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“The nearest thing to a unified field theory of history we
are ever likely to get. With wit and wisdom, Ian Morris
deploys the techniques and insights of the new ancient history
to address the biggest of all historical questions: Why on earth
did the West beat the Rest? I loved it.” Niall Ferguson

“This is a great work of synthesis and argument, drawing
together an awesome range of materials and authorities to
bring us a fresh, sharp reading of East—West relationships. As
China rises and the world’s population spikes, Morris weaves
lessons from thousands of years of world history towards a
startling and scary conclusion.” Andrew Marr

‘lan Morris has returned history to the position it once
held. No longer a series of dusty debates, nor simple stories —
although he has many stories to tell and tells them brilliantly —
but the true magister vitae — the ‘teacher of life’. He explains
how the shadowy East—West divide came about, why it really
does matter, and how one day it might end up. His vision is
dazzling, and his prose irresistible. Everyone from Sheffield to
Shanghai who wants to know, not only how they came to be
who and where they are, but where their children and their
children’s children might one day end up, must read this
book.” Anthony Pagden, distinguished professor of political
science and history at the University of California, Los
Angeles, author of Worlds and War: The 2,500 Year Struggle
Between East and West

‘Morris’s history of world dominance sparkles as much
with exotic ideas as with extraordinary tales. Why The West
Rules — For Now is both a riveting drama and a major step
towards an integrated theory of history.” Richard Wrangham,
Ruth Moore Professor of Biological Anthropology, Harvard
University and author of Catching Fire

‘lan Morris 1s a classical archaeologist, an ancient historian
and a writer of such breathtaking vision and scope as to make



him fit to be ranked alongside the likes of Jared Diamond and
David Landes. His magnum opus is a four not just d 'horizon
but de force, taking us as it does on a spectacular journey to
and from the two nodal cores of a euramerican West and Asian
East, alighting and reflecting as suggestively upon 10,800 BC
as upon AD 2010. The shape of globalising history may well
never be quite the same again.” Paul Cartledge, A. G. Leventis
Professor of Greek Culture, University of Cambridge

“This 1s an astonishing work: hundreds of pages of the
latest information dealing with every aspect of change. Then,
the questions of the future: What will a new distribution bring
about? Will Europe undergo a major change? Will the millions
of immigrants impose a new set of rules on the rest? There
was a time when Europe could absorb any and all newcomers.
Now the newcomers may dictate the terms. The West may
continue to rule, but the rule may be very different.” David S.
Landes, author of The Wealth and Poverty of Nations

‘Deeply thought-provoking and engagingly lively, broad in
sweep and precise in detail.” Jonathan Fenby, author of The
Penguin History of Modern China, former editor of the
Observer and South China Morning Post

‘A formidable, richly engrossing effort to determine why
Western institutions dominate the world ... Readers will enjoy
[Morris’s] lively prose and impressive combination of
scholarship ... with economics and science. A superior
contribution to the grand-theory-of-human-history genre.’
Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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INTRODUCTION

ALBERT IN BEIJING

London, April 3, 1848. Queen Victoria’s head hurt. She
had been kneeling with her face pressed to the wooden pier for
twenty minutes. She was angry, frightened, and tired from
fighting back tears; and now it had started raining. The drizzle
was soaking her dress, and she only hoped that no one would
mistake her shivers for fear.

Her husband was right next to her. If she just stretched out
her arm, she could rest a hand on his shoulder, or smooth his
wet hair—anything to give him strength for what was coming.
If only time would stand still—or speed up. If only she and
Prince Albert were anywhere but here.

And so they waited—Victoria, Albert, the Duke of
Wellington, and half the court—on their knees in the rain.
Clearly there was a problem on the river. The Chinese
armada’s flagship was too big to put in at the East India
Docks, so Governor Qiying was making his grand entry to
London from a smaller armored steamer named after himself,
but even the Qiying was uncomfortably large for the docks at
Black-wall. Half a dozen tugs were towing her in, with great
confusion all around. Qiying was not amused.

Out of the corner of her eye Victoria could see the little
Chinese band on the pier. Their silk robes and funny hats had
looked splendid an hour ago, but were now thoroughly
bedraggled in the English rain. Four times the band had struck
up some Oriental cacophony, thinking that Qiying’s litter was
about to be carried ashore, and four times had given up. The



fifth time, though, they stuck to it. Victoria’s stomach lurched.
Qiying must be ashore at last. It was really happening.

And then Qiying’s envoy was right in front of them, so
close that Victoria could see the stitching on his slippers.
There were little dragons, puffing smoke and flames. It was
much finer work than her own ladies-in-waiting seemed able
to do.

The envoy droned on, reading the official proclamation
from Beijing. Victoria had been told what it said: that the
Grand Exemplar the Cultured Emperor Daoguang recognized
the British queen’s desire to pay her respects to the imperial
suzerainty; that Victoria had begged for the opportunity to
offer tribute and taxes, paying the utmost obeisance and asking
for commands; and that the emperor agreed to treat her realm
as one of his inferior domains, and to allow the British to
follow the Chinese way.

But everyone in Britain knew what had really happened. At
first the Chinese had been welcome. They had helped fund the
war against Napoleon, who had closed the continent’s ports to
them. But since 1815 they had been selling their goods at
lower and lower prices in Britain’s ports, until they put
Lancashire’s cotton mills out of business. When the British
protested and raised tariffs, the Chinese burned the proud
Royal Navy, killed Admiral Nelson, and sacked every town
along the south coast. For almost eight centuries England had
defied all conquerors, but now Victoria’s name would go down
forever in the annals of shame. Her reign had been an orgy of
murder, rapine, and kidnapping; defeat, dishonor, and death.
And here was Qiying himself, the evil architect of Emperor
Daoguang’s will, come to ooze more cant and hypocrisy.

At the appropriate moment Victoria’s translator, kneeling
just behind her, gave a perfect courtier’s cough that only the
queen could hear. This was the signal: Qiying’s minion had
reached the part about investing her as a subject ruler. Victoria
raised her forehead from the dock and sat up to receive the
barbaric cap and robe that signified her nation’s dishonor. She
got her first good look at Qiying. She did not expect to see
such an intelligent- and vigorous-looking middle-aged fellow.



Could he really be the monster she had dreaded? And Qiying
got his first look at Victoria. He had seen a portrait of her at
her coronation, but she was even stouter and plainer than he
had expected. And young—very, very young. She was soaked
and appeared to have little splinters and bits of mud from the
dock all over her face. She did not even know how to kowtow
properly. What graceless people!

And now came the moment of blackest horror, the
unthinkable. With deep bows, two mandarins stepped from
behind Qiying and helped Albert to his feet. Victoria knew she
should make no sound or gesture—and in very truth, she was
frozen to the spot, and could not have protested had she tried.

They led Albert away. He moved slowly, with great dignity,
then stopped and looked back at Victoria. The world was in
that glance.

Victoria swooned. A Chinese attendant caught her before
she fell to the dock; it would not do to have a queen, even a
foreign devil queen, hurt herself at such a moment.
Sleepwalking now, his expression frozen and his breath
coming in gasps, Albert left his adopted country. Up the
gangplank, into the luxurious locked cabin, and on to China,
there to be invested as a vassal in the Forbidden City by the
emperor himself.

By the time Victoria recovered, Albert was gone. Now,
finally, great sobs racked her body. It could take Albert half a
year to get to Beijing, and the same to get back; and he might
wait further months or years among those barbarians until the
emperor granted him an audience. What would she do? How
could she protect her people, alone? How could she face this
wicked Qiying, after what he had done to them?

Albert never came back. He reached Beijing, where he
astonished the court with his fluent Chinese and his knowledge
of the Confucian classics. But on his heels came news that
landless farm workers had risen up and were smashing
threshing machines all over southern England; and then that
bloody street battles were raging in half the capitals of Europe.
A few days later the emperor received a letter from Qiying
suggesting that it might be best to keep a talented prince like



Albert safely out of the country. All this violence was as much
about the painful transition to modernity as about the Chinese
Empire, but there was no point taking chances with such
turbulent people.

So Albert stayed in the Forbidden City. He threw away his
English suits and grew a Manchu pigtail, and with each
passing year his knowledge of the Chinese classics deepened.
He grew old, alone among the pagodas, and after thirteen
years in the gilded cage, he finally just gave up living.

On the other side of the world Victoria shut herself away in
under-heated private rooms at Buckingham Palace and ignored
her colonial masters. Qiying simply ran Britain without her.
Plenty of the so-called politicians would crawl on their bellies
to do business with him. There was no state funeral when
Victoria died in 1901; just shrugs and wry smiles at the
passing of the last relic of the age before the Chinese Empire.

LOOTY IN BALMORAL

In reality, of course, things didn’t happen this way. Or at
least, only some of them did. There really was a Chinese ship
called the Qiying, and it really did sail into London’s East
India Docks in April 1848 (Figure I.1). But it was not an
ironclad gunboat carrying a Chinese governor to London: the
real Qiying was just a gaily painted wooden junk. British
businessmen in the Crown Colony of Hong Kong had bought
the little boat a couple of years before and decided that it
would be a jolly jape to send it back to the old country.

Queen Victoria, Prince Albert, and the Duke of Wellington
really did come down to the river, but not to kowtow before
their new master. Rather, they came as tourists to gawk at the
first Chinese ship ever seen in Britain.

The ship really was named after the governor of
Guangzhou. But Qiying had not accepted British submission



in 1842 after destroying the Royal Navy. In reality, he
negotiated China’s surrender that same year, after a small
British squadron sank every war junk it could find, silenced
the coastal batteries, and closed the Grand Canal linking
Beijing to the rice-rich Yangzi Valley, threatening the capital
with starvation.

And Emperor Daoguang really did rule China in 1848. But
Daoguang did not tear Victoria and Albert apart: in fact the
royal couple lived on in bliss, punctuated by Victoria’s moods,
until Albert died in 1861. The reality was that Victoria and
Albert tore Daoguang apart.

Figure I.1. The real Qiying: boatloads of Londoners row
out to see the ship in 1848, as recorded by an artist from the
lllustrated London News.

History is often stranger than fiction. Victoria’s countrymen
broke Daoguang and shattered his empire for that most British
of vices—a cup of tea (or, to be precise, several billion cups of
tea). In the 1790s the British East India Company, which ran
much of South Asia as a private fiefdom, was shipping 23
million pounds of Chinese tea leaves to London every year.
The profits were enormous, but there was one problem: the
Chinese government was not interested in importing British
manufactured goods in return. All it wanted was silver, and the
company was having trouble raising enough to keep the trade



going. So there was much joy when the traders realized that
whatever the Chinese government might want, the Chinese
people wanted something else: opium. And the best opium
grew in India, which the company controlled. At Guangzhou
—the one Chinese port where foreigners could trade—
merchants sold opium for silver, used the silver to buy tea,
then sold the tea for even greater profits back in London.

As so often in business, though, solving one problem just
created another. Indians ate opium and Britons dissolved it and
drank it, consuming ten to twenty tons every year (some of it
going to calm babies). Both techniques produced mildly
narcotic effects, enough to inspire the odd poet and stimulate a
few earls and dukes to new debaucheries, but nothing to worry
about. The Chinese, on the other hand, smoked it. The
difference was not unlike that between chewing coca leaves
and lighting up a crack pipe. British drug dealers contrived to
overlook this difference but Daoguang did not, and in 1839
declared war on drugs.

It was an odd war, which quickly degenerated into a
personal  face-off between Daoguang’s drug czar,
Commissioner Lin Zexu, and the British superintendent of
trade at Guangzhou, Captain Charles Elliot. When Elliot
realized he was losing, he persuaded the traders to surrender a
staggering seventeen hundred tons of opium to Lin; and he got
the traders to agree to this by guaranteeing that the British
government would reimburse them for their losses. The
merchants did not know if Elliot actually had the authority to
promise this, but they grabbed the offer all the same. Lin got
his opium; Elliot saved face and kept the tea trade moving; and
the merchants got top price (plus interest and shipping) for
their drugs. Everyone won.

Everyone, that is, except Lord Melbourne, Britain’s prime
minister. Melbourne, who was expected to find £2 million to
compensate the drug dealers, did not win. It should have been
madness for a mere naval captain to put a prime minister on
the spot like this, but Elliot knew he could rely on the business
community to lobby Parliament to recover the money. And so
it was that personal, political, and financial interests thickened
around Melbourne until he had no choice but to pay up and



then send an expedition to make the Chinese government
reimburse Britain for the confiscated opium (Figure 1.2).

This was not the British Empire’s finest hour. Contemporary
analogies are never precise, but it was rather as if in response
to the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency making a major bust,
the Tijuana cartel prevailed on the Mexican government to
shoot its way into San Diego, demanding that the White House
reimburse the drug lords for the street value of the confiscated
cocaine (plus interest and carriage charges) as well as paying
the costs of the military expedition. Imagine, too, that while it
was in the neighborhood, a Mexican fleet seized Catalina
Island as a base for future operations and threatened to
blockade Washington until Congress gave the Tijuana drug
lords monopoly rights in Los Angeles, Chicago, and New
York.

