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This chapter tells the story of a 10,000-year break in the ice ages 

and its eventual culmination in the worldôs first civilizations, such as Egypt.   

A 10,000-year hourglass would stand 400 feet tall, nearly as tall as Gizaôs Great Pyramid. 

(See camel caravan for further sense of scale). 
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I.  Introduction And Timeline  

If  all humans are created equal, then why donôt we treat each other that way?  Must there 

be a small class of wealth and power, while most of us struggle to make ends meet?  Is race a social 

construct?  Why do religions exhibit such a manic-depressive combination of kindness and 

contempt?  These burning contemporary questions all have their origins in the last few ten 

thousand years.              

Modern humans settled their last great frontier, the Americas, as the ice ageôs last great 

glaciers melted away.  Then, fortuitous climate change brought the present interglacial, which 

utterly revolutionized the human experience.  Settlement, social inequality, agriculture, and 

civilization all gradually emerged as a result.  Written history began; we will now encounter some 

of the first individuals still known by name.   

This chapter is organized around the two milestones of agriculture and civilization.  Section 

II concludes humanityôs pre-agricultural highlights.  Section III describes the Neolithic period 

during which people were agricultural but not yet ñcivilizedò.  Finally, the beginnings of 

civilization are the subject of section IV.   

Language and organized religion are two of the main attributes that divide the social sphere 

into ñusò and ñthemò.  ñWhy do the nations so furiously rage together?ò 2 Why do some people 

zealously clamor for a national religion?  And hey é whatôs the deal with so many different 

languages that share scripts and similar words?         

The timeline shows the standard accepted archaeological and geological terms for this time 

scale.  The archaeological dates are typical but not universal. 
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II.  Ice Subsides, Americans Arrive 

 

A. The Last Glacial Maximum and the Present Interglacial   

 

Modern humans emerged in the middle of the last ice age, a 100,000-year glacial that 

probably postponed agricultural lifestyles.  This ice age peaked in the last glacial maximum about 

20,000 years ago.  Canada and Northern Eurasia were almost entirely covered in glaciers three to 

four kilometers thick.  The Antarctic ice sheet was larger than it is today.  With a sizeable fraction 

of Earthôs water locked up in land ice, sea levels were up to 100 meters lower than at present.  This 

exposed a large land bridge in Beringia, between Russia and Alaska, which persisted from 30 to 

11 TYA. 4 Significantly, Beringia had dry climate.  Alaska did not experience enough snowfall to 

form glaciers. 5 It remained an Arctic desert, a steppe with grassland ecosystems.  Animals such 

as camels, elk, and horses traversed Beringia regularly; it was all one continent to them.   

The last glacial maximum impacted more than just the highest latitudes.  The entire planet 

became colder and drier.  The habitable zone was more restricted than usual, even by ice age 

standards.  Most northern plants and animals, including humans, were forced to migrate southward, 

making populations denser and more diverse.  There was a time when reindeer lived alongside 

armadillos in the southern United States, 6 and plants that normally exist only high in the mountains 

crept down toward sea level. 7 Wildlife was confused for thousands of years. 

Milankovitch Cycles brought increasing sunlight back to the planet after 16,000 years ago. 

8 Northern hemisphere glaciers began to subside from their maximum extent, while the Antarctic 

ice sheet shrank considerably.  As these continental ice sheets melted, their waters returned to the 

global ocean, ultimately flooding Beringia and once again separating North America from Asia.  

The flow of glacial water to the seas was a dramatic event on land, too.  As glaciers melted in 

North America, they filled thousands of lakes including the Great Lakes.  The current course of 

the Mississippi River was shaped by glacial water gushing toward the sea in torrents. 9    

By about 13,000 years ago, the northern hemisphere was well on its way into an 

interglacial.  Then cold climate momentarily resurged in an event known as the Younger Dryas.  

It was probably caused by a sudden influx of fresh melt water into the Atlantic Ocean, which 

disrupted the normal flow of the Gulf Stream and its heat content. 10  Temperatures returned to ice 
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age levels for a full millennium, with abrupt changes at both the beginning 11 and the end 12 of this 

interval. The Younger Dryas was only a northern hemisphere phenomenon, and was apparently 

unique to the last interglacial, making this one different from earlier ice ages. 13 This anomaly 

could help explain a tragic and mysterious circumstance surrounding the end of the last ice age ï 

the mass extinction of many large mammals, megafauna, from North America.  For millions of 

years, North America had been a veritable wild animal park, roamed by museum favorites 

including woolly mammoths and mastodons, giant sloths, saber-toothed cats, camels, horses, 

woolly rhinos, dire wolves, and short-faced bears.  They survived every ice age except the last one, 

when they all suddenly vanished.  The Younger Dryas is one frequently cited factor behind these 

extinctions.  After all, the Dryas event itself is named after its drastic ecological shift, when woods 

were replaced by prairies of arctic Dryas flowers.   

The end of the Younger Dryas event around 11,500 years ago is used as a convenient 

marker to end the ice age.  Glaciers retreated almost everywhere, with holdouts remaining only in 

Antarctica, Greenland, and the highest mountain ranges.  The most recent geological epoch is 

technically called the Holocene but is more informally known as the present interglacial.  As this 

name suggests, we would expect todayôs balmy climate to be just one lucky warm period in a 

continuing cycle of (long) ice ages and (short) interglacials ï provided that human influences do 

not overwhelm the natural cycle. * 14    

 

B. The First Americans 

 

The details of exactly where, when, and how the first human beings reached America are 

fiercely debated questions in todayôs archaeological community.  Whoever they were, the first 

Americans are now called Paleo-Indians. À They were nomadic and sparsely populated, leaving 

behind few traces of their existence.  Almost all experts now agree that Paleo-Indians walked 

across the most recent land bridge in Beringia, from Siberia to Alaska, less than 30 TYA.   

 

* Modern industrial greenhouse gases are now accumulating almost 200 times faster than the natural rate.  See citation. 
À Scholars and even many native American descendants themselves seem unable to shake the mistake of referring to 

pre-Columbian Americans as ñIndiansò, which they simply were not.  I will beat them and join them by using the 

accurate label INDIgenous AmericaNS, or ñIndiansò for short. 
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During the last glacial maximum, Beringia was a rare ñrefugeò from northern glaciation.  

For perhaps thousands of years, Paleo-Indians were isolated in arid Alaska, blocked by glaciers 

from entering Canada.  As the world warmed, this obstacle melted away.  The Pacific coast was 

clear 16,000 years ago. 15 A few millennia later, an ice-free corridor opened up through inland 

Canada. 16  

Once they broke out of their ice trap, Paleo-Indians settled the Americas rapidly.  The 

famed Monte Verde site in Chile ï almost at the southern tip of South America ï is dated 

conservatively to 14,500 years ago.  That would mean that it took humans less than two millennia 

to cross all of the Americas, ten times their pace in Asia.    

