; intergenerational repetition

	2600–1900 BCE
	Mature Harappan cities
	Orthogonal planning, standardized bricks
	Symbolic saturation integrated into infrastructure

	2600–1900 BCE
	Harappan script
	Administrative artifacts
	Persistent symbolic grammar

	1900–1300 BCE
	Late Harappan settlements
	Post-urban sites
	Settlement-based symbolic continuity



4.5 Mesopotamia
	Period
	Site / Artifact
	Evidence
	DSSM Observable

	65,000–35,000 BCE
	Shanidar Cave
	Stratified layers, ochre, burials
	Redundancy across millennia; repeated spatial use

	12,000–10,000 BCE
	Aggregation zones
	Periodic congregation, ritual
	Site reuse; symbolic repetition

	10,200–8,000 BCE
	Mureybit
	Circular structures, storage pits
	Settlement as mnemonic infrastructure

	7,000–5,400 BCE
	Halaf & Samarra
	Painted pottery, irrigation settlements
	Standardization across geography; persistence across population growth

	5,400–3,000 BCE
	Uruk, Eridu
	Temples, canals, proto-cuneiform
	Monumentality codifies inherited symbolic authority; writing formalizes patterns



4.6 Egypt
	Date
	Site / Material
	Evidence
	DSSM Observable

	19,000–15,000 BCE
	Qurta Rock Art
	Cliff petroglyphs
	Landscape mnemonic anchors; motif repetition

	18,000–12,000 BCE
	Wadi Kubbaniya
	Structured reoccupation
	Aggregation density; ritual hubs

	4,500–4,000 BCE
	Badarian cemeteries
	Standardized burials
	Mortuary formalization; cross-strata consistency

	3,500 BCE
	Hierakonpolis enclosures
	Communal ritual spaces
	Repeated spatial configurations; ritual grammar

	3,200–3,100 BCE
	Naqada III, Narmer Palette
	Early hieroglyphics
	Codification of stabilized symbolic patterns

	2,650 BCE
	Djoser's Step Pyramid
	Monumental complex
	Externalization of long-stabilized symbolic load; repeated axes and enclosures




5. Scoring and Observation Log
Use one row per stratigraphic layer or analytical unit. Extend as needed.

	Layer
	Hearth
	Figurine Cache
	Pit
	Mnemonic Architecture (0–2)
	Symbolic Regulation (0–2)
	Notes

	3
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	
	
	
	
	
	





6. How to Use This Toolkit  [v1.1]
New in v1.1. This section did not exist in v1.0.

The FCP is designed to be applied by any researcher with access to primary archaeological or historical evidence. No prior knowledge of the DSSM is required to score a case — the criteria are operationally defined and the scale is fixed. The following steps cover the complete scoring procedure from case definition to published output.

6.1 The Scoring Scale
Apply this scale to E and S independently for every criterion. Do not average E and S in your head — score them separately, then calculate min(E,S).

	Score
	Label
	Evidence Strength (E)
	Symbolic Specificity (S)

	0
	Absent
	No archaeological or textual evidence exists
	No symbolic character — purely functional or absent

	1
	Present but limited
	Some evidence but sparse, ambiguous, or poorly preserved
	Symbolic character plausible but not clearly demonstrated

	2
	Strong and clear
	Multiple independent, well-documented lines of evidence
	Clearly symbolic: repeated, intentional, socially meaningful



6.2 The Saturation Rule
The saturation threshold is not a simple total-score cutoff. It has two conditions that must both be met:
1. Total ≥7 out of 12
1. No criterion at zero — a zero means the system has a structural absence in that dimension
A system scoring 11/12 with one zero is not saturated. A system scoring 7/12 with no zeros is. The no-zero condition is the more important of the two: it prevents a system from being called fully saturated when it lacks an entire category of symbolic infrastructure.

	Total score
	Any zeros?
	Classification

	≥10/12
	No
	Full saturation — Stage 4

	7–9/12
	No
	Saturation — Stage 3–4 transition

	7–12/12
	Yes
	Partial — structural absence in at least one dimension. Cannot be classified as saturated regardless of total.