The difference, of course, is that Mexico is in no position to
bombard San Diego, while in 1839 Britain could do whatever
it wanted. British ships brushed aside China’s defenses and
Qiying signed a humiliating treaty, opening China to trade and
missionaries. Daoguang’s wives were not carried off to
London, the way Albert went to Beijing in the scene I
imagined at the beginning of this introduction, but the “Opium
War” broke Daoguang all the same. He had let down 300
million subjects and betrayed two thousand years of tradition.
He was right to feel like a failure. China was coming apart.
Addiction soared, the state lost control, and custom crumbled.




Figure 1.2. Not their finest hour: British ships blowing
Chinese war junks out of the Yangzi River in 1842. At the far
right the Nemesis, the world’s first all-iron warship, is living

up to its name.

Into this uncertain world came a failed civil service
candidate named Hong Xiuquan, who had grown up just
outside Guangzhou. Four times Hong had trekked to the city to
take the arduous civil service entrance exams; four times he
had flunked. Finally, in 1843, he collapsed and had to be
carried back to his village. In his fevered dreams, angels took
him up to heaven. There he met a man who, he was told, was
his elder brother, and standing shoulder-to-shoulder the two of
them battled demons under their bearded father’s gaze.

No one in the village could make sense of this dream, and
Hong seemed to forget about it for several years, until one day
he opened a little book he had been given in Guangzhou on
one of his trips to the examination hall. It summarized the
Christians’ sacred texts—and, Hong realized, held the key to
his dream. The brother in his dream was obviously Jesus,
which made Hong God’s Chinese son. He and Jesus had
chased the demons out of heaven, but the dream seemed to
mean that God wanted Hong to expel them from earth, too.
Patching together a mix of evangelical Christianity and
Confucianism, Hong proclaimed a Heavenly Kingdom of
Great Peace. Angry peasants and bandits flocked to his banner.
By 1850 his motley crew was defeating the disorganized
imperial armies sent against him, and he followed God’s will
by introducing radical social reforms. He redistributed land,
legislated equal rights for women, and even banned
footbinding.

In the early 1860s, while Americans slaughtered each other
with artillery and repeating rifles in the world’s first modern
war, the Chinese were doing the same with cutlasses and pikes
in the world’s last traditional war. For sheer horror, the
traditional version far outdid the modern one. Twenty million
died, mostly through starvation and disease, and Western



diplomats and generals exploited the chaos to push farther into
East Asia. In 1854, looking for coaling stations between
California and China, the American Commodore Perry forced
Japan’s ports open. In 1858 Britain, France, and the United
States won new concessions from China. Emperor Xianfeng,
who wunderstandably hated the foreign devils who had
destroyed his father, Daoguang, and were now exploiting his
war against Hong, tried to wriggle out of the new treaty, but
when Xianfeng got difficult, the British and French
governments made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. They
marched on Beijing and Xianfeng beat an undignified retreat
to a nearby vacation spot. The Europeans then burned his
beautiful Summer Palace, letting him know they could do the
same to the Forbidden City if they felt like it, and Xianfeng
caved in. Shattered even more badly than his father had been,
he refused to leave his hiding place or meet with officials ever
again, and retreated into drugs and sex. He died a year later.

Prince Albert expired just a few months after Xianfeng.
Despite spending years campaigning to persuade the British
government that poor drains spread disease, Albert probably
died from typhoid carried through Windsor Castle’s wretched
sewers. Sadder still, Victoria—as deeply enamored of modern
plumbing as Albert—was in the bathroom when he passed
away.

Robbed of the love of her life, Victoria sank deeper into
moods and melancholy. But she was not completely alone.
British officers presented her with one of the finest curiosities
they had looted from the Summer Palace at Beijing: a
Pekinese dog. She named him Looty.

LOCKING IN

Why did history follow the path that took Looty to
Balmoral Castle, there to grow old with Victoria, rather than
the one that took Albert to study Confucius in Beijing? Why
did British boats shoot their way up the Yangzi in 1842, rather



than Chinese ones up the Thames? To put it bluntly: Why does
the West rule?

To say the West “rules” might sound a little strong; after all,
however we define “the West” (a question I will return to in a
few pages), Westerners have not exactly been running a world
government since the 1840s, and regularly fail to get their own
way. Many of us are old enough to remember America’s
ignominious scramble out of Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City)
in 1975 and the way Japanese factories drove Western rivals
out of business in the 1980s. Even more of us now have the
sense that everything we buy is made in China. Yet it is also
obvious that in the last hundred years or so Westerners have
shipped armies to Asia, not the other way around. East Asian
governments have struggled with Western capitalist and
Communist theories, but no Western governments have tried
to rule on Confucian or Daoist lines. Easterners often
communicate across linguistic barriers in English; Europeans
rarely do so in Mandarin or Japanese. As a Malaysian lawyer
bluntly told the British journalist Martin Jacques, “l am
wearing your clothes, 1 speak your language, 1 watch your
films, and today is whatever date it is because you say so.”

The list could go on. Since Victoria’s men carried off Looty
the West has maintained a global dominance without parallel
in history.

My goal is to explain this.

At first glance, it might not look like I have set myself a
very difficult task. Nearly everyone agrees that the West rules
because the industrial revolution happened there, not in the
East. In the eighteenth century British entrepreneurs unleashed
the energies of steam and coal. Factories, railroads, and
gunboats gave nineteenth-century Europeans and Americans
the ability to project power globally; airplanes, computers, and
nuclear weapons allowed their twentieth-century successors to
cement this dominance.

This did not mean that everything had to turn out exactly as
it did, of course. If Captain Elliot had not forced Lord



Melbourne’s hand in 1839, the British might not have attacked
China that year; if Commissioner Lin had paid more attention
to coastal defenses, the British might not have succeeded so
easily. But it does mean that irrespective of when matters came
to a head and of who sat on the thrones, won the elections, or
led the armies, the West was always going to win in the
nineteenth century. The British poet and politician Hilaire
Belloc summed it up nicely in 1898:

Whatever happens we have got
The Maxim Gun, and they have not.

End of story.

Except, of course, this is not the end of the story. It just
prompts a new question: Why had the West got the Maxim gun
when the rest had not? This is the first question I address,
because the answer tells us why the West rules today; and,
armed with the answer, we can pose a second question. One of
the reasons people care about why the West rules is that they
want to know whether, how long, and in what ways this will
continue—that is, what will happen next.

This question grew increasingly pressing as the twentieth
century wore on and Japan emerged as a major power; and in
the early twenty-first it has become unavoidable. China’s
economy doubles in size every half-dozen years and will
probably be the world’s largest before 2030. As I write, in
early 2010, most economists are looking to China, not the
United States or Europe, to restart the world’s economic
engine. China hosted spectacular Olympic Games in 2008 and
two Chinese “taikonauts” have taken spacewalks. China and
North Korea both have nuclear weapons, and Western
strategists worry about how the United States will
accommodate itself to China’s rising power. How long the
West will stay on top is a burning question.

Professional historians are famously bad prophets, to the
point that most refuse to talk about the future at all. The more |
have thought about why the West rules, though, the more I
have realized that the part-time historian Winston Churchill
understood things better than most professionals. “The farther



backward you can look,” Churchill insisted, “the farther
forward you are likely to see.” Following in this spirit (even if
Churchill might not have liked my answers), I will suggest that
knowing why the West rules gives us a pretty good sense of
how things will turn out in the twenty-first century.

I am not, of course, the first person to speculate on why the
West rules. The question is a good 250 years old. Before the
eighteenth century the question rarely came up, because it
frankly did not then make much sense. When European
intellectuals first started thinking seriously about China, in the
seventeenth century, most felt humbled by the East’s antiquity
and sophistication; and rightly so, said the few Easterners who
paid the West any heed. Some Chinese officials admired
Westerners’ ingenious clocks, devilish cannons, and accurate
calendars, but they saw little worth emulating in these
otherwise unimpressive foreigners. If China’s eighteenth-
century emperors had known that French philosophers such as
Voltaire were writing poems praising them, they would
probably have thought that that was exactly what French
philosophers ought to be doing.

Yet from almost the first moment factories filled England’s
skies with smoke, European intellectuals realized that they had
a problem. As problems went, it was not a bad one: they
appeared to be taking over the world, but did not know why.

Europe’s revolutionaries, reactionaries, romantics, and
realists went into a frenzy of speculation on why the West was
taking over, producing a bewildering mass of hunches and
theories. The best way to begin asking why the West rules may
be by separating these into two broad schools of thought,
which I will call the “long-term lock-in” and “short-term
accident” theories. Needless to say, not every idea fits neatly
into one camp or the other, but this division is still a useful
way to focus things.

The unifying idea behind long-term lock-in theories is that
from time immemorial some critical factor made East and
West massively and unalterably different, and determined that
the industrial revolution would happen in the West. Long-
termers disagree—fiercely—on what that factor was and when



it began to operate. Some emphasize material forces, such as
climate, topography, or natural resources; others point to less
tangible matters, such as culture, politics, or religion. Those
who favor material forces tend to see “the long term” as being
very long indeed. Some look back fifteen thousand years to the
end of the Ice Age; a few go back even further. Those who
emphasize culture usually see the long term as being a bit
shorter, stretching back just one thousand years to the Middle
Ages or two and a half thousand to the age of the Greek
thinker Socrates and China’s great sage Confucius. But the one
thing long-termers can agree on is that the Britons who shot
their way into Shanghai in the 1840s and the Americans who
forced Japan’s harbors open a decade later were merely the
unconscious agents of a chain of events that had been set in
motion millennia earlier. A long-termer would say that by
beginning this book with a contrast between Albert-in-Beijing
and Looty-in-Balmoral scenarios, I was just being silly. Queen
Victoria was always going to win: the result was inevitable. It
had been locked in for generations beyond count.

Between roughly 1750 and 1950 nearly all explanations for
why the West ruled were variations on the long-term lock-in
theme. The most popular version was that Europeans were
simply culturally superior to everyone else. Since the dying
days of the Roman Empire most Europeans had identified
themselves first and foremost as Christians, tracing their roots
back to the New Testament, but in trying to explain why the
West was now coming to rule, some eighteenth-century
intellectuals imagined an alternative line of descent for
themselves. Two and a half thousand years ago, they argued,
the ancient Greeks created a unique culture of reason,
inventiveness, and freedom. This set Europe on a different
(better) trajectory than the rest of the world. The East had its
learning too, they conceded, but its traditions were too
muddled, too conservative, and too hierarchical to compete
with Western thought. Many Europeans concluded that they
were conquering everyone else because culture made them do
1t.

By 1900 Eastern intellectuals, struggling to come to terms
with the West’s economic and military superiority, often



bought into this theory, though with a twist. Within twenty
years of Commodore Perry’s arrival in Tokyo Bay a
“Civilization and Enlightenment” movement was translating
the classics of the French Enlightenment and British liberalism
into Japanese and advocating catching up with the West
through democracy, industrialism, and the emancipation of
women. Some even wanted to make English be the national
language. The problem, intellectuals such as Fukuzawa
Yukichi insisted in the 1870s, was long-term: China had been
the source of much of Japan’s culture, and China had gone
terribly wrong in the distant past. As a result, Japan was only
“semicivilized.” But while the problem was long-term,
Fukuzawa argued, it was not locked in. By rejecting China,
Japan could become fully civilized.

Chinese intellectuals, by contrast, had no one to reject but
themselves. In the 1860s a “Self-Strengthening” movement
argued that Chinese traditions remained fundamentally sound;
China just needed to build a few steamships and buy some
foreign guns. This, it turned out, was mistaken. In 1895 a
modernized Japanese army surprised a Chinese fortress with a
daring march, seized its foreign-made guns, and turned them
on China’s steamships. The problem clearly went deeper than
having the right weapons. By 1900 Chinese intellectuals were
following the Japanese lead, translating Western books on
evolution and economics. Like Fukuzawa, they concluded that
Western rule was long-term but not locked in; by rejecting its
own past China could catch up too.

But some Western long-termers thought there was simply
nothing the East could do. Culture made the West best, they
claimed, but was not the ultimate explanation for Western rule,
because culture itself had material causes. Some believed that
the East was too hot or too diseased for people to develop a
culture as innovative as the West’s; or perhaps there were just
too many bodies in the East—consuming all the surplus,
keeping living standards low, and preventing anything like the
liberal, forward-looking Western society from emerging.