Various hypotheses speculate about this blazing fast settlement.  Some Paleo-Indians could 

have boated down the coast.  This would have given them a mode of transportation faster than 

walking.  Hunting and fishing implements found on the Channel Islands, 30 km off the coast of 

California, lend credence to the boating hypothesis. 17 The shoreline is difficult to study because 

sea levels are much higher now, and the sites where Paleo-Indians would have set up camp on the 

beach are now submerged.  The oldest human remains in the Americas, possibly up to 14,000 years 

old, are found in marine caves 30 meters underwater in Mexico. 18      

Another possible explanation for fast American colonization is the migrating-herd 

hypothesis.  Paleo-Indians hunted large herd animals like bison and mammoths.  If those animals 

migrated extensively and / or quickly resettled America as it de-glaciated, then the humans would 

follow.  In fact, this is another commonly cited factor behind the extinction of the megafauna.  

Some scientists believe that mammoths and mastodons, giant beavers, and sloths were overhunted 

and / or crowded out by humans, leading to the demise of the carnivorous cats, bears, and wolves. 

19 

These questions are far from satisfactorily answered.  Too many mysteries remain.  Could 

Paleo-Indians really have settled the Americas at such breakneck speed, or did some actually sneak 

into North America before the glacial maximum? 20 Neither climate change nor human activity 

seems sufficient to account for the megafaunaôs mass extinction.  Was it a deadly one-two punch, 

or were there other crucial factors?  The peopling of the Americas is a high-profile niche of 

archaeology, so these questions are heavily researched, and the scientific consensus is sure to shift 

rapidly.        
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The first culture to be widespread in the Americas was the Clovis people.  Clovis artifacts 

are found in a broad region (concentrated in the southeastern US) within a curiously narrow time 

span at precisely 13 TYA.  The Clovis people were genetically traceable to Siberian origins, and 

they were more closely related to todayôs Native Americans (especially South ï Central 

Americans) than to any other populations. 21   

The remnants that Paleo-Indians left behind at their sites include stone tools and hunting 

weapons, fire pits, and butchered animals.  Monte Verde is a unique site where marshy conditions 

have preserved organic artifacts.  Wooden hut foundations, tent stakes, ropes, and even scraps of 

clothing have been recovered there, alongside a human footprint over 14 TYO. 22   

The gate from Asia closed 11 TYA.  It is certainly possible that multiple waves of migrants 

colonized America during Beringiaôs 20,000-year exposure.  In the Holocene, American migration 

was strictly intracontinental.  By 2000 BCE, even the Canadian arctic was settled by Paleo-

Eskimos, who followed eastward migrations of the bowhead whale.         

 

C. Worldwide Human Evolution after 30 TYA 

 

1. Grandparents 

 

Human fossils reveal a striking demographic trend 30,000 years ago.  For the first time, 

humans were routinely living to more than twice the age of sexual maturity ï old enough to become 

grandparents! 23 Longevity is valuable in an environment where knowledge, transmitted through 

the generations, benefits the survival of the clan. 24  

Many species have grandparents.  What is unique to humans is the life phase of menopause:  

as women age, they stop having children of their own.  At first glance, menopause might seem like 

a biological mystery.  How could older women have any evolutionary advantage after reproductive 

age?   

One plausible answer is that post-menopausal women generally focus on feeding and 

caring for their grandchildren, especially their daughtersô children. 25 A grandmotherôs care not 

only nourishes her grandchildren but shortens nursing time, allowing her daughter to have more 

children.  Grandmaôs genes succeed, including her genes for longevity, even when she is no longer 

having children of her own! 26   
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By remembering and transmitting cultural knowledge and caring for the young, 

grandparents revolutionized the family unit.  Clans became larger and cousins remained closer.  

This was a huge step in making hunter-gatherer cultures more complex.   

Grandma ï sheôs more than just a woman to love!     

 

2. Settler-cultivators  

 

For millions of years, humans were hunter-gatherers, traveling in family units.  It was 

necessary to be on the move.  Animals migrated, plants were seasonal, and bands of hostile humans 

were all around.  It was a big step to settle down in one spot year-round, especially for years on 

end.  Though they were literally sitting targets, settlements had the advantage of supporting larger 

populations for defensive strength. 

The earliest evidence of settlements appears 15 TYA.  From eastern Europe to central Asia, 

there are numerous finds of huts made from mammoth bones, presumably covered with skin at the 

time.  The Natufians of the Levant built houses with stone foundations, probably covered with 

sticks.  Chileôs Monte Verdeans built wooden huts.   

Settlement required cultivation, the caretaking of local plants for ongoing food supplies.  

Cultivation goes a step beyond gathering; it involves acts such as selective weeding and burning.  

It does not go as far as agriculture, which is characterized by methodically isolating crops, selecting 

and planting seeds, breeding animals, and controlling water.  However, the settler-cultivator way 

of life would make an easy and natural transition to agriculture. 27           

Hunter-gatherers were characterized by egalitarianism.  The earliest settlements already 

showed signs of social inequality.  A minority of Natufians wore expensive seashell jewelry and 

were honored with special burial treatment. 28  
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3. Toward todayôs racial spectrum 

 

To this point in the book, it has been fair to use the term ñourò ancestors.  More than 15,000 

years ago, my genealogical ancestors were identical to yours and to those of every person alive 

today.  29 As we pass the point of worldwide identical ancestry and come closer to the present, the 

evolution of continents and then of nations becomes increasingly isolated.  Your ancestors start to 

look, sound, and behave more like you and less like me.  

ñRaceò has recently taken on a social significance that far exceeds its biological basis.  

Thatôs why many scientists now describe race as a social construct, something that matters only if 

we make it matter.  Yet we canôt deny the obvious differences between people from, say, Nigeria 

and Japan.  To escape this cognitive dissonance, we must properly characterize racial differences 

as they appear in the real and imagined worlds.   

When populations are isolated, they evolve in response to different environments, which 

may pressure them into assuming different appearances.  Coloration is the most visible and well-

known form of racial differentiation.  The dark skin of equatorial peoples is an effective sunscreen; 

it was probably sapiensô original hue.  Lighter skin is an adaptation to higher latitudes, making the 

skin more sensitive to sunlight for the photosynthesis of vitamin D.  Some populations have 

adapted to unique environmental challenges by evolving tall / lean or short / stout bodies, resistance 

to local pathogens, lactose tolerance, etc.  These adaptations have not made any groups of people 

ñbetterò than anyone else, except when it comes to being healthy in their pre-industrial native 

environments.  Other characteristics are health-neutral, like the way that some Asiansô eyelids 

fold.  

