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Reply to Smith: On distinguishing between
models, hypotheses, and theoretical frameworks
We are pleased to learn that our paper has
stimulated further discussion of these impor-
tant issues. However, we wish to clarify our
position on several of the points mentioned
in Smith’s letter (1).

i) We do not apply the label “particularism”

as broadly as Smith claims, nor do we
find fault with the “vast majority” of re-
cent work on agricultural origins (OA)
(1). We used the term particularism not
as an exercise in taxonomy, but to ac-
knowledge parallels with earlier trends
in anthropology. We make no claim that
optimal foraging theory (OFT) is the only
alternative to particularism, and we ex-
plicitly identify other useful theoretical
frameworks (2).

ii) We disagree with Smith’s claim that OFT
and the diet breadth model (DBM) have
“failed to produce any compelling regional-
scale explanations of OA.” We contend that
Southwest Asia is just such an example.
When empirical archaeological and paleo-
ecological data are seriously considered (2),
it becomes clear that the “deconstruction” of
the DBM in Southwest Asia (3) falls far
short of being “devastating.” We also dis-
agree that failure of the DBM to generate
accurate predictions in a given case (such
as eastern North America) is evidence that
the model is without value. On the contrary,
it performed well in guiding research away
from an efficiency-maximizing explanation
for OA in this region.

iii) Smith’s use of terminology (OFT/DBM)
indicates that he incorrectly conflates two
distinct phenomena. The DBM is one

model developed within OFT, and the
two should not be lumped together. Nei-
ther is “explicitly antithetical” to niche
construction theory (NCT) and neither
is an explanation on its own. OFT and
NCT are complementary frameworks
for understanding behavior in an evo-
lutionary context.

iv) It makes little sense to claim that, com-
pared with OFT, NCT is a “better match
to empirical data sets.” Even if this gener-
alization was correct, it would mean that
NCT was a more useful framework for
a specific case, not that OFT is in some
way incorrect. We suggest, however, that
many evolutionary processes (including
many OA case studies) might be best un-
derstood by integrating the logic of OFT
and NCT rather than viewing them as in-
dependent and opposing pillars of theory
(see ref. 4 for a relevant example).

v) We agree that NCT does make an explicit
connection between environmental mod-
ification and “evolutionary advantage” as
described by Smith (5). We do not, how-
ever, think that NCT will reach its full
potential without developing and testing
hypotheses that spell out the nature of this
evolutionary advantage in specific cases.
Doing so will entail defining terms such
as “resource rich,” specifying why cer-
tain ecological interventions are fitness-
enhancing, attempting to understand why
some practices are retained and others
abandoned, and acknowledging that NC
can have negative consequences for re-
source reliability and predictability. Only

then will NCT be based on a “solid gen-
eral theory for human behavior” (1).

Smith’s prediction of OFT’s demise is at
best premature. In all likelihood, OFT will
continue to contribute to OA research, as
well as to diverse disciplinary efforts outside
of archaeology (see ref. 2).
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