Long-term lock-in theories come in every political coloring,
but Karl Marx’s version has been the most important and
influential. In the very days that British troops were liberating



Looty, Marx—then writing a China column for the New York
Daily Tribune—suggested that politics was the real factor that
had locked in Western rule. For thousands of years, he
claimed, Oriental states had been so centralized and so
powerful that they had basically stopped the flow of history.
Europe progressed from antiquity through feudalism to
capitalism, and proletarian revolutions were about to usher in
communism, but the East was sealed in the amber of
despotism and could not share in the progressive Western
trajectory. When history did not turn out exactly as Marx had
predicted, later Communists (especially Lenin and his
followers) improved on his theories by claiming that a
revolutionary vanguard might shock the East out of its ancient
slumber. But that would only happen, Leninists insisted, if
they could shatter the old, fossilized society—at whatever
cost. This long-term lock-in theory is not the only reason why
Mao Zedong, Pol Pot, and the Kims of North Korea unleashed
such horrors on their people, but it bears a heavy burden of
responsibility.

Right through the twentieth century a complicated dance
went on in the West as historians uncovered facts that did not
seem to fit the long-term lock-in stories, and long-termers
adjusted their theories to accommodate them. For instance, no
one now disputes that when Europe’s great age of maritime
discovery was just beginning, Chinese navigation was far
more advanced and Chinese sailors already knew the coasts of
India, Arabia, East Africa, and perhaps Australia.* When the
eunuch admiral Zheng He sailed from Nanjing for Sri Lanka
in 1405 he led nearly three hundred vessels. There were
tankers carrying drinking water and huge “Treasure Ships”
with advanced rudders, watertight compartments, and
elaborate signaling devices. Among his 27,000 sailors were
180 doctors and pharmacists. By contrast, when Christopher
Columbus sailed from Cadiz in 1492, he led just ninety men in
three ships. His biggest hull displaced barely one-thirtieth as
much water as Zheng’s; at eighty-five feet long it was shorter
than Zheng’s mainmast, and barely twice as long as his rudder.
Columbus had no freshwater tankers and no real doctors.
Zheng had magnetic compasses and knew enough about the
Indian Ocean to fill a twenty-one-foot-long sea chart;



Columbus rarely knew where he was, let alone where he was
going.

This might give pause to anyone assuming that Western
dominance was locked in in the distant past, but several
important books have argued that Zheng He does, after all, fit
into long-term lock-in theories: we just need more
sophisticated versions. For example, in his magnificent book
The Wealth and Poverty of Nations, the economist David
Landes renews the idea that disease and demography always
gave Europe a decisive edge over China, but adds a new twist
by suggesting that dense population favored centralized
government in China and reduced rulers’ incentives to exploit
Zheng’s voyages. Because they had no rivals, most Chinese
emperors worried more about how trade might enrich
undesirable groups like merchants than they did about getting
more riches for themselves; and because the state was so
powerful, they could stamp out this alarming practice. In the
1430s they banned oceanic voyages, and in the 1470s perhaps
destroyed Zheng’s records, ending the great age of Chinese
exploration.

The biologist and geographer Jared Diamond makes a
similar case in his classic Guns, Germs, and Steel. His main
goal is to explain why it was societies within the band of
latitude that runs from China to the Mediterranean Sea that
developed the first civilizations, but he also suggests that
Europe rather than China came to dominate the modern world
because Europe’s peninsulas made it easy for small kingdoms
to hold out against would-be conquerors, favoring political
fragmentation, while China’s rounder coastline favored
centralized rulers over petty princes. The resulting political
unity allowed fifteenth-century Chinese emperors to ban
voyages like Zheng’s.

In fragmented Europe, by contrast, monarch after monarch
could reject Columbus’s crazy proposal, but he could always
find someone else to ask. We might speculate that if Zheng
had had as many options as Columbus, Hernan Cortés might
have met a Chinese governor in Mexico in 1519, not the
doomed Montezuma. But according to long-term lock-in



theories, vast impersonal forces such as disease, demography,
and geography ruled that possibility out.

Lately, though, Zheng’s voyages and plenty of other facts
have started striking some people as just too awkward to fit
into long-term models at all. Already in 1905 Japan showed
that Eastern nations could give Europeans a run for their
money on the battlefield, defeating the Russian Empire. In
1942 Japan almost swept the Western powers out of the Pacific
altogether, then, bouncing back from a shattering defeat in
1945, changed direction to become an economic giant. Since
1978 China, as we all know, has moved along a similar path.
In 2006 China beat out the United States as the world’s biggest
carbon emitter, and even in the darkest days of the 2008—2009
financial crisis, China’s economy kept growing at rates that
Western governments would envy in the best of years. Maybe
we need to throw out the old question and ask a new one: not
why the West rules, but whether the West rules. If the answer
is no, then long-term lock-in theories that seek ancient
explanations for a Western rule that does not actually exist
seem rather pointless.

One result of these uncertainties has been that some Western
historians have developed a whole new theory explaining why
the West used to rule but is now ceasing to do so. I call this the
short-term accident model. Short-term arguments tend to be
more complicated than long-term ones, and there are fierce
disagreements within this camp. But there is one thing short-
termers do all agree on: pretty much everything long-termers
say 1s wrong. The West has not been locked into global
dominance since the distant past; only after 1800 CE, on the
eve of the Opium War, did the West pull temporarily ahead of
the East, and even that was largely accidental. The Albert-in-
Beijing scenario is anything but silly. It could easily have
happened.

LUCKING OUT



Orange County in California 1is better known for
conservative politics, manicured palm trees, and long-time
resident John Wayne (the local airport is named after him,
despite his dislike of planes flying over the golf course) than
for radical scholarship, but in the 1990s it became the
epicenter of short-term accident theories of global history. Two
historians (Bin Wong and Kenneth Pomeranz) and a
sociologist (Wang Feng) at the University of California’s
Irvine campus* wrote landmark books arguing that whatever
we look at—ecology or family structures, technology and
industry or finance and institutions, standards of living or
consumer tastes—the similarities between East and West
vastly outweighed the differences as late as the nineteenth
century.

If they are right, it suddenly becomes much harder to
explain why Looty came to London rather than Albert heading
east. Some short-termers, like the maverick economist Andre
Gunder Frank (who wrote more than thirty books on
everything from prehistory to Latin American finance), argue
that the East was actually better placed to have an industrial
revolution than the West until accidents intervened. Europe,
Frank concluded, was simply “a distant marginal peninsula” in
a “Sinocentric world order.” Desperate to get access to the
markets of Asia, where the real wealth was, Europeans a
thousand years ago tried to batter their way through the
Middle East in the Crusades. When this did not work some,
like Columbus, tried sailing west to reach Cathay.

That failed too, because America was in the way, but in
Frank’s opinion Columbus’s blunder marked the beginning of
the change in Europe’s place in the world system. In the
sixteenth century China’s economy was booming but faced
constant silver shortages. America was full of silver; so
Europeans responded to China’s needs by getting Native
Americans to claw a good 150,000 tons of precious metal out
of the mountains of Peru and Mexico. A third of it ended up in
China. Silver, savagery, and slavery bought the West “a third-
class seat on the Asian economic train,” as Frank put it, but



still more needed to happen before the West could “displace
Asians from the locomotive.”

Frank thought that the rise of the West ultimately owed less
to European initiative than to a “decline of the East” after
1750. This began, he believed, when the silver supply started
shrinking. This set off political crises in Asia but provided a
bracing stimulus in Europe, where, as they ran out of silver to
export, Europeans mechanized their industries to make goods
other than silver competitive in Asian markets. Population
growth after 1750 also had different results at each end of
Eurasia, Frank argued, polarizing wealth, feeding political
crises, and discouraging innovation in China but providing
cheaper labor for new factories in Britain. As the East fell
apart the West had the industrial revolution that should, by
rights, have happened in China; but because it happened in
Britain, the West inherited the world.

Other short-termers, though, disagree. The sociologist Jack
Goldstone (who taught for some years at the University of
California’s Davis campus and coined the term “California
School” to describe the short-term theorists) has argued that
East and West were roughly equally well (or poorly) placed
until 1600, each ruled by great agrarian empires with
sophisticated priesthoods guarding ancient traditions.
Everywhere from England to China, plagues, wars, and the
overthrow of dynasties brought these societies to the brink of
collapse in the seventeenth century, but whereas most of the
empires recovered and re-imposed strictly orthodox thought,
northwest Europe’s Protestants rejected Catholic traditions.

It was that act of defiance, Goldstone suggests, that sent the
West down the path toward an industrial revolution. Freed
from the fetters of archaic ideologies, European scientists laid
bare the workings of nature so effectively that British
entrepreneurs, sharing in this pragmatic can-do culture,
learned to put coal and steam to work. By 1800 the West had
pulled decisively ahead of the rest.

None of this was locked in, Goldstone argues, and in fact a
few accidents could have changed the world completely. For
instance, at the battle of the Boyne in 1690 a Catholic musket



ball ripped through the shoulder of the coat worn by William
of Orange, the Protestant pretender to England’s throne. “It’s
well it came no nearer,” William is supposed to have said; well
indeed, says Goldstone, speculating that if the shot had hit a
few inches lower England would have remained Catholic,
France would have dominated Europe, and the industrial
revolution might not have happened.

Kenneth Pomeranz at Irvine goes further still. As he sees it,
the fact that there was an industrial revolution at all was a
gigantic fluke. Around 1750, he argues, East and West were
both heading for ecological catastrophe. Population had grown
faster than technology and people had already done nearly
everything possible in the way of extending and intensifying
agriculture, moving goods around, and reorganizing
themselves. They were about to hit the limits of what was
possible with their technology, and there was every reason to
expect global recession and declining population in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Yet the last two hundred years have seen more economic
growth than all earlier history put together. The reason,
Pomeranz explains in his 1mportant book The Great
Divergence, 1s that western Europe, and above all Britain, just
got lucky. Like Frank, Pomeranz sees the West’s luck
beginning with the accidental discovery of the Americas,
creating a trading system that provided incentives to
industrialize production; but unlike Frank, he suggests that as
late as 1800 Europe’s luck could still have failed. It would
have taken a lot of space, Pomeranz points out, to grow
enough trees to feed Britain’s crude early steam engines with
wood—more space, in fact, than crowded western Europe had.
But a second stroke of luck intervened: Britain, alone in all the
world, had conveniently located coalfields as well as rapidly
mechanizing industries. By 1840 Britons were applying coal-
powered machines to every walk of life, including iron
warships that could shoot their way up the Yangzi River.
Britain would have needed to burn another 15 million acres of
woodland each year—acres that did not exist—to match the
energy now coming from coal. The fossil-fuel revolution had
begun, ecological catastrophe had been averted (or at least



postponed into the twenty-first century), and the West
suddenly, against all odds, ruled the globe. There had been no
long-term lock in. It was all just a recent, freakish accident.

The variety of short-term explanations of the Western
industrial revolution, stretching from Pomeranz’s fluke that
averted global disaster to Frank’s temporary shift within an
expanding world economy, is every bit as wide as the gulf
between, say, Jared Diamond and Karl Marx on the long-term
side. Yet for all the controversy within both schools, it is the
battle lines between them that produce the most starkly
opposed theories of how the world works. Some long-termers
claim that the revisionists are merely peddling shoddy,
politically correct pseudo-scholarship; some short-termers
respond that long-termers are pro-Western apologists or even
racists.

The fact that so many experts can reach such wildly
different conclusions suggests that something is wrong in the
way we have approached the problem. In this book I will argue
that long-termers and short-termers alike have misunderstood
the shape of history and have therefore reached only partial
and contradictory results. What we need, I believe, is a
different perspective.

THE SHAPE OF HISTORY

What I mean by this is that both long-termers and short-
termers agree that the West has dominated the globe for the
last two hundred years, but disagree over what the world was
like before this. Everything revolves around their differing
assessments of premodern history. The only way we can
resolve the dispute is by looking at these earlier periods to
establish the overall “shape” of history. Only then, with the
baseline established, can we argue productively about why
things turned out as they did.



Yet this is the one thing that almost no one seems to want to
do. Most experts who write on why the West rules have
backgrounds in economics, sociology, politics, or modern
history; basically, they are specialists in current or recent
events. They tend to focus on the last few generations, looking
back at most five hundred years and treating earlier history
briefly, if at all—even though the main issue at dispute is
whether the factors that gave the West dominance were
already present in earlier times or appeared abruptly in the
modern age.

A handful of thinkers approach the question very
differently, focusing on distant prehistory then skipping ahead
to the modern age, saying little about the thousands of years in
between. The geographer and historian Alfred Crosby makes
explicit what many of these scholars take for granted—that the
prehistoric invention of agriculture was critically important,
but “between that era and [the] time of development of the
societies that sent Columbus and other voyagers across the
oceans, roughly 4,000 years passed, during which little of
importance happened, relative to what had gone before.”

This, I think, is mistaken. We will not find answers if we
restrict our search to prehistory or modern times (nor, I hasten
to add, would we find them if we limited ourselves to just the
four or five millennia in between). The question requires us to
look at the whole sweep of human history as a single story,
establishing its overall shape, before discussing why it has that
shape. This is what I try to do in this book, bringing a rather
different set of skills to bear.