In the short term, such distinctions will cluster locally.  By and large, they now serve as 

visual markers associated with regions on the map.  Thatôs where the psychology takes over.  The 

skin tones and eyelid folds, which may or may not have served some biological function, now play 

an overinflated social role because people relate more to those who look like themselves.  On a 

grander scale, we still evolve multiregionally, and this means that we all partake of the same gene 

pool.  Some genes are denser in some parts of the pool than others, but there are no genes that are 

unique to one part of the world.   
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Most people tend to mentally categorize humans into just a few physical types, 30 

something like this palette (these colors are obviously metaphorical). 

 

The red race The orange 

race 

The yellow 

race 

The green 

race 

The blue race The purple 

race 

 

The socially constructed fiction comes in two parts: first, that people come in such fixed and 

discrete categories, and second that these physical differences are socially important.  The 

underlying diversity is real, but it is continuous, like this spectrum. 31   

 

 

 

Itôs not surprising that our mind perceives a small number of categories, because the underlying 

psychological motivation is simply to distinguish ñusò from ñthemò; we donôt care that much about 

the variation in outsiders.   

Real human diversity is more like a three-dimensional spectrum.  We can map it across 

Earthôs two-dimensional surface. 

 

Visualizing a two-dimensional snapshot of the racial spectrum * 

 

* See the 3D animated spectrum at http://www.TheEvolutionOfHuman.com/section-04-II/#C3 

http://www.theevolutionofhuman.com/section-04-II/#C3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M_Ljpg6-mtM&feature=emb_logo
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The third dimension is time, because this spectrum is constantly churning and mixing. 32 Unless 

you are reading this book in print, you can animate the full 3D spectrum by clicking the map above.  

We would probably recognize the racial spectrum of 3,000 years ago.  It was completely different 

30,000 years ago and will be unrecognizable again in another 30,000 years. *      

Prehistorically, race was not much on peopleôs minds, because they interacted locally and 

hardly ever encountered people from different continents.  In fact, I include this discussion not 

because race was salient 10,000 years ago but because it is endlessly fascinating to present-day 

readers.  Racial politics are only an issue of post-colonial times, when intercontinental migration 

became common.  For todayôs sake, itôs important to understand what racial diversity is, how it 

evolves, and how to think and talk about it. 

 

III.  Agriculture  

 

A. Domestication of Plants and Animals  

 

The domestication of plants and animals is universally recognized as one of the most 

profound turns of events in human history.  Millennia ago, Jewish scripture taught reverently that 

God gave man ñdominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, 

and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.ò 33 Todayôs 

scientists are not nearly so florid, but we still describe domestication as the agricultural (or 

Neolithic) revolution.    

Domestication arose out of cultivation; the boundary is fuzzy.  The term domestication 

suggests human involvement in the reproductive cycle, in a conscious effort to raise organisms 

that are suited to human needs.  Because humans breed for their favorite traits, most domesticated 

species eventually evolve into forms not quite found in nature.  All breeds of house dog, for 

example, evolved from the wolf.  The role that humans now play in guiding evolution is termed 

 

* Mass migration has already made it difficult to predict where someone lives based on physical characteristics alone.  

As mating across haplogroups continues to increase, it is conceivable that future humans could converge toward one 

uniform appearance ï that is, until small groups of emigrants colonize other worlds.  If facial morphing is any 

indication, tomorrowôs blended humanity will be a better-looking species overall.   
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artificial selection.  In other words, farmers have been genetically modifying organisms for 10,000 

years!     

The advantages to our species hardly need stating.  Domestic plants and animals provided 

food and drugs, clothing and other materials, transport, muscle power, and military assistance.  By 

making crops and livestock immediately available, the first farmers made their own lives 

drastically more efficient.  The sacrifice was an imbalance of nature.  Agriculture is characterized 

by isolating crops so that each plot of land supports only one plant type.  This simplified 

ecosystems and reduced nutritional diversity in the human diet. 34 Clearing out fields often required 

deforestation.  Some organisms have become so domesticated that they can no longer survive 

without human care and breeding. 35 Corn, cannabis, silkworms, and some aquarium fish are prime 

examples.   

 The first agriculture 

appeared early in the Holocene 

Epoch, 10 ï 12 TYA.  The 

revolution was not immediately 

global but occurred 

independently in just a few 

localities.  The Fertile Crescent, 

from Egypt to Syria to Iran, was 

the worldôs most influential 

cradle of agriculture.  It was not 

only the first but also the largest 

and most diverse, and it was 

situated in a critically central 

location.  Resources available here included wheat, flax and legumes, sheep and goats, pigs, cattle, 

and cats. * 36 Todayôs ñEuropeanò cattle may all descend from a small herd of about 100 oxen 

domesticated in the Neolithic Fertile Crescent.  

 Only three other spots on Earth are undisputed cradles of agriculture.  Paleo-Chinese 

cultures farmed along the Yangtze and Yellow River Valleys.  They domesticated wheat, millet, 

 

* Though the cat, true to character, self-domesticated by inviting itself to human habitations. ^..^~  See citation. 

Not all historians include Egypt in the Fertile Crescent.  I do because 

this was all one continuous region both geographically and culturally.  
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rice, soy, dogs, chickens, and pigs.  Silk was a uniquely Chinese resource, harvested from 

silkworms.  Meanwhile, agriculture appeared in Mexico and the Andes of Peru.  Mesoamerican 

farmers are renowned for creating corn from wild teosinte, a grass whose ñearsò look like hard 

tufts of wheat. 37 The Andeans bred potatoes from a small, toxic wild ancestor. 38  

 Agriculture propagated outward from the Old-World centers at a rate of about 1 kilometer 

per year. 39 The agriculture of the Fertile Crescent expanded northwest into Europe and east to 

India.  Chinese influence spread southward and eastward, from Japan to New Guinea.  North-south 

spread was more problematic than east-west, because crops are sensitive to latitude.  This 

consideration, as well as other geographical barriers, presented challenges in America and Africa. 

40 Agriculture did not reach Australia until the 2nd millennium. 

 Plant domestication intensified the production of drugs as well as food.  Beer and wine are 

almost as ancient as domesticated grains and fruit.  American sites show traces of coca leaves and 

hallucinogenic cacti and beans dating as far back as 11 TYA. 41 Poppy, the natural source of 

opiates, was domesticated in the Mediterranean region before 7 TYA. 42 Asian farmers later bred 

marijuana for its high THC content. 43 

 

B. Population Density 

 

Agricultural people lived a radically different lifestyle from their hunter-gatherer forebears.  

The most immediate consequence of agriculture was a concentration of people into higher 

population densities.  This is not only because farmers stopped wandering and settled down in one 

spot.  Itôs also because they were able to feed greater numbers.  They even harvested more food 

than they could eat all at once and had to store or trade surpluses.   