	Below 7
	Any
	Not saturated — Stage 1–3 depending on profile



6.3 Step-by-Step Procedure

	Step
	Action
	What to do

	1
	Define your case
	Name the site, region, and period. Decide whether you are scoring a single ruler, a dynasty, an archaeological horizon, or a site.

	2
	Gather your evidence
	Compile all primary sources: excavation reports, artifact inventories, published analyses, textual sources. Do not include secondary interpretations as evidence — go to primary records where possible.

	3
	Check for regional extensions
	Read Section 7. If your case involves ambiguous writing evidence, a compressed timeline, or a maintenance-vs-builder question, consider applying the relevant optional sub-criteria before scoring.

	4
	Score E and S independently for each observable
	For each of the six criteria, assign E (Evidence Strength) and S (Symbolic Specificity) on a 0–2 scale. Score these separately — do not average them in your head first.

	5
	Calculate min(E,S) for each row
	The final score for each observable is the lower of E and S. This is non-negotiable: a criterion where evidence is strong but symbolic character is weak scores the same as one where symbolic character is clear but evidence is thin.

	6
	Sum the six min scores
	Total = sum of all six min(E,S) values. Maximum = 12.

	7
	Apply the saturation rule
	Saturation = total ≥7 AND no criterion at 0. A zero in any row means the system has a structural absence — it cannot be called fully saturated regardless of total score.

	8
	Record your reasoning
	For every score, note which specific evidence items drove your decision. This is mandatory for any publication — it allows reviewers and future raters to audit your scoring logic.

	9
	If using optional extensions, note them separately
	Record any EC sub-criteria or capital source flags in an appendix to your scoring sheet. The core 12-point total remains the published score; extensions are supplementary.

	10
	Assign the stage diagnostic (optional)
	See the Stage Diagnostic table in Section 7. This converts your score into a DSSM stage assignment. Record as supplementary output, not as a replacement for the numeric score.



6.4 What to Record
For every criterion, your scoring record must include:
1. The E score and the specific evidence items that drove it
1. The S score and your reasoning for the symbolic specificity assessment
1. The final min(E,S) score
1. A confidence level: High (evidence is unambiguous), Medium (some ambiguity), Low (inferred or indirect)
Low-confidence scores are valid — they reflect the state of the evidence, not a scoring error. Record them honestly and note what additional evidence would resolve the uncertainty.

6.5 Common Scoring Errors
1. Conflating E and S: scoring E=2 because the symbolic character is obvious, rather than because the evidence is strong. Keep them separate.
1. Leaving a criterion blank instead of scoring it 0: a blank is not the same as a zero and prevents the saturation rule from being applied correctly.
1. Treating the total score as the only output: the profile shape — which criteria score high or low — is often as informative as the total.
1. Applying the framework to the wrong unit: the FCP scores a symbolic system, not a ruler, a site, or a culture. Define your unit before scoring.



7. Regional and Contextual Extensions  [v1.1]
New in v1.1. All extensions are optional supplements to the core FCP. They do not replace or modify the six core criteria or the 12-point total. Papers scored against v1.0 do not require revision.

The six core FCP criteria are universal baselines designed to apply across all regions, periods, and social scales. In practice, certain evidence types, regional patterns, or analytical situations create interpretive challenges that the core criteria do not fully resolve. This section provides optional extensions that a researcher may apply when the situation warrants.
Extensions are recorded as supplementary fields alongside the standard scoring sheet. They do not affect the published FCP total. When used, they should be cited as: "FCP scored per Vondoom (2026), with regional extensions per Vondoom (2026, Section 7)."