I was educated as an archaeologist and ancient historian,
specializing in the classical Mediterranean of the first
millennium BCE. When 1 started college at Birmingham
University in England in 1978, most classical scholars I met
seemed perfectly comfortable with the old long-term theory
that the culture of the ancient Greeks, created two and a half
thousand years ago, forged a distinctive Western way of life.
Some of them (mostly older ones) would even say outright
that this Greek tradition made the West better than the rest.



So far as I remember, none of this struck me as being a
problem until I started graduate research at Cambridge
University in the early 1980s, working on the origins of Greek
city-states. This took me among anthropological
archaeologists working on similar processes in other parts of
the world. They openly laughed at the quaint notion that Greek
culture was unique and had started a distinctive democratic
and rational Western tradition. As people often do, for several
years | managed to carry two contradictory notions in my
head: on the one hand, Greek society evolved along the same
lines as other ancient societies; on the other, it initiated a
distinctive Western trajectory.

The balancing act got more difficult when I took my first
faculty position, at the University of Chicago, in 1987. There I
taught in Chicago’s renowned History of Western Civilization
program, ranging from ancient Athens to (eventually) the fall
of communism. To stay even one day ahead of my students I
had to read medieval and modern European history much more
seriously than before, and I could not help noticing that for
long stretches of time the freedom, reason, and inventiveness
that Greece supposedly bequeathed to the West were more
honored in the breach than the observance. Trying to make
sense of this, I found myself looking at broader and broader
slices of the human past. I was surprised how strong the
parallels were between the supposedly unique Western
experience and the history of other parts of the world, above
all the great civilizations of China, India, and Iran.

Professors enjoy nothing more than complaining about their
administrative burdens, but when I moved to Stanford
University in 1995 1 quickly learned that serving on
committees could be an excellent way to find out what was
going on outside my own little field. Since then I have directed
the university’s Social Science History Institute and
Archaeology Center, served as chair of the Classics
department and senior associate dean of the School of
Humanities and Sciences, and run a large archaeological
excavation—which all meant plenty of paperwork and
headaches, but which also let me meet specialists in every



field, from genetics to literary criticism, that might be relevant
to working out why the West rules.

I learned one big thing: to answer this question we need a
broad approach, combining the historian’s focus on context,
the archaeologist’s awareness of the deep past, and the social
scientist’s comparative methods. We could get this
combination by assembling a multidisciplinary team of
specialists, pooling deep expertise across a range of fields, and
that is in fact just what I did when I started directing an
archaeological excavation on Sicily. I knew nowhere near
enough about botany to analyze the carbonized seeds we
found, about zoology to identify the animal bones, about
chemistry to make sense of the residues in storage vessels,
about geology to reconstruct the landscape’s formation
processes, or about a host of other indispensable specialties, so
I found specialists who did. An excavation director is a kind of
academic impresario, bringing together talented artists who
put on the show.

That is a good way to produce an excavation report, where
the goal is to pile up data for others to use, but books-by-
committee tend to be less good at developing unified answers
to big questions. As a result, in the book you are reading now I
take an inter- rather than multi disciplinary approach. Instead
of riding shotgun over a herd of specialists, I strike off on my
own to draw together and interpret the findings of experts in
numerous fields.

This courts all kinds of dangers (superficiality, disciplinary
bias, and just general error). I will never have the same subtle
grasp of Chinese culture as someone who has spent a lifetime
reading medieval manuscripts, or be as up-to-date on human
evolution as a geneticist (I am told that the journal Science
updates its website on average every thirteen seconds; while
typing this sentence I have probably fallen behind again). But
on the other hand, those who stay within the boundaries of
their own disciplines will never see the big picture. The
interdisciplinary, single-author model probably is the worst
way to write a book like this—except for all the other ways.
To me it certainly seems the least bad way to proceed, but you
will have to judge from the results whether I am right.



So what are the results? I argue in this book that asking why
the West rules is really a question about what I will call social
development. By this I basically mean societies’ abilities to
get things done—to shape their physical, economic, social, and
intellectual environments to their own ends. Back in the
nineteenth century and well into the twentieth, Western
observers mostly took it for granted that social development
was an unquestioned good. Development is progress (or
evolution, or History), they implicitly and often explicitly said,
and progress—whether toward God, affluence, or a people’s
paradise—is the point of life. These days that seems less
obvious. Many people feel that the environmental degradation,
wars, inequality, and disillusionment that social development
brings in its train far outweigh any benefits it generates.

Yet whatever moral charge we put on social development,
its reality is undeniable. Almost all societies today are more
developed (in the sense I defined that word in the previous
paragraph) than they were a hundred years ago, and some
societies today are more developed than others. In 1842 the
hard truth was that Britain was more developed than China—
so developed, in fact, that its reach had become global. There
had been empires aplenty in the past, but their reach had
always been regional. By 1842, however, British
manufacturers could flood China with their products, British
industrialists could build iron ships that outgunned any in the
world, and British politicians could send an expedition
halfway around the globe.

Asking why the West rules really means asking two
questions. We need to know both why the West is more
developed—that is, more able to get things done—than any
other region of the world, and why Western development rose
so high in the last two hundred years that for the first time in
history a few countries could dominate the entire planet.

The only way to answer these questions, I believe, is by
measuring social development to produce a graph that—
literally—shows the shape of history. Once we do that, we will
see that neither long-term lock-in nor short-term accident
theories explain the shape of history very well at all. The
answer to the first question—why Western social development



is higher than that of any other part of the world—does not lie
in any recent accident: the West has been the most developed
region of the world for fourteen of the last fifteen millennia.
But on the other hand, neither was the West’s lead locked in in
the distant past. For more than a thousand years, from about
550 through 1775 cE, Eastern regions scored higher. Western
rule was neither predetermined thousands of years ago nor a
result of recent accidents.

Nor can either long-term or short-term theories by
themselves answer the second question, of why Western social
development has risen so high compared to all earlier
societies. As we will see, it was only around 1800 CE that
Western scores began surging upward at astonishing rates; but
this upturn was itself only the latest example of a very long-
term pattern of steadily accelerating social development. The
long term and the short term work together.

This is why we cannot explain Western rule just by looking
at prehistory or just by looking at the last few hundred years.
To answer the question we have to make sense of the whole
sweep of the past. Yet while charting the rise and fall of social
development reveals the shape of history and shows us what
needs to be explained, it doesn’t actually do the explaining.
For that we need to burrow into the details.

SLOTH, FEAR, AND GREED

“HISTORY, n. An account, mostly false, of events, mostly
unimportant, which are brought about by rulers, mostly
knaves, and soldiers, mostly fools.” It is sometimes hard to
disagree with Ambrose Bierce’s comic definition: history can
seem to be just one damned thing after another, a chaotic
jumble of geniuses and dolts, tyrants and romantics, poets and
thieves, accomplishing the extraordinary or scraping the barrel
of depravity.



Such people stud the pages that follow, which is as it should
be. After all, 1t is flesh-and-blood individuals, not wvast
impersonal forces, who do all the living, dying, creating, and
fighting in this world. Yet behind all the sound and fury, I will
argue, the past nevertheless has strong patterns, and with the
right tools historians can see what they are and even explain
them.

I will use three of these tools.

The first 1s biology,* which tells us what humans truly are:
clever chimps. We are part of the animal kingdom, which is
itself part of the larger empire of life, stretching from the great
apes all the way down to amoebas. This very obvious truth has
three important consequences.

First, like all life-forms, we survive because we extract
energy from our environment and turn that energy into more of
ourselves.

Second, like all the more intelligent animals, we are curious
creatures. We are constantly tinkering, wondering whether
things are edible, whether we can have fun with them, whether
we can improve them. We are just much better at tinkering
than other animals, because we have big, fast brains with lots
of folds to think things through, endlessly supple vocal cords
to talk things through, and opposable thumbs to work things
through.

That said, humans—Iike other animals—are obviously not
all the same. Some extract more energy from the environment
than others; some reproduce more than others; some are more
curious, creative, clever, or practical than others. But the third
consequence of our animalness is that large groups of humans,
as opposed to individual humans, are all much the same. If
you pluck two random people from a crowd, they may be as
different as can be imagined, but if you round up two complete
crowds they will tend to mirror each other rather closely. And
if you compare groups millions strong, as I do in this book,
they are likely to have very similar proportions of energetic,
fertile, curious, creative, clever, talkative, and practical people.



These three rather commonsensical observations explain
much of the course of history. For millennia social
development has generally been increasing, thanks to our
tinkering, and has generally done so at an accelerating rate.
Good ideas beget more good ideas, and having once had good
ideas we tend not to forget them. But as we will see, biology
does not explain the whole history of social development.
Sometimes social development has stagnated for long periods
without rising at all; sometimes it has even gone into reverse.
Just knowing that we are clever chimps is not enough.

This 1s where the second tool, sociology, comes in.*
Sociology tells us simultaneously what causes social change
and what social change causes. It is one thing for clever
chimps to sit around tinkering, but it is another altogether for
their ideas to catch on and change society. That, it seems,
requires some sort of catalyst. The great science-fiction writer
Robert Heinlein once suggested that “Progress is made by lazy
men looking for easier ways to do things.” We will see later in
this book that this Heinlein Theorem is only partly true,
because lazy women are just as important as lazy men, sloth is
not the only mother of invention, and “progress” is often a
rather upbeat word for what happens. But if we flesh it out a
little, I think Heinlein’s insight becomes about as good a one-
sentence summary of the causes of social change as we are
likely to find. In fact, as the book goes on I will start passing
off a less pithy version of it as my own Morris Theorem:
“Change is caused by lazy, greedy, frightened people looking
for easier, more profitable, and safer ways to do things. And
they rarely know what they’re doing.” History teaches us that
when the pressure is on, change takes off.

Greedy, lazy, frightened people seek their own preferred
balance among being comfortable, working as little as
possible, and being safe. But that is not the end of the story,
because people’s success in reproducing themselves and
capturing energy inevitably puts pressure on the resources
(intellectual and social as well as material) available to them.
Rising social development generates the very forces that
undermine further social development. I call this the paradox
of development. Success creates new problems; solving them



creates still newer problems. Life, as they say, is a vale of
tears.

The paradox of development is constantly at work,
confronting people with hard choices. Often people fail to rise
to its challenges, and social development stagnates or even
declines. At other times, though, sloth, fear, and greed
combine to push some people to take risks, innovating to
change the rules of the game. If at least a few of them succeed
and if most people then adopt the successful innovations, a
society might push through the resource bottleneck and social
development will keep rising.

People confront, and solve, such problems every day, which
is why social development has generally kept moving upward
since the end of the last ice age. But as we will see, at certain
points the paradox of development creates tough ceilings that
will yield only to truly transformative changes. Social
development sticks at these ceilings, setting off a desperate
race. In case after case we will see that when societies fail to
solve the problems that confront them, a terrible package of
ills—famine, epidemic, uncontrolled migration, and state
failure—begins to afflict them, turning stagnation into decline;
and when famine, epidemic, migration, and state failure are
joined by further forces of disruption, like climatic change
(collectively, I call these the five horsemen of the apocalypse),
decline can turn into disastrous, centuries-long collapses and
dark ages.

Between them, biology and sociology explain most of the
shape of history—why social development has generally risen,
why it rises faster at some times and slower at others, and why
it sometimes falls. But these biological and sociological laws
are constants, applying everywhere, in all times and all places.
They by definition tell us about humanity as a whole, not
about why people in one place have fared so differently from
those in another. To explain that, I will argue throughout this
book, we need a third tool: geography.*

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION



“The Art of Biography is different from Geography,” the
humorist Edmund Bentley observed in 1905; “Biography is
about chaps, but Geography is about maps.” For many years,
chaps—in the British sense of upper-class men—dominated
the stories historians told, to the point that history was barely
distinguishable from biography. That changed in the twentieth
century as historians made women, lower-class men, and
children into honorary chaps too, adding their voices to the
mix, but in this book I want to go further. Once we recognize
that chaps (in large groups and in the newer, broader sense of
the word) are all much the same, I will argue, all that is left is
maps.

Many historians react to this claim like a bull to a red rag. It
is one thing, several have said to me, to reject the old idea that
a few great men determined that history would unfold
differently in East and West; it is another altogether to say that
culture, values, and beliefs were unimportant and to seek the
reason why the West rules entirely in brute material forces. Yet
that 1s more or less what I propose to do.

I will try to show that East and West have gone through the
same stages of social development in the last fifteen thousand
years, in the same order, because they have been peopled by
the same kinds of human beings, who generate the same kinds
of history. But I will also try to show that they have not done
so at the same times or at the same speed. I will conclude that
biology and sociology explain the global similarities while
geography explains the regional differences. And in that sense,
it i1s geography that explains why the West rules.

Put so bluntly, this probably sounds like as hard-line a long-
term lock-in theory as could be imagined, and there have
certainly been historians who have seen geography that way.
The idea goes back at least as far as Herodotus, the fifth-
century-BCE Greek often credited with being the father of
history. “Soft countries breed soft men,” he insisted; and, like
a string of determinists since him, he concluded that
geography had destined his own homeland for greatness.