Another consequence of food surplus was that not everyone had to spend all their time 

feeding themselves.  While most people continued to farm at least part-time, some were free to 

specialize in the crafts, trades, and services that made town life possible.  Some specialists made 

pottery and baskets for carrying food and water.  Others built structures.  The oldest known city in 

the world, Jericho, had houses and defensive walls 10,000 years ago.  Other buildings included 

granaries and temples.  They were made of stones and semi-permanent substances like tar, plaster, 

and wood.  Some settlements even started to use elementary metals such as gold, silver, 44 and 
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copper 45 as early as 5000 BCE.  These are all emergent properties of population density ï things 

that people can do only when they live together in communities.              

 The oldest towns in the world, 5 ï 10 TYA, dotted Eurasia from Ireland to China.  They 

typically covered about 10 ï 30 acres and supported a few thousand inhabitants.  Other than 

Jericho, the oldest and best-known sites are in Turkey.  Catal Hoyuk was an egalitarian complex 

of plaster houses decorated with interior murals and bull horns.  Göbekli Tepe was the site of 

impressive temples.   

 With the first dense human settlements came the first epidemics.  Deadly diseases such as 

smallpox, tuberculosis, measles, and flu are closely related to variants in animals.  These pathogens 

likely jumped from domesticated animals (including self-domesticated rodents) to humans and 

then evolved to human form. 46 Epidemics had never been possible when people lived in small 

bands.  Now that they lived in close quarters, humans became much better vectors for spreading 

these diseases.  Smallpox in particular has been the human speciesô most prolific killer of all time, 

47 with a cumulative death toll on the order of a billion! 48  Over time, of course, some people 

developed better immune responses and survived epidemics to pass their resilient genes on to their 

children.  Native Americans and Australians never encountered these diseases until Europeans 

suddenly introduced them last millennium.  With no immunity, these populations were especially 

vulnerable, and their numbers were decimated quickly after European contact. 49 

 

C. Wealth and Power  

 

It was in the middle Neolithic period, around 5 ï 10 TYA, that some communities started 

transforming into non-egalitarian, rank-based societies.  While most people still struggled to 

survive, a tiny proportion became wealthy and powerful.  

Wealth is an accumulation of private property.  The concept of personal property arose in 

the first villages with houses, granaries, bounded fields, and livestock. 50 Food was the essential 

resource.  A family that was able to accumulate herds of cattle and stores of grains had advantages 

and bargaining power over others who had less.    

At the same time, growing population centers faced new needs.  They required law and 

order, defense, diplomacy, and trade with neighboring villages.  It seems that the most practical 
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solution to redistribute wealth for public spending was through a central leader, a chief, who would 

collect tributes or taxes from the villagers.   

The chiefdom was a polity intermediate between the egalitarian tribe and the full-blown 

kingdom.  Every ancient state grew out of a preliminary chiefdom phase. 51 Unlike the smaller and 

more ancient tribes, in chiefdoms leadership was permanently vested in one nuclear family.  

Hereditary title provided stability by preventing uncertainty about who was in charge.  

Primogeniture kept the ruling family from diffusing over the generations.  A chief and his clan 

ruled over one village or a few satellite villages.  As the chiefdom grew, so did the leaderôs inner 

circle.  Eventually, even the government got too large for everyone to know everyone, and at this 

point it was growing into a state.  

Since the mid-Neolithic, then, there have been four means to exert influence in human 

affairs:  positions of authority, wealth, arms, and organized numbers.  Concentration of wealth and 

arms empowered rulers to resist the numbers that may have organized against them.  On the other 

hand, the wealthy did not become solely exploitative but also assumed the burdens of leadership.  

A scion relies on his base, and he will maintain it best when he defends his realm and manages a 

healthy economy.  These considerations help align his interests somewhat with those of his 

subjects.  Power and leadership did not necessarily have to evolve together, but they invariably 

did.  This would indicate that integrating privilege and responsibility in the same ruling class 

offered strong survival advantages for the cultures that did so.   

How did the first chiefs earn their titles?  In the cultures that have been observed making a 

transition from egalitarian tribes to ranked chiefdoms, preeminence usually had a basis in historic 

seniority: ñWe were here firstò or ñWe descend from the senior lineage.ò 52 Without written 

records, these claims were often based on flimsy evidence, and it was easy to revise history or 

religion. 53 When the people accepted a chief, they regarded him as imbued with sacred power, 

making his authority unquestionable.  Some chiefs were even exalted as gods. 54 The chief was in 

charge of the communityôs religion.  Myths and rituals reinforced his rank.   

On the opposite end of the power spectrum, slavery also dates to the first chiefdoms.  The 

need for slaves only came about when agriculture created a demand for labor.  Slaves were usually 

ñoutsidersò but could also be criminals or even lost-cause debtors.  Rulers valued slave labor so 

highly that they often raided neighboring villages for them.  Most villagers had a rank somewhere 
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between chief and slave.  Social status was determined not strictly by birthright but also skill set, 

especially military prowess. 55  

 

D. Language Families and the Proto-Indo-Europeans 

 

Starting about 5 ï 6 TYA, pre-historians are able to supplement their archaeological and 

genetic evidence with linguistic analysis.  Grossly speaking, languages have phylogenies much 

like species.  As the speakers of a language become diffuse and isolated, their dialects ñspeciateò 

into distinct but related languages.  By studying similarities in words and grammar, linguists are 

able to trace todayôs large language families to their theoretical ancestral mother tongues.  There 

are thousands of languages today, as there surely were in the Neolithic.  However, most living 

languages are classified into fewer than ten major language families.  This suggests that most 

Neolithic languages are now extinct, while about ten of them were successful enough to spread 

throughout the world.  These dominant proto languages were largely associated with successful 

farming / ranching cultures, which had much greater capacity for large-scale influence than hunter-

gatherer societies. 56  

There is more than one way to measure the size or success of a language family.  There are 

over 1,000 living languages in the Niger-Congo family, all concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa.  

The proto-Niger-Congo language originated with yam farmers in western Africa. 57 The 

continentôs lingering diversity reflects the fact that sub-Saharan Africa was never subsumed by a 

major empire.  A billion people speak the worldôs largest single language, Mandarin, or a closely 

related tongue.  This Sino-Tibetan family can be traced back 6,000 years to the eastern Himalayas, 

58 and its spread was associated with millet agriculture. 59  Other major language families include 

Afro-Asiatic (Arabic and its relatives) and Austronesian, which spread from Taiwan to all the South 

Pacific islands in the last 5,000 years.   