7.1 When to Apply Extensions

	Situation
	Relevant extension
	What to do
	Applicable regions / periods

	Writing is absent but material accounting systems are documented
	EC sub-criteria (EC-1 / EC-2)
	Score EC-1 (material records) and EC-2 (symbolic encoding) separately. Final EC = min(EC-1, EC-2). This prevents a pre-literate society from being penalised for the absence of a technology it did not need.
	Indus Valley, pre-writing Mesopotamia, Çatalhöyük, Neolithic Europe, pre-contact Pacific

	A candidate script exists but is undeciphered
	EC sub-criteria (EC-2 conservative scoring)
	Score EC-2 = E maximum 1 until decipherment is confirmed. Note explicitly in scoring record that the score is contingent. If decipherment is later confirmed, the score may be revised in a follow-up paper.
	Rapa Nui (Rongorongo), Indus script, Proto-Elamite, Linear A

	The subject is maintaining or deploying an inherited system rather than building a new one
	Capital Source flag (B/M/I)
	Assign the appropriate flag. Record in the supplementary field on the scoring sheet. Do not adjust the FCP total — the flag is interpretive, not scoring.
	Late-period rulers, colonial-era administrations, successor dynasties

	The symbolic system is household-distributed with no identifiable central authority
	Symbolic Regulation scoring guidance
	Score Symbolic Regulation = 0 if no evidence of suprahousehold control over symbolic production. Do not infer regulation from consistency alone — consistent practice can emerge without top-down control. Note the distinction in your reasoning column.
	Neolithic Europe, Çatalhöyük, early Mesoamerican villages, Australian Aboriginal societies

	The case covers a very long period (500+ years) with multiple sub-phases
	Period segmentation
	Consider scoring the case at its peak rather than across the full span, or score separately by phase and report the trajectory. A system that reaches Stage 4 at peak and collapses is a different analytical object from one that maintains Stage 4 continuously.
	Old Kingdom Egypt (Dynasties 3–6), Mesopotamia (Uruk–Akkadian), Mesoamerica (Olmec–Classic Maya)

	The symbolic system is primarily oral or performative with limited material trace
	Evidence Strength scoring guidance
	Score E conservatively — oral systems leave indirect material traces at best. S may legitimately exceed E in these cases. Note explicitly that the E score reflects preservation bias, not the absence of a symbolic system.
	Sub-Saharan Africa, early Pacific societies, prehistoric Europe before monumental construction



7.2 Externalized Cognition Sub-Criteria (EC-1 / EC-2)
The core Externalized Cognition criterion covers the full range from tally marks to writing systems. In cases where the distinction between material record-keeping and symbolic encoding is analytically significant — particularly when one is present and the other absent or uncertain — the following sub-criteria may be applied.

	Sub-criterion
	Label
	What to look for
	When to apply

	EC-1
	Material Record Systems
	Administrative records, tally systems, counting devices, standardized notches, inventory lists, controlled storage — any system that offloads cognitive load into durable material form, regardless of whether writing is present.
	Always applicable. Use when the case predates writing or when writing is absent but material record-keeping is documented.

	EC-2
	Symbolic Encoding Systems
	Writing, script, canonical notation, glyphic systems — any encoding system where symbols carry semantic content independent of the object they are inscribed on. Undeciphered scripts score E=1 maximum until function is confirmed.
	Apply when writing or a candidate script is present. Do not assume EC-2 = 2 for an undeciphered system. Score conservatively until decipherment is confirmed.

	How to use
	Score EC-1 and EC-2 separately (0–2 each). Final EC score = min(EC-1, EC-2).
	
	



Example application: Rapa Nui. EC-1 (material record systems) = min(1,0) = 0 — no documented administrative record system. EC-2 (symbolic encoding) = min(1,0) = 0 — Rongorongo undeciphered, E capped at 1, S = 0 pending confirmation. Final EC = 0 under either approach. The sub-criteria add transparency to the reasoning without changing the score.

Example application: Indus Valley. EC-1 (material record systems) = min(2,2) = 2 — standardised weights, orthogonal urban planning, controlled brick production document systematic cognitive offloading. EC-2 (symbolic encoding) = min(1,1) = 1 — Harappan script undeciphered. Final EC = min(2,1) = 1 under sub-criteria approach. Without sub-criteria, EC might be scored 1 or 2 depending on how the researcher weighs the script. Sub-criteria make the reasoning explicit.