Perhaps the most remarkable example 1s Ellsworth
Huntington, a Yale University geographer who marshaled rafts
of statistics in the 1910s to demonstrate that his hometown of
New Haven, Connecticut, had an almost-ideal climate for
stimulating people to greatness. (Only England was better.) By
contrast, he concluded, the “too uniformly stimulating”
climate of California—where I live—merely produced
elevated rates of insanity. “The people of California,”
Huntington assured readers, “may perhaps be likened to horses
which are urged to the limit so that some of them become
unduly tired and break down.”

It is easy to mock this kind of thing, but when I say that
geography explains why the West rules 1 have something
rather different in mind. Geographical differences do have
long-term effects, but these are never locked in, and what
counts as a geographical advantage at one stage of social
development may be irrelevant or a positive disadvantage at
another. We might say that while geography drives social
development, social development determines what geography
means. It 1s a two-way street.

To explain this a bit better—and to give a quick road map
for the rest of the book—I would like to look back twenty
thousand years, to the coldest point in the last ice age.
Geography then mattered very much: mile-thick glaciers
covered much of the northern hemisphere, dry and barely
habitable tundras fringed them, and only closer to the equator
could small bands of humans make a living by gathering and
hunting. Distinctions between the south (where people could
live) and the north (where they could not) were extreme, but
within the southern zone distinctions between East and West
were relatively minor.

The end of the Ice Age changed the meaning of geography.
The poles remained cold and the equator remained hot, of
course, but in half a dozen places between these extremes—
what, in Chapter 2, I will call the original cores—warmer
weather combined with local geography to favor the evolution
of plants and/or animals that humans could domesticate (that
is, genetically modify to make them more useful, eventually
reaching the point that the genetically modified organisms



could survive only in symbiosis with humans). Domesticated
plants and animals meant more food, which meant more
people, which meant more innovation; but domestication also
meant more pressure on the very resources that drove the
process. The paradox of development went straight to work.

These core regions had all been fairly typical of the
relatively warm, habitable regions during the Ice Age, but they
now grew increasingly distinct, both from the rest of the world
and from one another. Geography had favored them all, but
had favored some more than others. One core, the so-called
Hilly Flanks in western Eurasia, had uniquely dense
concentrations of domesticable plants and animals; and since
groups of people are all much the same, it was here, where
resources were richest and the process easiest, that moves
toward domestication began. That was around 9500 BCE.

Following what I hope is common sense, throughout this
book I use the expression “the West” to describe all the
societies that have descended from this westernmost (and
earliest) of the Eurasian cores. The West long ago expanded
from the original core in southwest Asia* to encompass the
Mediterranean Basin and Europe, and in the last few centuries
the Americas and Australasia too. As I hope will become clear,
defining “the West” like this (rather than picking on some
supposedly uniquely “Western” values such as freedom,
rationality, or tolerance, and then arguing about where these
values came from and which parts of the world have them) has
major consequences for understanding the world we live in.
My goal is to explain why a particular set of societies that
descend from the original Western core—above all, those of
North America—now dominate the globe, rather than societies
in another part of the West, societies descended from one of
the other cores, or, for that matter, no societies at all.

Following the same logic, I use “the East” to refer to all
those societies that descend from the easternmost (and second-
oldest) of the Eurasian cores. The East also long ago expanded
from its original core between China’s Yellow and Yangzi
rivers, where the domestication of plants began around 7500
BCE, and today stretches from Japan in the north into the
countries of Indochina in the south.



The societies that descend from the other cores—a
southeastern core in what is now New Guinea, a South Asian
one in modern Pakistan and northern India, an African one in
the eastern Sahara Desert, and two New World cores in
Mexico and Peru—all have their own fascinating histories. I
touch on these repeatedly in what follows, but I focus as
relentlessly as I can on East-West comparisons. My reasoning
is that since the end of the Ice Age, the world’s most
developed societies have almost always been ones that
descended from either the original Western or the original
Eastern core. While Albert in Beijing is a plausible alternative
to Looty in Balmoral, Albert in Cuzco, Delhi, or New Guinea
is not. The most efficient way to explain why the West rules is
therefore to zero in on East-West comparisons, and that is
what I have done.

Writing the book this way has its costs. A more properly
global account, looking at every region of the world, would be
richer and more nuanced, and would give the cultures of South
Asia, the Americas, and other regions full credit for all the
contributions they have made to civilization. But such a global
version would also have drawbacks, particularly in loss of
focus, and it would need even more pages than the book I did
write. Samuel Johnson, eighteenth-century England’s sharpest
wit, once observed that while everyone admired Paradise
Lost, “None ever wished it longer than it is.” What applies to
Milton, I suspect, applies even more to anything I might come
up with.

If geography really did provide a Herodotus-style long-term
lock-in explanation of history, I could wrap this book up rather
quickly after pointing out that domestication began in the
Western core around 9500 BCE and in the Eastern core around
7500. Western social development would simply have stayed
two thousand years ahead of Eastern and the West would have
gone through an industrial revolution while the East was still
figuring out writing. But that, obviously, did not happen. As
we will see in the chapters that follow, geography did not lock
in history, because geographical advantages are always
ultimately self-defeating. They drive up social development,



but in the process social development changes what geography
means.

As social development rises, cores expand, sometimes
through migration and sometimes through copying or
independent innovation by neighbors. Techniques that worked
well in an older core—whether those techniques were
agriculture and village life, cities and states, great empires, or
heavy industry—spread into new societies and new
environments. Sometimes these techniques flourished in the
new setting; sometimes they just muddled along; and
sometimes they needed huge modifications to work at all.

Odd as it may seem, the biggest advances in social
development often come in places where methods imported or
copied from a more developed core do not work very well.
Sometimes this is because the struggle to adapt old methods to
new environments forces people to make breakthroughs;
sometimes it is because geographical factors that do not matter
much at one stage of social development matter much more at
another.

Five thousand years ago, for instance, the fact that Portugal,
Spain, France, and Britain stuck out from Europe into the
Atlantic was a huge geographical disadvantage, meaning that
these regions were a very long way from the real action in
Mesopotamia* and Egypt. By five hundred years ago,
however, social development had risen so much that
geography changed its meanings. There were new kinds of
ships that could cross what had always been impassable
oceans, which abruptly made sticking out into the Atlantic a
huge plus. It was Portuguese, Spanish, French, and English
ships, rather than Egyptian or Iraqi ones, that started sailing to
the Americas, China, and Japan. It was western Europeans
who began tying the world together with maritime trade, and
western European social development soared upward,
overtaking the older core in the eastern Mediterranean.

I call this pattern the “advantages of backwardness,”* and it
is as old as social development itself. When agricultural
villages began turning into cities (soon after 4000 BCE in the
West and 2000 BCE in the East), for instance, access to the



particular soils and climates that had favored the initial
emergence of agriculture began to matter less than access to
great rivers that could be tapped to irrigate fields or used as
trade routes. And as states kept expanding, access to great
rivers started mattering less than access to metals, or to longer
trade routes, or to sources of manpower. As social
development changes, the resources it demands change too,
and regions that once counted for little may discover
advantages in their backwardness.

It 1s always hard to say in advance how the advantages of
backwardness will play out: not all backwardness is equal.
Four hundred years ago, for instance, it seemed to many
Europeans that the booming plantations of the Caribbean had a
brighter future than North America’s farms. With hindsight we
can see why Haiti turned into the poorest place in the western
hemisphere and the United States into the richest, but
predicting such outcomes is much harder.

One very clear consequence of the advantages of
backwardness, though, was that the most developed region
within each core moved around over time. In the West it
shifted from the Hilly Flanks (in the age of early farmers)
southward to the river valleys of Mesopotamia and Egypt as
states emerged and then westward into the Mediterrancan
Basin as trade and empires became more important. In the East
it migrated northward from the area between the Yellow and
Yangzi rivers to the Yellow River basin itself, then westward
to the Wei River and the region of Qin.

A second consequence was that the West’s lead in social
development fluctuated, partly because these vital resources—
wild plants and animals, rivers, trade routes, manpower—were
distributed in different ways across each core and partly
because in both cores the processes of expansion and
incorporation of new resources were violent and unstable,
pushing the paradox of development into overdrive. The
growth of Western states in the second millennium BCE, for
example, made the Mediterranean Sea not only a highway for
commerce but also a highway for forces of disruption. Around
1200 BCE Western states lost control, and migrations, state
failures, famines, and epidemics set off a core-wide collapse.



The East, which had no such inland sea, went through no
comparable collapse, and by 1000 BCE the West’s lead in social
development had narrowed sharply.

Over the three thousand years that followed, the same
pattern has played out again and again with constantly
changing consequences. Geography determined where in the
world social development would rise fastest, but rising social
development changed what geography meant. At different
points the great steppes linking eastern and western Eurasia,
the rich rice lands of southern China, the Indian Ocean, and
the Atlantic Ocean were all crucially important; and when the
Atlantic rose to prominence in the seventeenth century CE,
those people best placed to exploit it—at first chiefly the
British, then their former colonists in America—created new
kinds of empires and economies and unlocked the energy
trapped in fossil fuels. And that, I will argue, is why the West
rules.

THE PLAN

I have divided the chapters that follow into three sections.
Part I (Chapters 1-3) confronts the most basic issues: What is
the West? Where do we start our story? What do we mean by
“rule”? How can we tell who is leading or ruling? In Chapter
1, I set out the biological basis of the story in the evolution and
dispersal of modern humans over the planet; in Chapter 2, 1
trace the formation and growth of the original Eastern and
Western cores after the Ice Age; and in Chapter 3, I break the
narrative to define social development and explain how I will
use it to measure differences between East and West.*

In Part II (Chapters 4-10), I trace the stories of East and
West in detail, asking constantly what explains their
similarities and differences. In Chapter 4, I look at the rise of
the first states and the great disruptions that wracked the
Western core in the centuries down to 1200 BCE. In Chapter 3,
I consider the first great Eastern and Western empires and how



their social development rose toward the limits of what was
possible in agricultural economies; then in Chapter 6, I discuss
the great collapse that swept Eurasia after about 150 CE. In
Chapter 7, we reach a turning point, with the Eastern core
opening a new frontier and taking the lead in social
development. By about 1100 ce the East was again pressing
against the limits of what was possible in an agricultural
world, but in Chapter 8 we will see how this set off a second
great collapse. In Chapter 9, I describe the new frontiers that
Eastern and Western empires created on the steppes and across
the oceans as they recovered, and examine how the West
closed the development gap on the East. Finally, in Chapter
10, we will see how the industrial revolution converted the
West’s lead into rule and the enormous consequences this had.

In Part IIT (Chapters 11 and 12) I turn to the most important
question for any historian: So what? First, in Chapter 11, I pull
together my argument that behind all the details of what has
happened in the last fifteen thousand years, two sets of laws—
those of biology and sociology—determined the shape of
history on a global scale, while a third set—those of
geography—determined the differences between Eastern and
Western development. It was the ongoing interplay between
these laws, not long-term lock-ins or short-term accidents, that
sent Looty to Balmoral rather than Albert to Beijing.

This is not how historians normally talk about the past.
Most scholars seek explanations in culture, beliefs, values,
institutions, or blind accident rather than the hard surfaces of
material reality, and few would be caught dead speaking of
laws. But after considering (and rejecting) some of these
alternatives, I want to go one step further, suggesting in
Chapter 12 that the laws of history in fact give us a pretty good
sense of what is likely to happen next. History has not come to
an end with Western rule. The paradox of development and the
advantages of backwardness are still operating; the race
between the innovations that drive social development upward
and the disruptions that drag it down is still on. In fact, I will
suggest, the race is hotter than ever. New kinds of
development and disruption promise—or threaten—to
transform not just geography but biology and sociology too.




The great question for our times is not whether the West will
continue to rule. It is whether humanity as a whole will break
through to an entirely new kind of existence before disaster
strikes us down—permanently.






PART I




BEFORE EAST AND WEST

WHAT IS THE WEST?

“When a man is tired of London,” said Samuel Johnson,
“he 1s tired of life; for there is in London all that life can
afford.” It was 1777, and every current of thought, every
bright new invention, was energizing Dr. Johnson’s
hometown. London had cathedrals and palaces, parks and
rivers, mansions and slums. Above all, it had things to buy—
things beyond the wildest imaginings of previous generations.
Fine ladies and gentlemen could alight from carriages outside
the new arcades of Oxford Street, there to seek out novelties
like the umbrella, an invention of the 1760s that the British
soon judged indispensable; or the handbag, or toothpaste, both
of them products of the same decade. And it was not just the
rich who indulged in this new culture of consumption. To the
horror of conservatives, tradesmen were spending hours in
coffee shops, the poor were calling tea a “necessary,” and
farmers’ wives were buying pianos.