 As measured by the number of speakers, number of countries, or land area, the Indo-

European language family is by far todayôs largest.  It is also the most widely studied, as it was 

the first language family to be recognized. 60 As its name suggests, this family was already spread 

far and wide before globalization, from Western Europe to India.  The number of languages in this 

family is now relatively small, only about 100, due to persistent contact among Eurasians.  They 
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include English, Spanish, Hindi, Portuguese, Bengali, Russian, and French ï seven of todayôs ten 

most populous languages. 61 

 This is a diverse spectrum of languages, yet the fact that they share many similar words 

and grammatical conventions indicates that they share a common origin.  For instance, the word 

for field is agros in Greek, ager in Latin, akrs in Gothic (an extinct Germanic language), and ajras 

in Sanskrit (an Indian language). With knowledge of how sounds change from one language to 

another, we can reconstruct the theoretical original Proto-Indo-European (PIE) word *agras ï the 

original root of our words agriculture and acre. 62  * 

 Todayôs best evidence indicates that the PIE occupied the steppes north of the Black and 

Caspian Seas, present-day Kazakhstan, Russia, and Ukraine, in the 5th to 3rd millennia BCE. 63 

They probably coincided with what archaeologists call the Yamna or pit-grave culture. 64 Language 

and architecture tell us that the PIEs were pastoralists with a few crops, that they worshipped a sky 

god and made animal sacrifices, domesticated horses and honeybees, and organized themselves 

into patrilineal chiefdoms. 65   

 

* An asterisk is used to indicate a reconstructed PIE word such as *agras.   
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The successful spread of the Indo-Europeans may have involved some military force but was 

probably by-and-large a gradual cultural diffusion. 66 PIE culture introduced some extremely 

valuable goods and resources.  The earliest evidence for domestication of the horse is traced to 

Kazakhstan about 6 TYA, two millennia before the rest of Europe. 67 Some of the oldest bronze 

artifacts and wheeled vehicles are also traced to this place and time. 

 The PIEsô language and legends may have survived well because of their penchant for 

poetry.  The saga of the first three men, *Manu, *Yemo, and *Trito, was an important part of PIE 

heritage.  After an evil serpent stole their cattle, these men solicited help from the gods to slay the 

serpent and reclaim the cattle.  The men were so grateful that they sacrificed a share to the gods, 

and so the cycle of giving continued.  This narrative justified the significance of sacrifice and the 

priests who performed it ï a predominant theme in early organized religion. 68  

  

The dark green region is the likeliest PIE homeland.  Light green shows the extent of overland Indo-European 

expansion (which goes beyond this map).  Indo-European languages are co-dominant with other language 

families in cross-hatched regions. 
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IV.  Civilization  

 

A. Country, Nation, and State 

 

 Scholars all agree that social organization reached the scale of ñstatesò or ñcivilizationsò 

by 5,000 years ago, though they have not standardized the definitions of these terms.  One quality 

that all early civilizations had in common, and that distinguished them from what came before, 

was sheer size.  This book will consider a civilization to be any stably unified polity with 

population on the order of 100,000 or more, including at least one city on the order of 10,000 or 

more.  Each civilization is identified with its land, its people, and its government, respectively 

defined as its country, its nation, and its state, which reinforce each other in forming a community 

identity.   

People who conceive of themselves as a nation speak a common language.  National 

identity transcends a human lifespan, forming a collective consciousness of a shared past (history, 

mythology, birthright) and future (destiny, offspring).  At the same time, the class structure is even 

more stratified than in chiefdoms.  The upper and lower classes are so distinct that it is easy to 

forget that they are interdependent. 

 A state is a government capable of sustaining a civilization.  It is necessarily large and 

complex.  With few exceptions, states had their apex at a single executive, a monarch.  The 

monarch delegated authority to a multi-layered bureaucracy of civil servants (for earthly affairs) 

and priests (for sacred rituals).   

One of a stateôs most important privileges is its monopoly of force.  In pre-civilized 

societies, individuals had commonly judged for themselves when they were wronged and how to 

retaliate.  Murder had been much more prevalent 69 , largely due to endless cycles of revenge 

killings. 70 States now formulated laws to decree matters of right and wrong, and they established 

courts to adjudicate them.  State governments also centralized military decisions.  Public dispute 

resolution is one of the hallmarks of what we call a ñcivilizedò society, though many governments 

certainly abused this power too.    

 How did the first civilizations form out of chiefdoms?  If we accept the definitions given 

here, then the answer is outwardly simple:  they grew!  All of the remarkable achievements that 
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we associate with civilizations are only found in large populations, so they could well be natural 

consequences of organization on the 100,000-person scale.  Complex bureaucracies and legal 

codes were necessary to manage all levels of society.  Magnificent palaces and temples proved 

claims to power. * Feats of engineering were undertaken to solve problems of scale (ñhow do we 

irrigate all these fields?ò) and were enabled by the social apparatus they served (full-time 

engineers, a broad tax base, and large slave labor forces). 71  

 

B. The Population Dilemma 

 

But just because a population grows doesnôt guarantee that it will remain organized as a 

coherent unit.  In fact, population growth quickly surpasses the limit of what psychologists call 

stable social relationships.  These are group relationships in which, essentially, everyone knows 

everyoneôs business.  Consider a family of four.  There are six relationships within this family:  

Mom-Dad, Mom-Son, Mom-Daughter, Dad-Son, Dad-Daughter, and Son-Daughter.  Each family 

member can easily keep track of all six relationships.  As a group grows, the number of 

relationships grows more quickly than the number of people.  A family of five has ten relationships.  

An extended family of 20 or 30 cousins includes hundreds of relationships.  By the time we get to 

150 villagers, they have over 10,000 pairwise relationships! À Thatôs about all that a human mind 

can process. 72  

 That creates a significant qualitative difference between small and large groups, defined 

by approximately 150 people.  Smaller groups can cohere by virtue of trust alone.  They feel 

instinctively like unified communities.  Larger groups have blind spots, relationships that not 

everyone can see.  Individuals feel less connected to the whole.  A large group cannot coordinate 

itself on autopilot, much as a large orchestra loses its way without a conductor.  In the absence of 

a supervening force, large groups will simply splinter into smaller units.  Before chiefdoms, the 

natural social unit was the band, a hunter-gathering group of fewer than 150 people from a handful 

of families.   

We need two more key ingredients to understand the history of unification:  a need and a 

mechanism.  Consider the environment in which civilizations evolved.  They grew out of regions 

 

* Who would ever listen to a king without a palace? 
À The number of relationships follows the pattern of ñtriangle numbersò. 
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crowded with warring chiefdoms.  They had to cooperate inwardly to compete outwardly. 73 A 

group that was larger or more internally organized could subsume a smaller or more unstable 

neighbor.  Multiple chiefdoms could ally together to rout a competitor.  In that cutthroat setting, 

each political body had only two options: cooperate or be conquered.  The chiefdoms that survived 

were those that cohered. 

But how? 

   

C. Organized Religion 

 

Cooperation is built on trust.  Before people can trust each other, they must have a shared 

reality, a common vision of the world.  They must play by the same rules, follow the same leader, 

and envision the same problems, goals, and enemies.  The earliest large-scale shared realities 

emerged as organized religion. 74 Every early civilization * had one.   

