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A Rock paintings, such as these “X-ray
style” figures from Nourlangie in
Ausiralia’s Northern Territory, provide o
fascinating record of the everyday

world of hunter-gatherers. They also
give some insight info the rich spiritual
and mythological ife of the peple
who created them.

FIRST CIVILIZATIONS

As the millennia passed there was continuing
innovation in agricultural techniques and tools,
with the domestication of more plants and animals
and the improvement by selective breeding of those
already being exploited. These developments
increased productivity and allowed the colonization
of new areas. Specialist pastoral groups moved into
previously uninhabited, inhospitable desert regions.
Swamps were drained in Mesoamerica and South
America and highly productive raised fields were
constructed in their place. Irrigation techniques
allowed the cultivation of river valleys in otherwise
arid regions, such as Mesopotamia and Egypt.

High agricultural productivity supported high
population densities, and towns and cities grew up,
often with monumental public architecture.
However, there were also limitations in these
regions, such as an unreliable climate or river
regime, or a scarcity of important raw materials
(such as stone), and there was often conflict
between neighbouring groups. Religious or secular
leaders who could organize food storage and
redistribution, craft production, trade, defence and
social order became increasingly powerful. These
factors led to the emergence of the first
civilizations in many parts of the world between
around 4000 and 200 Bc (maps 3 and 4 overleaf).
A surplus of agricultural produce was used in these
civilizations to support a growing number of
specialists who were not engaged in food
production: craftsmen, traders, priests and rulers,
as well as full-time warriors — although the majority
of soldiers were normally farmers.

Specialists in some societies included scribes.
The development of writing proved a major
advance, enabling vast quantities of human
knowledge and experience to be recorded, shared
and passed on. Nevertheless, in most societies
literacy was confined to an elite — priests, rulers
and the scribes they employed — who used it as a
means of religious, political or economic control.
In most parts of the world, the belief that there
should be universal access to knowledge recorded
in writing is a recent phenomenon.

RITUAL AND RELIGION

Although without written records it is impossible to
reconstruct details of the belief systems of past
societies, evidence of religious beliefs and ritual
activities abounds, particularly in works of art,
monumental structures and grave offerings.









THE HUMAN REVOLUTION:
5 MILLION YEARS AGO 10 10,000 BC




THE EMERGENCE OF MODERN HUMANS

Around 100,000 years ago two hominid species were living
in the eastern Mediterranean region. One was the Asian rep-
resentative of the Neanderthals (H. neanderthalensis) -
descended from H. heidelbergensis — who inhabited Europe
and West Asia from some time after 200,000 BC; the other
was an early form of Homo sapiens (modern humans) who
had first appeared some 20,000 years earlier in southern
Africa. By 40,000 BC modern humans were to be found
throughout the previously inhabited world — Africa, Asia and
Europe - and in Australia (map 3).

Opinions are divided as to how this came about. One
school of thought holds that the descendants of the first
hominids to colonize these various regions had evolved
in paralle] (diagram 1); there was continuous gene flow
between adjacent regions, spreading adaptations and
changes throughout the hominid world but with regional dif-
ferences also present, as in the modern races. This view sees
the emergence of modern humans as a global phenomenon.

The alternative and more generally accepted view is that
the original colonists developed into different regional
species (diagram 2). Modern humans emerged in Africa and
were able to spread at the expense of other hominids, pro-
gressively colonizing West Asia by 100,000 Bc, East Asia and
Australia by 60,000 B¢ and Europe by 40,000 Bc. Whether
they interbred with the hominids they displaced or simply
extinguished them is unclear, but almost certainly Homo
sapiens was the only surviving hominid by about 30,000 BC.

From Asia modern humans moved into the Americas,
crossing the Bering Strait during an ice age when the land
bridge of Beringia was exposed, and migrating southwards
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later. The date of this colonization is still hotly debated, but
the earliest incontrovertible evidence of humans in the
Americas south of the glaciated area comes after the ice
sheets began to retreat — about 14,000 years ago.

CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

Early modern humans and their Neanderthal contempo-
raries used similar tools and seem to have been culturally
related. However, although Neanderthals and even earlier
hominids may have communicated with sounds to some
extent, H. sapiens was the first hominid to be able to com-
municate in a fully developed spoken language. This was a
critical development, making possible detailed planning and
discussion of group activities and interactions and, more
importantly, allowing the knowledge acquired through indi-
vidual experience to be shared and transmitted from
generation to generation.

From about 100,000 years ago many aspects of human
consciousness and aesthetic sense began to evolve, as evi-
denced by the finely shaped and consciously planned stone
tools of both Neanderthals and modern humans, and by the
beginning of burial. The emergence of human consciousness
becomes ever more apparent in the art that dates from
about 35,000 Bc, and very probably earlier in Australia.
Archaeologists have found exquisite figurines depicting both
humans and animals, as well as magnificent animal and
abstract paintings and engravings on the walls of caves and
rock shelters. The most famous of these finds are in south-
ern France and adjacent Spain, but early art has been found
all over the world, with fine concentrations in Australia,
Africa and Russia.

A Until recently the immediate
descendants of Homo habilis were all
dassified as Homo erectus, but it now seems
more probable that there were o number of
roughly contemporary hominid species:

H. ergaster in Africa, H. erectus in East Asia
and H. heidelbergensis in Europe. The
paucity of hominid fossils makes their
dlassification extremely difficult, and there
are mojor and frequent changes in the
interpretation of the limited evidence.
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