The British were beginning to feel they were not like other
people. In 1776 the Scottish sage Adam Smith had called them
“a nation of shopkeepers” in his Inquiry into the Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations, but he had meant it as a
compliment; Britons’ regard for their own well-being, Smith
insisted, was making everyone richer. Just think, he said, of



the contrast between Britain and China. China had been “long
one of the richest, that is, one of the most fertile, best
cultivated, most industrious, and most populous, countries of
the world,” but had already “acquired that full complement of
riches which the measure of its laws and institutions permits it
to acquire.” The Chinese, in short, were stuck. “The
competition of the labourers and the interest of the masters,”
Smith predicted, “would soon reduce them to the lowest rate
which is consistent with common humanity,” with the
consequence that “the poverty of the lower ranks of people in
China far surpasses that of the most beggarly nations in
Europe ... Any carrion, the carcase of a dead dog or cat, for
example, though half putrid and stinking, is as welcome to
them as the most wholesome food to the people of other
countries.”

Johnson and Smith had a point. Although the industrial
revolution had barely begun in the 1770s, average incomes
were already higher and more evenly distributed in England
than in China. Long-term lock-in theories of Western rule
often start from this fact: the West’s lead, they argue, was a
cause rather than a consequence of the industrial revolution,
and we need to look back further in time—perhaps much
further—to explain it.

Or do we? The historian Kenneth Pomeranz, whose book
The Great Divergence 1 mentioned in the introduction, insists
that Adam Smith and all the cheerleaders for the West who
followed him were actually comparing the wrong things.
China 1s as big and as varied, Pomeranz points out, as the
whole continent of Europe. We should not be too surprised,
then, that if we single out England, which was Europe’s most
developed region in Smith’s day, and compare it with the
average level of development in the whole of China, England
scores higher. By the same token, if we turned things around
and compared the Yangzi Delta (the most developed part of
China in the 1770s) with the average level of development
across the whole of Europe, the Yangzi Delta would score
higher. Pomeranz argues that eighteenth-century England and
the Yangzi Delta had more in common with each other
(incipient industrialism, booming markets, complex divisions



of labor) than England did with underdeveloped parts of
Europe or the Yangzi Delta did with underdeveloped parts of
China—all of which leads him to conclude that long-term
theorists get things back-to-front because their thinking has
been sloppy. If England and the Yangzi Delta were so similar
in the eighteenth century, Pomeranz observes, the explanation
for Western rule must lie after this date, not before it.

One implication is clear: if we want to know why the West
rules, we first need to know what “the West” is. As soon as we
ask that question, though, things get messy. Most of us have a
gut feeling about what constitutes “the West.” Some people
equate it with democracy and freedom; others with
Christianity; others still with secular rationalism. In fact, the
historian Norman Davies has found no fewer than twelve ways
that academics define the West, united only by what he calls
their “elastic_geography.” Each definition gives the West a
different shape, creating exactly the kind of confusion that
Pomeranz complains about. The West, says Davies, “can be
defined by its advocates in almost any way that they think fit,”
meaning that when we get right down to it, “Western
civilization is essentially an amalgam of intellectual constructs
which were designed to further the interests of their authors.”

If Davies is right, asking why the West rules means nothing
more than arbitrarily picking some value to define the West,
claiming that a particular set of countries exemplifies this
value, then comparing that set with an equally arbitrary set of
“non-Western” countries to reach whatever self-serving
conclusions we like. Anyone who disagrees with our
conclusions can simply choose a different value to exemplify
Westernness, a different set of countries exemplifying it, and a
different comparison set, coming—naturally—to a different
but equally self-serving conclusion.

This would be pointless, so I want to take a different
approach. Instead of starting at the end of the process, making
assumptions about what count as Western values and then
looking back through time to find their roots, I will start at the
beginning. I will move forward through time from the
beginning until we reach a point at which we can see
distinctive ways of life emerging in different parts of the



world. T will then call the westernmost of these distinctive
regions “the West” and the easternmost “the East,” treating
West and East for what they are—geographical labels, not
value judgments.

Saying we must start at the beginning is one thing; finding it
is another altogether. As we will see, there are several points in
the distant past at which scholars have been tempted to define
East and West in terms of biology, rejecting the argument I
made in the introduction that folks (in large groups) are all
much the same and instead seeing the people in one part of the
world as genetically superior to everyone else. There are also
points when it would be all too easy to conclude that one
region has, since time immemorial, been culturally superior to
all others. We must look into these ideas carefully, because if
we make a misstep here at the start we will also get everything
about the shape of the past, and therefore about the shape of
the future, too, wrong.

IN THE BEGINNING

Every culture has had its own story about how things
started, but in the last few years astrophysicists have given us
some new, scientific versions. Most experts now think time
and space began over 13 billion years ago, although they do
not agree on just how that happened. The dominant
“inflationary” theory holds that the universe initially expanded
faster than the speed of light from an infinitely dense and
infinitely small point, while a rival “cyclical” theory argues
that it blew up when a previous universe collapsed. Both
schools agree that our universe is still expanding, but while
inflationists say it will continue to grow, the stars will go out,
and eventually infinite darkness and coldness will descend,
cyclists claim it will shrink back on itself, explode again, and
start another new universe.

It 1s hard to make much sense of these theories unless you
have had years of advanced mathematical training, but



fortunately our question does not require us to begin quite so
early. There could be neither East nor West when there were
no directions at all and when the laws of nature did not exist.
Nor could East and West be useful concepts before our sun
and planet took shape 4.5 billion years ago. Perhaps we can
speak of East and West once the earth’s crust formed, or at
least once the continents reached something like their current
positions, by which point we are already into the last few
million years. Really, though, all these discussions are beside
the point: East and West cannot mean anything for the
question in this book until we add another ingredient to the
mix—humans.

Paleoanthropologists, who study early humans, like
controversy even more than historians do. Their field is young
and fast moving, and new discoveries constantly turn
established truths on their heads. If you get two
paleoanthropologists into a room they are likely to come out
with three theories of human evolution, and by the time the
door shuts behind them, all will be out of date.

The boundary between humans and prehumans is
necessarily fuzzy. Some paleoanthropologists think that as
soon as we see apes that could walk upright we should start
speaking of humans. Judging from the fossilized remains of
hip and toe bones, some East African apes began doing this 6
or 7 million years ago. Most experts, though, think this sets the
bar too low, and standard biological classifications in fact
define the genus Homo (“mankind” in Latin) by bundling
together an increase in brain size from 400-500 cubic
centimeters to roughly 630 (our own brains are typically about
twice as big) with the first evidence for upright apes smashing
stones together to create crude tools. Both processes began
among bipedal East African apes around 2.5 million years ago.
Louis and Mary Leakey, the famous excavators of Olduvai
Gorge in Tanzania (Figure 1.1), named these relatively big-
brained, tool-using creatures Homo habilis, Latin for “Handy
Man.” (Until recently, paleoanthropologists, like most people,
thought nothing of applying the word “man” to individuals of
both sexes; that has changed, but by convention scientists still
use single-sex names like Handy Man.)



East and West meant little when Homo habilis walked the
earth—first, because these creatures lived entirely within the
forests of East Africa, and no regional variations had yet
developed, and second, because the expression “walked the
earth” is actually overly generous. Handy Men had toes and
ankles like ours, and certainly did walk, but their long arms
suggest that they also spent a lot of time in trees. These were
fancy apes, but not much more. The marks their stone tools
left on animal bones show that Homo habilis ate meat as well
as plants, but it looks like they were still quite low on the food
chain. Some paleoanthropologists defend a man-the-hunter
theory, seeing Homo habilis as smart and brave enough to kill
game armed with nothing more than sticks and broken stones,
but others (rather more convincingly) see in Homo habilis
man-the-scavenger, following the real killers (like lions)
around, eating the bits they didn’t want. Microscopic studies
show that marks from Handy Man’s tools did at least get onto
animal bones before those from hyenas’ teeth.
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Figure 1.1. Before “East” and “West” meant much:
locations in the Old World mentioned in this chapter

For 25,000 generations Handy Men scampered and swung
through the trees in this little corner of the world, chipping
stone tools, grooming each other, and mating. Then,



somewhere around 1.8 million years ago, they disappeared. So
far as we can tell this happened rather suddenly, although one
of the problems in studying human evolution is the difficulty
of dating finds precisely. Much of the time we depend on the
fact that the layers of rock containing the fossil bones or tools
may also contain unstable radioactive isotopes whose rate of
decay is known, so that measuring the ratios between the
isotopes gives dates for the finds. These dates, however, can
have margins of error tens of thousands of years wide, so
when we say the world of Homo habilis ended suddenly,
“suddenly” may mean a few lifetimes or a few thousand
lifetimes.

When Charles Darwin was thinking about natural selection
in the 1840s and 1850s he assumed that it worked through the
slow accretion of tiny changes, but in the 1970s the biologist
Stephen Jay Gould suggested instead that for long periods
nothing much happens, then some event triggers a cascade of
changes. Evolutionists nowadays divide over whether gradual
change (evolution by creeps, as its critics call it) or Gould’s
“punctuated equilibrium” (evolution by jerks) is better as a
general model, but the latter certainly seems to make most
sense of Homo habilis’s disappearance. About 1.8 million
years ago East Africa’s climate was getting drier and open
savannas were replacing the forests where Homo habilis lived,
and at just that point, new kinds of ape-men* took Handy
Man’s place.

I want to hold off putting a name on these new ape-men,
and for now will just point out that they had bigger brains than
Homo habilis, typically about 800 cc. They lacked the long,
chimplike arms of Homo habilis, probably meaning that they
spent nearly all their time on the ground. They were also taller.
A million-and-a-half-year-old skeleton from Nariokotome in
Kenya, known as the Turkana Boy, belongs to a five-foot-tall
child who would have reached six feet had he survived to
adulthood. As well as being longer, his bones were less robust
than those of Homo habilis, suggesting that he and his
contemporaries relied more on their wits and tools than on
brute strength.



Most of us think that being smart is self-evidently good.
Why, then, if Homo habilis had the potential to mutate in this
direction, did they putter along for half a million years before
“suddenly” morphing into taller, bigger-brained creatures? The
most likely explanation lies in the fact that there is no such
thing as a free lunch. A big brain is expensive to run. Our own
brains typically make up 2 percent of our body weight but use
up 20 percent of the energy we consume. Big brains create
other problems too: it takes a big skull to hold a big brain—so
big, in fact, that modern women have trouble pushing babies
with such big heads down their birth canals. Women deal with
this by in effect giving birth prematurely. If our babies stayed
in the womb until they were almost self-sufficient (like other
mammals), their heads would be too big for them to get out.

Yet risky childbirth, years of nurturing, and huge brains that
burn up one fifth of our food intake are all fine with us—finer,
anyway, than using the same amounts of energy to grow claws,
more muscles, or big teeth. Intelligence is much more of a plus
than any of these alternatives. It is less obvious, though, why a
genetic mutation producing bigger brains gave ape-men
enough advantages to make the extra energy costs worthwhile
a couple of million years ago. If being smarter had not been
beneficial enough to pay the costs of supporting these gray
cells, brainy apes would have been less successful than their
dumber relatives, and their smart genes would have quickly
disappeared from the population.

Perhaps we should blame it on the weather. When the rains
failed and the trees the ape-men lived in started dying, brainier
and perhaps more sociable mutants might well have gained an
edge over their more apelike relatives. Instead of retreating
ahead of the grasslands, the clever apes found ways to survive
on them, and in the twinkling of an eye (on the timescale of
evolution) a handful of mutants spread their genes through the
whole pool and completely replaced the slower-witted,
undersized, forest-loving Homo habilis.

THE BEGINNINGS OF EAST AND WEST?



Whether because their home ranges got crowded, because
bands squabbled, or just because they were curious, the new
ape-men were the first such creatures to leave East Africa.
Their bones have been found everywhere from the southern tip
of the continent to the Pacific shores of Asia. We should not
imagine great waves of migrants like something out of a
cowboy movie, though; the ape-men were surely barely
conscious of what they were doing, and crossing these vast
distances required even vaster stretches of time. From Olduvai
Gorge to Cape Town in South Africa is a long way—two
thousand miles—but to cover this ground in a hundred
thousand years (the length of time it apparently took) ape-men
only needed, on average, to expand their foraging range by 35
yards each year. Drifting northward at the same rate would
take them to the threshold of Asia, and in 2002 excavators at
Dmanisi in the Republic of Georgia found a 1.7-million-year-
old skull that combines features of Homo habilis and the
newer ape-men. Stone tools from China and fossil bones from
Java (then still joined to the Asian mainland) may be almost as
old, implying that after leaving Africa the ape-men picked up
speed, averaging a cracking pace of 140 yards per year.*

We can only realistically expect to distinguish Eastern and
Western ways of life after ape-men left East Africa, spreading
through the warm, subtropical latitudes as far as China; and an
East-West distinction may be just what we do find. By 1.6
million years ago, there are obvious Eastern and Western
patterns in the archaeological record. The question, though, is
whether these contrasts are important enough that we should
imagine distinct ways of life lying behind them.