Matters of law and order are fundamentally down-to-earth, so isnôt it interesting that every 

civilization built its moral code around a supernatural cosmology?   With an evolutionary approach 

to psychology, it is easy to understand how god-given morality offered advantages for state 

stability and defense.  Gods are more effective judges, juries, and executioners than mere mortals.  

Gods have unlimited power of patrol, reward, and punishment, and thereôs nothing we can do to 

usurp them.  Now, hereôs the slick trick: these godly advantages inhere whether the gods 

themselves are real or not.  All that matters is that we believe in them.  And as we have seen, the 

human brain comes prepackaged with an unquestioning instinct for animism.         

In organized religion, then, the concept of spirits mentally evolved into personal gods with 

public faces.  Gods kept an eye on individual behavior and meted out appropriate justice.  Personal 

gods were clearly a mental representation of the greater good, 75 omnipresent agents of the state.  

Belief in personal thought-police gods encouraged the kind of behavior that sustained the 

community 76 and helped societies become more complex. 77 As these cooperative civilizations 

grew, so did their belief in moralizing gods. 78  

 

 

* And every civilization, ever, until the USA. 
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 Consider the ten Hebrew commandments as a well-known example (albeit younger than 

this chapter).  At least five commandments demanded loyalty to the Hebrew God and tradition. 79 

The others proscribed lying, cheating, stealing, killing , 80 and even the temptation to transgress. 81 

We know that they applied only within Judaism, because God sometimes commanded Hebrews to 

kill , enslave, and steal from outsiders. 82 The commandments are cloaked in godly language, but 

their effect is no more nor less than Hebrew stability. 

Church and state were a match made in heaven.  Kings did not invent religion, but they had 

great power to organize it.  People viewed kings and their priestly courts as agents of the gods, an 

incontestable source of power.  Fear of god made it much less likely for subjects to challenge the 

king or question his law.  This might offend our sensibilities in the age of freedom of religion, but 

it has proven the simplest way to achieve law and order.   

A social construct like morality is useful only to the extent that people believe it.  Beyond 

the religious instinct, dogma evolved an increasing pressure to believe.  Religions can offer 

extravagant rewards for conformity (from peace of mind to eternal paradise) and severe 

punishment for heresy (from ostracism to torture to eternal damnation). 83  

So é why do we believe?  Is it because our religion is true?  That canôt be the case for 

most people, because no religion is a majority.  Or is it because organized religious beliefs helped 

certain civilizations hold themselves together, grow, and pass down their cultures through the 

generations? 

Organized religions arose out of settlements and farming communities, giving them some 

unique characteristics to distinguish them from natural hunter-gatherer religion.  Civilizations 

synchronized their religious traditions with agricultural cycles.  Animal sacrifice became a 

common way to bargain with the gods. 84 It was one of the most important state functions. 85  

Mythology became increasingly tied to the nation, country, and state.  People believed in their 

god-given rights to land, resources, and kings.  This presented a quandary whenever two groups 

claimed conflicting rights.  Should they share, or should they fight?  Demonizing outsiders offered 

two evolutionary advantages: a self-defense instinct and the need to assimilate conquered people 

into the dominant religion.     

The history of the last 10,000 years has involved a never-ending tug-of-war between the 

forces of integration and insularism.  When small groups unite to form a larger one, there are 
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undeniable advantages including peace and productivity. * This socioeconomic force is pulling us 

inexorably toward global culture, yet that pull just barely outpaces the psychological counterforce 

of xenophobia.  

Today, most of us live in secular societies where ñseparation of church and stateò is 

axiomatic.  Itôs easy to forget the extent to which organized religion defined reality for 10,000 

years.  Though we still call many religions ñorganizedò, they have mostly become untethered from 

earthly power.  This paradigm is new and exceptional in the grand scheme of things.  The old order 

still lives strongly in our collective memory.  Many conservative communities still havenôt 

adjusted to the idea of state without a state religion.  They still desire that sense of certainty and 

privilege, and some are still willing to fight for it.           

 

D. Cradles of Civilization 

 

There are only a few spots on Earth where chiefdoms grew spontaneously into cities and 

states.  They were all located in the previously identified cradles of agriculture, nurtured by rivers.  

Their countries are today called Egypt, Iraq, Pakistan, China, Mexico, and Peru.  No Old-World 

civilization remained completely isolated from all the others, so they all developed under some 

mutual influence in the long term.  However, their earliest city-states were localized and appear to 

be largely independent.  The New World civilizations were clearly isolated from the Old and most 

likely independent of each other.   

 

1. The fertile crescent 

 

Mesopotamia is a geographic term meaning ñbetween the (Tigris and Euphrates) Riversò.  

The region was agriculturally fertile but poor in other resources, necessitating constant trade 

between the river valleys and the highlands and war over access to metal, wood, and stone.  This 

bustling activity stimulated several civilizations, starting with Sumer in the 4th millennium BCE.  

Sumer was known for its advanced womenôs rights, including the rights to conduct business and 

declare divorce.  Uruk, one of the worldôs first cities, was an important Sumerian power center.  

 

* For example, the United States has greater economic strength as one nation than as 50 separate states.  Peace in 

Europe and the Pacific has benefited greatly from the post-World-War-II system of unions and treaties.   



CHAPTER 4:  THE LAST FEW TEN THOUSAND YEARS 25 

Though long gone, its name still survives in the form Iraq.  The subsequent Akkadian civilization 

was multi-national and was thus considered the worldôs first empire.  Mesopotamian culture 

peaked with the Babylonian civilization of the 1st and 2nd millennia BCE.  Babylonôs cultural 

heritage still lives on in its astronomy, literature, and mathematics.  Babylonians invented the sixty-

second minute and the concept behind the dreaded quadratic formula.     

Egypt traces its identity to the unification of the upper and lower Nile Valley civilizations 

in the 4th millennium BCE.  For thousands of years, it was as stable as its iconic pyramids.  It 

benefited from a predictable river, natural geographic defenses, and a ñprovider stateò system that 

kept civil unrest to a minimum. 86 Egyptôs rulers, the pharaohs, were completely deified.  The 

pyramids were elaborate tombs for a series of pharaohs in the 3rd millennium BCE.  Egyptians 

embalmed their dead to preserve their bodies for the afterlife. * 87 Though we often associate Egypt 

with its extinct exotica, it was a pragmatic civilization that produced several fundamental 

innovations still used today.  Egyptian contributions included surveying and the Pythagorean 

Theorem, ink and papyrus, police, and surgery. 