7.3 Capital Source Flag (B / M / I)
In cases where two or more subjects score identically on the FCP but occupy structurally different positions relative to the symbolic system they deployed, the Capital Source flag provides interpretive context without altering the numeric score.

	Flag
	Label
	Definition
	Examples

	B
	Builder
	The subject constructed the symbolic system from new or substantially reconfigured prior systems. New institutions, new canonical forms, new spatial programmes originating within the reign or period.
	Akhenaten (Aten programme), Djoser (Step Pyramid complex)

	M
	Maintainer
	The subject actively managed and extended an inherited symbolic system, making substantial contributions while operating within its established framework.
	Ramesses II (saturated an inherited system through density and simultaneity)

	I
	Inheritor
	The subject operated within an inherited symbolic system without making substantial structural contributions. Symbolic capital was deployed rather than generated.
	Cleopatra VII (deployed 2,500-year-old Egyptian symbolic system)

	How to use
	Record the flag as a supplementary field on the scoring sheet. It does not affect the FCP total score. It provides interpretive context for cases with identical scores but different structural positions.
	
	



Example: Akhenaten and Cleopatra VII both score 7/12. Akhenaten = Builder (constructed the Aten programme from scratch, dismantling the prior system). Cleopatra = Inheritor (deployed the Egyptian symbolic system built over 2,500 years without making structural contributions to it). Same score, different historical meaning. The flag surfaces this distinction.

7.4 Stage Diagnostic
The Stage Diagnostic converts the FCP total and Capital Source flag into a DSSM stage assignment. This is supplementary output — it should be reported alongside the numeric score, not as a replacement for it.

	FCP Total
	Zeros present?
	Capital flag
	Stage Diagnostic

	12/12
	No
	B
	Stage 4 construction — full saturation achieved within the period by the subject

	12/12
	No
	M
	Stage 4 continuation — full saturation maintained within an inherited system

	12/12
	No
	I
	Stage 4 inheritance — system is saturated; subject's contribution is deployment only

	7–11/12
	No
	Any
	Stage 3–4 transition — saturation present but not across all dimensions

	7–12/12
	Yes
	Any
	Stage 3 partial — structural absence in at least one dimension despite adequate total

	4–6/12
	Any
	Any
	Stage 2–3 — symbolic activity present; institutional infrastructure incomplete

	0–3/12
	Any
	Any
	Stage 1–2 — early or episodic symbolic behaviour; no systemic stabilisation



7.5 A Note on Negative Cases
Not every society should be expected to reach Stage 4 saturation. The FCP is a detector of a specific configuration of symbolic infrastructure — not a universal measure of cultural complexity or sophistication. Low scores on the FCP are informative, not dismissive.
Three types of low-scoring cases are analytically distinct:
1. Structural absence: the society never developed the institutional infrastructure the FCP measures (e.g. Çatalhöyük — rich symbolic behaviour at household scale without suprahousehold regulation). This is a Stage 2–3 case, not a failed Stage 4.
1. Deliberate equilibrium: the society maintained small-group size and mobility as an adaptive strategy, actively preventing the conditions that produce FCP saturation (e.g. Australian Aboriginal societies). This is not failure — it is a different solution to the same adaptive challenges.
1. Evidential gap: the evidence does not survive well enough to score reliably. Score conservatively, note the limitation, and do not infer absence from silence.

8. Field Implementation Notes
1. Quantify morphometric variation and replication frequency
1. Map repeated layouts using ASCII-style schematics or visual shorthand
1. Maintain detailed logs for artifact typology, spatial layouts, and cross-site comparisons
1. Apply scoring to compare sites objectively and track DSSM compliance
1. When applying regional extensions, record them as supplementary fields — do not substitute them for core criteria
1. Version your scoring records: note whether you scored against v1.0 or v1.1 and which extensions (if any) were applied

Anthony Vondoom  |  ORCID: 0009-0003-4953-1427  |  anthony.vondoom@outlook.com  |  https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.31113958