Archaeologists have known about these FEast-West
differences since the 1940s, when the Harvard archaeologist
Hallam Movius noticed that the bones of the new, brainy ape-
men were often found in association with new kinds of flaked
stone tools. Archaeologists called the most distinctive of these
tools “Acheulean hand axes” (“ax” because they look like
axheads, even though they were clearly used for cutting,



poking, and pounding as well as chopping; “hand” because
they were handheld, rather than being attached to sticks; and
Acheulean after the small French town of St. Acheul, where
they were first found in large numbers). Calling these tools
works of art might be excessive, but their simple symmetry is
often much more beautiful than Handy Men’s cruder flakes
and chopping tools. Movius noticed that while Acheulean
hand axes were common in Africa, Europe, and southwest
Asia, none had been found in East or Southeast Asia. Instead,
Eastern sites produced rougher tools much like the pre-
Acheulean finds associated with Homo habilis in Africa.

If the so-called Movius Line (Figure 1.2) really does mark
the beginning of separate Eastern and Western ways of life, it
could also provide an astonishingly long-term lock-in theory—
one holding that almost as soon as ape-men moved out of
Africa, they divided between Western/technologically
advanced/Acheulean hand ax cultures in Africa and southwest
Asia and Eastern/technologically less advanced/flake-and-
chopper cultures in East Asia. No wonder the West rules today,
we might conclude: it has led the world technologically for a
million and a half years.
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Figure 1.2. The beginnings of East and West? This map
shows the Movius Line, which for about a million years
separated Western hand-ax-using cultures from Eastern flake-
and-chopper-using cultures.

Identifying the Movius Line, though, 1s easier than
explaining it. The earliest Acheulean hand axes, found in
Africa, are about 1.6 million years old, but there were already
ape-men at Dmanisi in Georgia a hundred thousand years
before that. The first ape-men clearly left Africa before the
Acheulean hand ax became a normal part of their toolkit,
carrying pre-Acheulean technologies across Asia while the
Western/African region went on to develop Acheulean tools.

A quick glance at Figure 1.2, though, shows that the Movius
Line does not divide Africa from Asia; it actually runs through
northern India. This is an important detail. The first migrants
left Africa before Acheulean hand axes were invented, so there
must have been subsequent waves of migration out of Africa,
bringing hand axes to southwest Asia and India. So we need to
ask a new question: Why did these later waves of ape-men not
take Acheulean technology even farther east?

The most likely answer is that rather than marking the
boundary between a technologically advanced West and a less-
advanced East, the Movius Line merely separates Western
regions where access to the sort of stones needed for hand axes
is easy from Eastern areas where such stones are rare and
where good alternatives—such as bamboo, which is tough but
does not survive for us to excavate—are easily available.
According to this interpretation, as hand-ax users drifted
across the Movius Line they gradually gave Acheulean tools
up because they could not replace broken ones. They carried
on producing choppers and flakes, for which any old pebble
would do, but perhaps started using bamboo for tasks
previously done with stone hand axes.

Some archaeologists think finds from the Bose Basin in
south China support this thinking. About 800,000 years ago a
huge meteor crashed here. It was a disaster on an epic scale,
and intense fires burned millions of acres of forest. Before the



impact, ape-men in the Bose Basin had used choppers, flakes,
and (presumably) bamboo, like other East Asians; but when
they returned after the fires they started making hand axes
rather like the Acheulean ones—perhaps, the theory runs,
because the fires had burned off all the bamboo, in the process
exposing usable cobbles. After a few centuries, as the
vegetation grew back, the locals gave up hand axes and went
back to bamboo.

If this speculation is right, East Asian ape-men were
perfectly capable of making hand axes when conditions
favored these tools, but normally did not bother because
alternatives were more easily available. Stone hand axes and
bamboo tools were just two different tools for doing the same
jobs, and ape-men all lived in much the same ways, whether
they found themselves in Morocco or Malaya.

That makes reasonable sense, but, this being prehistoric
archaeology, there are other ways of looking at the Movius
Line too. So far I have avoided giving a name to the ape-men
who used Acheulean hand axes, but at this point the name we
give them starts to matter.

Since the 1960s most paleoanthropologists have called the
new species that evolved in Africa about 1.8 million years ago
Homo erectus (“Upright Man™) and have assumed that these
creatures wandered through the subtropical latitudes to the
shores of the Pacific Ocean. In the 1980s, however, some
experts began focusing on subtle differences between Homo
erectus skulls found in Africa and those found in East Asia.
They suspected that they were in fact looking at two different
species of ape-men. They coined a new name, Homo ergaster
(“Working Man”), for those who evolved in Africa 1.8 million
years ago and then spread all the way to China. Only when
Homo ergaster reached East Asia, they suggested, did Homo
erectus evolve from them. Homo erectus was therefore a
purely East Asian species, distinct from the Homo ergaster
who filled Africa, southwest Asia, and India.

If this theory is correct, the Movius Line was not just a
trivial difference in tool types: it was a genetic watershed that
split early ape-men in two. In fact, it raises the possibility of



what we might call the mother of all long-term lock-in
theories: that East and West are different because Easterners
and Westerners are—and have been for more than a million
years—different kinds of human beings.

THE FIRST EASTERNERS: PEKING MAN

This technical debate over classifying prehistoric skeletons
has potentially alarming implications. Racists are often eager
to pounce on such details to justify prejudice, violence, and
even genocide. You might feel that taking the time to talk
about a theory of this kind merely dignifies bigotry; perhaps
we should just ignore it. But that, I think, would be a mistake.
Pronouncing racist theories contemptible is not enough. If we
really want to reject them, and to conclude that people (in
large groups) really are all much the same, it must be because
racist theories are wrong, not just because most of us today do
not like them.

Basically, we do not know whether there was just one kind
of ape-man on earth around 1.5 million years ago—meaning
that ape-men (in large groups) were all much the same from
Africa to Indonesia—or whether there was one distinct species
of Homo ergaster west of the Movius Line and another of
Homo erectus east of it. Only further research will clear that
question up. But we do know, without a shadow of doubt, that
within the last million years distinct species of ape-men did
evolve in East and West.

Geography probably had a lot to do with this. The ape-men
that drifted out of Africa around 1.7 million years ago were
well adapted to subtropical climes, but as they wandered
northward, deeper into Europe and Asia, they had to face
longer and harsher winters. Living in the open air, like their
African ancestors, became increasingly impractical as they
advanced toward a line roughly 40 degrees north of the
equator (running from the top of Portugal to Beijing; see
Figure 1.1). So far as we can tell, building huts and making



clothes were beyond their mental capacities, but they could
figure out one response: take shelter in caves. Thus were born
the cavemen we all heard about as children.

Cave-dwelling was a mixed blessing for the ape-men, who
regularly had to share space with bears and lion-sized hyenas
whose teeth could crunch up bones. It was a godsend for
archaeologists, though, because caves preserve prehistoric
deposits well, allowing us to trace how the evolution of ape-
men began diverging in the Eastern and Western parts of the
Old World as different adaptations to the colder climates took
hold.

For understanding Eastern ape-men, the most important site
is Zhoukoudian near Beijing, right on the 40-degree line,
occupied on-and-off from about 670,000 through 410,000
years ago. The story of its excavation is an epic in its own
right, and forms the backdrop to part of Amy Tan’s excellent
novel The Bonesetter’s Daughter. While European, American,
and Chinese archaeologists were digging here between 1921
and 1937, the hills around the site became the front line in a
brutal civil war among Nationalists, Communists, and assorted
homegrown warlords. The excavators often worked to the
sound of gunfire and had to dodge bandits and checkpoints to
take their finds back to Beijing. The project finally collapsed
when Japan invaded China, Zhoukoudian became a
Communist base, and Japanese troops tortured and murdered
three members of the team.

Matters then went from bad to worse. In November 1941,
when war between Japan and the United States looked certain,
a decision was taken to ship the finds to New York for
safekeeping. Technicians packed them into two large crates to
await collection in a car from the American embassy in
Beijing. No one knows for sure if the car ever came, or where,
if it did come, it took the crates. One story has it that Japanese
soldiers intercepted the U.S. Marines escorting the finds at the
very moment bombs started falling on Pearl Harbor, arrested
them, and abandoned the priceless finds. Life was cheap in
those dark days, and no one paid much attention to a few
boxes of rocks and bones.



But all was not lost. The Zhoukoudian team had published
their finds meticulously and had sent plaster casts of the bones
to New York—an early example of the importance of backing
up data. These show that by 600,000 years ago Peking Man*
(as the excavators dubbed the Zhoukoudian ape-men) had
diverged from tall, lanky Africans like the Turkana Boy
toward a stockier form, better suited to cold. Peking Men were
typically around five feet three inches tall and less hairy than
modern apes, though if you ran into one on Main Street it
would certainly be disconcerting. They had short, wide faces,
with low, flat foreheads, a heavy single eyebrow, and a big jaw
with almost no chin.

Conversation with Peking Man would be a challenge. So far
as we can tell, the basal ganglia (the parts of the brain that
allow modern humans to combine a small number of mouth
movements into an infinite number of utterances) of Homo
erectus were poorly developed. The well-preserved skeleton of
the Turkana Boy also has a neural canal (holding the spinal
cord) only three quarters as wide as a modern human’s,
suggesting that he could not control his breathing precisely
enough to talk anything like we do.

That said, other finds suggest—indirectly—that ape-men in
the Eastern Old World could communicate, after a fashion. In
1994 archaeologists on the little island of Flores near Java
excavated what appeared to be 800,000-year-old stone tools.
Eight hundred thousand years ago Flores was definitely an
island, separated from the mainland by twelve miles of ocean;
all of which seemed to mean that Homo erectus must have
been able to communicate well enough to make boats, sail
over the horizon, and colonize Flores. Other archaeologists,
however, dismayed at the idea of boat-building Homo erectus,
countered that perhaps these “tools” were not tools at all;
maybe they were simply rocks bashed into misleading shapes
by natural processes.

The argument could easily have deadlocked, as
archaeological debates so often do, but in 2003 Flores yielded
up even more astonishing discoveries. A deep sounding
exposed eight skeletons, all dating around 16,000 BCE, all
belonging to adults, and all under four feet tall. The first of



Peter Jackson’s films of The Lord of the Rings had just come
out, and journalists immediately labeled these prehistoric little
people “hobbits,” after J.R.R. Tolkien’s furry-footed halflings.
When animal populations are isolated on islands where there
are no predators they quite often evolve into dwarf forms, and
this 1s presumably how the “hobbits” came to be so small. To
have shrunk to hobbit size by 16,000 BCE, though, ape-men
must have colonized Flores many thousands of generations
earlier—perhaps even as long as 800,000 years ago, as the
stone tools found in 1994 suggest. The implication, once
again, 1s that Homo erectus could communicate well enough to
cross the sea.

The ape-men at Zhoukoudian, then, could probably make
themselves understood much better than chimpanzees or
gorillas, and the deposits from the cave suggest that they could
also make fire at will. On at least one occasion Peking Men
roasted a wild horse’s head. Cuts on the skull show they were
after its tongue and brain, both rich in fats. They may have
been fond of one another’s brains too: in the 1930s the
excavators inferred cannibalism and even headhunting from
bone-breakage patterns. A 1980s study of the plaster casts
showed that most of the marks on the skulls were actually
caused by the teeth of prehistoric giant hyenas rather than
other Peking Men, but one skull—an additional fragment of
which was excavated in 1966—definitely shows stone tool
marks.

If instead of bumping into a Peking Man on a modern Main
Street you could take a time machine back to Zhoukoudian
half a million years ago, you would have a disorienting and
alarming experience. You would see the cavemen
communicating, perhaps with grunts and gestures, but you
would not be able to talk to them. Nor could you get through
to them by drawing pictures; there is no good evidence that art
made any more sense to Homo erectus than it does to
chimpanzees. The Peking Men that evolved in the Eastern Old
World were very different from us.

THE FIRST WESTERNERS: NEANDERTHALS



But were Peking Men also different from the ape-men that
were evolving in the Western Old World? The oldest finds
from Europe, made in 1994 in a chain of caves at Atapuerca in
Spain, date back about 800,000 years (roughly to the time that
Homo erectus may have taken to boats and colonized Flores).
In some ways, the Atapuerca finds were rather like those from
Zhoukoudian: many of the bones were crisscrossed with cut
marks from stone tools exactly like those that butchery would
produce.

The hints of cannibalism grabbed headlines, but
paleoanthropologists were even more excited by the ways in
which Atapuerca differed from Zhoukoudian. The Atapuerca
skulls had bigger brain cavities than those of Homo erectus
and rather modern-looking noses and cheekbones. The
paleoanthropologists concluded that a new species was
emerging, which they called Homo antecessor (“Ancestral
Man”).