The Fertile Crescent was one continuous cultural zone.  Its history remains influential 

today, as it shaped the world view that was eventually expressed by Hebrews in the bible.  Many 

biblical tales, including the stories of Eden 88 and the fall of man 89 , Noahôs flood 90 , infant Moses 

91 , and Job 92 have elements found millennia earlier in Mesopotamian narratives.  The ancient 

Israelites originally worshipped many regional gods, including El and Yahweh.  These two godsô 

identities would eventually merge into the single God of Israel.  

 

2. China 

 

 The earliest Chinese state known by name was the Shang Dynasty of the 2nd millennium 

BCE Yellow River Valley.  Chinese lore tells of an earlier Xia Dynasty, but this is questionable 

history written centuries later, blatantly wrapped up in legend and myth.  Enticingly, archaeologists 

have indeed identified a civilization that predates the Shang.  They call it the Erlitou culture, and 

its existence is undeniably attested by advanced bronze work and roads rutted with wheel tracks. 

93 It is not yet known if Erlitou culture can be associated with the Xia Dynasty. 

 

* Only the wealthiest mummies were wrapped in linen; see citation. 
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The Shang Dynasty was founded by King Tang, a benevolent ruler, and persisted over a 

period of prosperity punctuated by famine.  The general state of abundance enabled construction 

of countless towns and a few great cities such as Erligang and Angyang.  Shang craftsmen excelled 

at bronze and jade objects and the production of musical instruments.   

 Compared to the other classic civilizations, China stands out as being the most continuous 

and humanistic.  No foreign empire has ever erased the foundations of Chinese culture.  Dynasties 

have come and gone, but the Chinese identity is traced without interruption to the Shang and 

beyond.            

 The Shang practiced divination, the art of communicating with ancestral spirits for 

guidance.  One common form of divination was oracle bones.  A diviner would crack an animal 

bone or turtle shell with fire and would then interpret the pattern of fractures as messages from the 

spirit world.  Only ancestral spirits could communicate directly with Shangdi, the most powerful 

spirit, who directly controlled the weather and earthly fortunes.  However, the Shang did not 

ascribe creative powers to Shangdi.  They believed that humans made their own advances in 

civilization and technology.  This ñoptimistic humanismò has always been central to Chinese 

philosophy. 94 
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3. The Indus Valley 

 

The first civilization in South Asia occupied Pakistanôs Indus River Valley in the 3rd 

millennium BCE.  Like the Erlitou, this civilization is known only from archaeology, not written 

history, so it often goes by the name given to it by modern archaeologists, the Harappan 

civilization.   

The Harappans were a standout for their urban planning.  They constructed wide streets 

laid out in neat grids.  They excelled at brick work, and their cities had wells and extensive sewers.   

Many mysteries remain.  Their political structure is unknown; large-scale organization is 

inferred by their massive public buildings, widespread standards, and far-flung trade with China 

and Mesopotamia.  They had a written language, but it is found only in fragments and has never 

been deciphered.  They probably spoke a language from the Dravidian family, now associated with 

southern India. 95 Most mysteriously, this civilization vanished. * 

 In the 2nd millennium BCE , Indo-European speakers called Aryans migrated into northern 

India.  They established a system of social classes or castes that socially isolated themselves from 

the Dravidians.  The Aryan literary tradition is remembered as the Vedas, verses that honor the 

gods and ritualize ceremonies from weddings to animal sacrifice.  Vedic religion was the precursor 

to Hinduism.   

   

4. American Civilizations 

 

The Norte Chico civilization was found in the river deltas of coastal Peru as long ago as 

the 4th millennium BCE.  Norte Chico architecture included platform mounds, sunken plazas, and 

terracing, features that remained prevalent in the region for millennia.  What little remains of this 

civilizationôs artifacts includes cotton textiles, musical instruments, and possibly an early example 

of a quipu, a system of ropes tied in knots to represent numbers. 96 Most intriguingly, as of yet 

there is no evidence of war in pre-ceramic Norte Chico archaeology, making this possibly the 

worldôs only civilization to grow peacefully. 97      

 

* When a civilization ñvanishesò, it is not necessarily the people themselves who disappear, but rather the state 

apparatus.  Although people most surely continued to live there, they were no longer organized into a whole, and they 

ceased to create public works that we would associate with a civilization.       
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By contrast, Mexican chiefdoms were highly belligerent.  There is no clear consensus on 

which one was the first to achieve the scale of ñcivilizationò.  The Olmecs (2nd millennium BCE) 

are the most ancient commonly cited candidate, based on large gulf coast settlements.  The Olmecs 

left behind captivating stone sculptures, including the famous ñcolossal headsò.  They also 

exhibited early appearances of Mesoamerican icons such as the were-jaguar, the feathered serpent, 

and the ceremonial ball game. 98 Even if the Olmecs were not the first Mesoamerican civilization, 

they are the best-known representatives of its culture.     

 

E. Three Key Inventions 

 

Civilization greatly accelerated the pace of invention.  Basic necessities such as irrigation, 

clocks and calendars, ñintermediateò mathematics * , and codes of law date to this period.  Other 

critical inventions included the sailboat and the plow.  I recognize three especially far-reaching 

innovations as having revolutionized the human experience.    

 

1. Metallurgy  

 

Metals as they occur in nature are difficult to exploit.  Most are rare and / or stubbornly 

difficult to extract from the earth.  Due to such challenges, metal working did not exist until the 

Neolithic period, and only about ten elementary metals were ever known before modern chemistry.  

Gold, silver, and copper were mined and used to some extent in early villages, even before 

civilization.  These precious metals are soft and effective only for luxurious jewelry and art.   

True metallurgy began with the controlled melting of metals, which dates back as 

surprisingly far as 7 TYA (Serbia and Turkey). 99 An early application was the creation of bronze 

by blending copper with a secondary metal.  Bronze, unlike pure copper, is hard and rigid enough 

to use as tools, weapons, and armor.  It became gradually more refined and widespread throughout 

the Old World 100 , with tin becoming the secondary metal of choice.  The impact on formative 

civilizations was so great that archaeologists refer to this period as the Bronze Age.  Bronze found 

numerous applications in art and music, ships, and even mirrors.  Bronze fishhooks and metal-

 

* Fractions, algebra, and geometric measurement 
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tipped plows were vastly superior to their organic precursors.  And only with the availability of 

chisels, saws, and rivets did it become possible to craft wooden wheels! 101  

In Eastern Europe and Southwest Asia, iron began to overtake bronze in the 2nd millennium 

BCE.  Iron was stronger than bronze and much more plentiful, though it required difficult new 

techniques for smelting and shaping.  Iron swords, armor, and arrowheads were a critical part of 

the war package that swept through the Fertile Crescent at the end of this ñChapter 4ò period.  

 

2. The wheel 

 

The earliest wheeled vehicles are found in central Europe, Mesopotamia, and the northern 

Caucasus.  These findings all date to the late 4th millennium BCE.  Because of their proximity in 

time and place, it is probable that they all derived from one single invention, most likely in the 

Proto-Indo-European homeland. 102 Wheels rolled across the entire Old World over the next two 

millennia.  Vehicles were hand-made and personalized.  They were among the most common 

possessions buried with the dead.  We must conclude that Bronze Age owners cherished their cars 

just as much as we do today. 

Despite the deceptive simplicity of the wheel, neither its conception nor its construction 

was trivial.  The real breakthrough was not the wheel per se but the axle that affixed it to a vehicle.  

Aside from the matter of having metal tools on hand, a wheelwright must balance considerations 

of weight, speed, friction, durability, ease of steering, availability of wood, and simplicity of 

construction.   

After all that, most terrains are still more difficult to traverse by wheel than on foot.  

Vehicles must have come into being only where specialized needs made them worth the trouble.  

(Tellingly, Olmecs made wheeled toys but never scaled them up).  The first vehicles may have 

found utility  as mining carts in the mountains or ox-pulled covered wagons on the steppe. 103  

By the 2nd millennium BCE, wheel craft had progressed to veritable mechanical 

engineering with the spoked wheel and the chariot.  Horse-drawn chariots, especially when bearing 

archers, were formidable and unstoppable weapons.  They shaped the military history of the Fertile 

Crescent and became the status symbol of choice for kings and gods alike.   
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3. Writing  

 

The concept of writing grew out of the ages-old art of drawing.  Since some words sound 

like others, pictures can assume multiple meanings: 

 

 

 

 

 

I CAN SEE YOU 

 

This rebus principle hinted at the idea that visual symbols could represent sounds regardless of 

meaning.  When special symbols came to represent the elementary sounds of speech ï syllables, 

consonants, and vowels ï they became the first systems of full writing.  

 Writing was probably invented independently by only two civilizations: the Sumerians and 

Olmecs. 104 Egyptians and Indians borrowed the idea from Mesopotamia. 105 Egyptian 

hieroglyphics was the first system to use alphabetic characters, later extracted by Phoenicians into 

the strictly alphabetic scripts used by most of the world today.  Chinese writing followed millennia 

later, and (though hotly debated) the preponderance of evidence suggests that the Chinese also 

adopted writing from western Asia. 106      

 The earliest writing was mostly for mundane record-keeping.  Merchants wrote bills of sale 

while scribes recorded the accomplishments of their kings.  Such records give us the first known 

individual names, from Egyptôs Scorpion King to a slave named Enpap-X. 107  Still, scant literature 

survives from before 1000 BCE.  

 Writing had enormous impact not only for the people who used it, but for present 

perceptions of the past.  Until recently, the only known evidence of ancient civilizations was their 

written records.  Since writing seemed to come from nowhere about 5,000 years ago, there was 

absolutely no conception of pre-history.  The creation myths recounted in the earliest written 

literature were taken at face value, and most people alive today still believe them.  Committing 

religion to writing made it inflexible.  Oral traditions can change quickly and fluidly to keep up 

with conventional wisdom. 108 Scripture is (sometimes literally) carved in stone, forcing it to 

eventually grow old-fashioned.   
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In any event, writing disseminated and preserved knowledge like never before.  In the 

historic age, there are now five ways to change the world:  authority, wealth, arms, organized 

numbers, and ideas.         

         

V. Summary 

 

The end of the last ice age was the crucial climatic change that enabled all of the nearly 

miraculous transformations that Homo sapiens made in the rest of this chapter.  It opened up a 

whole new hemisphere for the first native Americans after the last glacial maximum of 20 TYA.  

The warmer, wetter climate also opened up the temperate latitudes for permanent settlement and 

easy cultivation of plants.  Settler-cultivators gradually progressed to the worldôs first farmers, 

ranchers, and herders by 10 TYA.   

As population densities increased, humans became a hyper-social species, cooperating in 

communities of hundreds, thousands, and millions ï well beyond the natural limit of family bands.  

Collective action magnified the power of the human mind immensely.  Technology abruptly 

advanced from stone tools and thatched huts to metal, masonry, and vehicles.  For the first time, 

some people were able to take breaks from food production in order to develop diverse skills and 

trades.  Written history began in the 4th millennium BCE, though the surviving written record from 

this period is limited. 

Large-scale cooperation was a complete overhaul of human sociality.  It necessitated a 

ruling class and an organized hierarchy.  This invariably led to social inequality, yet cooperation 

required a sense of common purpose.  Communities standardized their spiritual instincts into 

organized religions.  Religion channeled the emotional connection from individual to group.  This 

cohesive force was strong enough to hold nations together peacefully.  At the same time, organized 

religion provided the ultimate basis for a leaderôs authority.  Wealth, power, and organized 

numbers evolved together to strike a balanced solution whereby rulers served their own selfish 

needs while also managing collective welfare.   

The first civilizations ï nations, countries, and states ï emerged in the cradles of 

agriculture.  Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, and China all had advanced historic civilizations by 1000 

BCE.  The Mesoamerican and Peruvian civilizations also started to come into their own by that 

time.   
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Civilizations have always engaged simultaneously in war and trade, a perpetual 

disequilibrium determined by each stateôs needs and capabilities.  They competed in a tournament 

without rules.  State-organized religion helped to unify ñusò into ever-larger nations, while at the 

same time making ñthemò all the more foreign.   
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VI.  Archaeology Gallery 

After 30 TYA, more artifacts made of organic materials are left behind.  Craftsmen got 

increasingly meticulous with small precision tools.  Needles, fishhooks, and harpoons were 

common. 109 

 

   

Harpoon tips made of reindeer antler.  France, 15 - 20 TYA. 

 

The bow-and-arrow was a powerful stone-age weapon.  These ñflutedò Clovis arrowheads are 

among the oldest artifacts found in America. 110 
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The Neolithic (ñnew stoneò) period is partly defined by the appearance of polished stones, like this 

Japanese axe. 111   

 

 

Pottery and basketry appeared more than 20 TYA. 112 The best surviving artifacts are under 10 

TYO. 113 

 

 

Pottery from Iran c. 7,000 years ago 
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The oldest known man-made shelters were huts made of mammoth bones. 114 

 

 

Museum replica of a mammoth bone hut, Russia, 15 - 20 TYA 

Towns similar to modern apartment complexes appeared a little over 10 TYA. 115 

 

 

Reconstruction of Catal Hoyuk, Turkey 
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As agriculturalists, people began breeding new varieties of existing species, many of them no 

longer recognizable as their natural forms. 116   

 

Genetically modified mustard: An example of several new "man-made" life forms bred from one natural species. 

 

Megaliths ï arrangements of giant stones ï were common in the Neolithic and Bronze Ages.  They 

were so difficult to erect that we can infer they must have been important.  They probably served 

as temples, cemeteries, and other exalted community spaces. 117 

 

Stonehenge, England, 3rd millennium BCE 