Homo antecessor helped make sense of a string of finds
going back to 1907, when workmen had turned up a strange
jawbone in a sandpit in Germany. This species, named
Heidelberg Man after a nearby university town, looked much
like Homo erectus but had heads more like ours, with high,
rounded skulls and brains of about 1,000 cc—much bigger
than the 800 cc average for Homo erectus. It looks as if the
pace of evolutionary change accelerated all across the Old
World after 800,000 years ago as ape-men entering the cold
north encountered wildly different climates where random
genetic mutations could flourish.*

Here at last we have some incontrovertible facts. By
600,000 years ago, when Heidelberg Man came onto the scene
and Peking Man ruled the roost at Zhoukoudian, there were
definitely different species of Homo in the Eastern and
Western parts of the Old World: in the East the small-brained
Homo erectus and in the West the larger-brained Homo
antecessor and Heidelberg Man.*



When it comes to brains, size is not everything. Anatole
France won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1921 with a brain
no bigger than Heidelberg Man’s. Yet Heidelberg Man does
seem to have been a lot smarter than earlier ape-men or
contemporary Peking Man. Before Heidelberg Man showed
up, stone tools had barely changed for a million years, but by
500,000 BCE Heidelberg Man was making thinner and
therefore lighter versions, striking more delicate flakes using
soft (probably wood) hammers as well as just banging rocks
together. This suggests better hand-eye coordination.
Heidelberg Men and Women also made more specialized tools
and began preparing specially shaped stone cores from which
they could strike further tools at will, which must mean that
they were just a lot better than Homo erectus at thinking about
what they wanted from the world and how to get it. The very
fact that Heidelberg Man could survive at Heidelberg, well
north of the 40-degree line, is itself evidence of a smarter ape-
man.

Zhoukoudian’s occupants changed little between 670,000
and 410,000 years ago, but Western ape-men continued
evolving across this period. If you crawl several hundred yards
into the dank Spanish caves at Atapuerca, mostly on your belly
and sometimes using ropes, you come to a forty-foot drop into
the aptly named Pit of Bones—the densest concentration of
ape-man remains ever found. More than four thousand
fragments have been recovered here since the 1990s, dated
between 564,000 and 600,000 years ago. Most belong to
teenagers or young adults. What they were doing so far
beneath the earth remains a mystery, but like the older
Atapuerca deposit, the Pit of Bones has remarkably diverse
human remains. The Spanish excavators classify most of them
as Heidelberg Man, but many foreign scholars think they look
more like yet another species—the Neanderthals.

These most famous of cavemen were first recognized in
1856, when quarry workers in the Neander Valley (Tal or Thal
in German) showed a local schoolteacher a skullcap and
fifteen bones they had found (excavations in the 1990s
recovered a further sixty-two fragments from the workers’
waste dump). The teacher showed them to an anatomist, who,



with impressive understatement, pronounced them “pre-
Germanic.”

The Atapuerca finds suggest that Neanderthals emerged
gradually across a quarter of a million years. Rather than
climate change or expansion into new areas providing
conditions for a few mutants to outbreed and replace
Heidelberg Man, this may have been a case of genetic drift,
with many different kinds of ape-men developing alongside
one another. “Classic” Neanderthals appeared by 200,000
years ago and within another hundred thousand years spread
over much of Europe and east into Siberia, though so far as we
know they did not reach China or Indonesia.

Just how much did Neanderthals differ from Peking Men?
They were typically about the same height as Eastern ape-men
and were even more primitive-looking, with sloping foreheads
and weak chins. They had big front teeth, often worn down
from use as tools, set in forward-thrust faces with large noses,
the latter perhaps an adaptation to the cold air of Ice Age
Europe. Neanderthals were more heavily built than Peking
Men, with broader hips and shoulders. They were as strong as
wrestlers, had the endurance of marathon runners, and seem to
have been ferocious fighters.

Despite having much heavier bones than most ape-men,
Neanderthals got injured a lot; the closest modern parallel to
their bone-breakage patterns, in fact, comes from professional
rodeo riders. Since there were no bucking broncos to fall off a
hundred thousand years ago (modern horses would not evolve
until 4000 BCE), paleoanthropologists are confident that
Neanderthals got hurt fighting—with one another and with
wild animals. They were dedicated hunters; analysis of
nitrogen isotopes from their bones shows that they were
massively carnivorous, getting an amazing proportion of their
protein from meat. Archaeologists had long suspected that
Neanderthals got some of their meat by eating one another,
just like Peking Man, and in the 1990s finds in France proved
this beyond a doubt. The bones of half a dozen Neanderthals
were found mixed with those of five red deer. The ape-men
and deer had been treated exactly the same way: first they
were cut into pieces with stone tools, then the flesh was sliced



off their bones, and finally their skulls and long bones were
smashed to get at their brains and marrow.

The details 1 have emphasized so far make Neanderthals
sound not so different from Peking Men, but there is more to
the story than this. For one thing, Neanderthals had big brains
—even bigger brains than ours, in fact, averaging around
1,520 cc to our 1,350 cc. They also had wider neural canals
than the Turkana Boy, and these thick spinal cords gave them
more manual dexterity. Their stone tools were better made and
more varied than Peking Men’s, with specialized scrapers,
blades, and points. Traces of tar on a stone point found
embedded in a wild ass’s neck in Syria suggest that it had been
a spearhead attached to a stick. Wear patterns on tools suggest
that Neanderthals used them mostly for cutting wood, which
rarely survives, but at the waterlogged German site of
Schoningen four beautifully carved seven-foot-long spears
turned up near heaps of wild horse bones. The spears were
weighted for thrusting, not throwing; for all their smartness,
Neanderthals may not have been coordinated enough to use
missile weapons.

The need to get up close to scary animals may account for
Neanderthals’ rodeo-rider injuries, but some finds, especially
from Shanidar Cave in Iraq, hint at entirely different qualities.
One skeleton showed that a man had survived with a withered
arm and deformed legs for years, despite losing his right
forearm and left eye (in her bestselling novel The Clan of the
Cave Bear, Jean Auel based her character Creb—the disabled
spiritual leader of a Neanderthal band living in Crimea—on
this skeleton). Another man at Shanidar had crippling arthritis
in his right ankle, but also managed to get by, at least until a
stab wound killed him. Having bigger brains doubtless helped
the weak and injured to help themselves; Neanderthals could
definitely make fire at will and could probably turn animal
skins into clothes. All the same, it is hard to see how the
Shanidar men could have coped without help from able-bodied
friends or family. Even the most austere scientists agree that
Neanderthals—by contrast with all earlier kinds of Homo and
their contemporaries at Zhoukoudian—showed something we
can only call “humanity.”



Some paleoanthropologists even think that Neanderthals’
big brains and wide neural canals allowed them to talk more or
less like us. Like modern humans they had hyoid bones, which
anchor the tongue and let the larynx make the complex
movements needed for speech. Other scholars disagree,
though, noting that Neanderthal brains, while big, were longer
and flatter than ours, and that the speech areas were probably
less developed. They also point out that although the relevant
areas survive on the bases of only three skulls, it looks as if
Neanderthals’ larynxes were very high in their necks, meaning
that despite their hyoid bones they could vocalize only a
narrow range of sounds. Maybe they could just grunt single
syllables (what we might call the “me Tarzan, you Jane”
model), or maybe they could express important concepts
—*“come here,” “let’s go hunting,” “let’s make stone
tools/dinner/love”—by combining gestures and sounds (the
Clan of the Cave Bear model, where Neanderthals have an
elaborate sign language).

In 2001 it began to look like genetics might settle things.
Scientists found that one British family that for three
generations had shared a speech disorder called verbal
dyspraxia also shared a mutation on a gene called FOXP2.
This gene, it turned out, codes for a protein influencing how
the brain processes speech and language. This does not mean
that FOXP2 is “the language gene”: speech is a bewilderingly
complex process involving countless genes working together
in ways we cannot yet fathom. FOXP2 came to geneticists’
attention because sometimes it just needs one thing to go
wrong for a whole system to crash. A mouse chews through a
two-cent wire and my twenty-thousand-dollar car won’t start;
FOXP2 malfunctions and the brain’s elaborate speech
networks seize up. All the same, some archaeologists
suggested, maybe random mutations producing FOXP2 and
related genes gave modern humans linguistic skills that earlier
species, including Neanderthals, lacked.

But then the plot thickened. As everyone now knows,
deoxyribonucleic acid—DNA—is the basic building block of
life, and in 2000 geneticists sequenced the modern human
genome. What is less well known is that back in 1997, in a



scene reminiscent of Jurassic Park, scientists in Leipzig,
Germany, extracted ancient DNA from the arm of the original
Neanderthal skeleton found in the Neander Valley in 1856.
This was an extraordinary feat, since DNA begins breaking
down immediately upon death, and only tiny fragments
survive in such ancient material. The Leipzig team is not about
to clone cavemen and open a Neanderthal Park, so far as I
know,* but in 2007 the process of sequencing a draft of the
Neanderthal genome (which was completed in 2009) produced
a remarkable discovery—that Neanderthals also had the
FOXP2 gene.

Maybe this means that Neanderthals were as chatty as us; or
maybe that FOXP2 was not the key to speech. One day we
will surely know, but for now all we can do is observe the
consequences of Neanderthals’ interactions. They lived in
bigger groups than earlier types of ape-men, hunted more
effectively, occupied territories for longer periods, and cared
about one another in ways earlier ape-men could not.

They also deliberately buried some of their dead, and
perhaps even performed rituals over them—the earliest signs
of that most human quality of all, a spiritual life, if we are
interpreting the evidence correctly. At Shanidar, for instance,
several bodies had definitely been buried, and the soil in one
grave contained high concentrations of pollen, which might
mean that some Neanderthals laid a loved one’s body on a bed
of spring flowers. (Rather Iless romantically, some
archaeologists point out that the grave was honeycombed with
rat burrows, and that rats often carry flowers into their lairs.)

In a second case, at Monte Circeo near Rome, construction
workers in 1939 exposed a cave that had been sealed by a
rockfall fifty thousand years ago. They told archaeologists that
a Neanderthal skull sat on the floor in the middle of a circle of
rocks, but because the workers moved the skull before experts
saw it, many archaeologists harbor doubts.

Finally, there is Teshik-Tash in Uzbekistan. Here Hallam
Movius (he of Movius Line fame) found the skeleton of a boy
encircled, he said, by five or six pairs of wild goat horns.
However, the deposits at Teshik-Tash are full of goat horns,



and Movius never published plans or photographs of the finds
to convince skeptics that these particular ones were in a
meaningful pattern.

We need clearer evidence to lay this question to rest.
Personally, I suspect that there is no smoke without fire, and
that Neanderthals did have some kind of spiritual life. Perhaps
they even had medicine women and shamans like 1za and Creb
in The Clan of the Cave Bear. Whether that is right or not,
though, if the time machine I invoked earlier could transport
you to Shanidar as well as to Zhoukoudian, you would see real
behavioral differences between Eastern Peking Man and
Western Neanderthals. You would also be hard-pressed to
avoid concluding that the West was more developed than the
East. This may already have been true 1.6 million years ago,
when the Movius Line took shape, but it was definitely true a
hundred thousand years ago. Again the specter of a racist long-
term lock-in theory rears its head: Does the West rule today
because modern FEuropeans are the heirs of genetically
superior Neanderthal stock, while Asians descend from the
more primitive Homo erectus?

BABY STEPS

No.

Historians like giving long, complicated answers to simple
questions, but this time things really do seem to be
straightforward. Europeans do not descend from superior
Neanderthals, and Asians do not descend from inferior Homo
erectus. Starting around seventy thousand years ago, a new
species of Homo—us—drifted out of Africa and completely
replaced all other forms.* Our kind, Homo sapiens (“Wise
Man”), did interbreed with Neanderthals in the process.
Modern Eurasians share 1 to 4 percent of their genes with the
Neanderthals, but everywhere from France to China it is the
same 1 to 4 percent.t The spread of modern humans wiped the
slate clean. Evolution of course continues, and local variations



in skin color, face shape, height, lactose tolerance, and
countless other things have appeared in the two thousand
generations since we began spreading across the globe. But
when we get right down to it, these are trivial. Wherever you
go, whatever you do, people (in large groups) are all much the
same.

The evolution of our species and its conquest of the planet
established the biological unity of mankind and thereby the
baseline for any explanation of why the West rules.
Humanity’s biological unity rules out racebased theories. Yet
despite the overwhelming importance of these processes,
much about the origins of modern humans remains obscure.
By the 1980s archaeologists knew that skeletons more or less
like ours first appeared around 150,000 years ago on sites in
eastern and southern Africa. The new species had flatter faces,
more retracted under their foreheads, than earlier ape-men.
They used their teeth less as tools, had longer and less
muscular limbs, and had wider neural canals and larynxes
positioned better for speaking. Their brain cavities were a little
smaller than Neanderthals’ but their skullcaps were higher and
more domed, leaving room for bigger speech and language
centers and stacked layers of neurons that could perform
massive numbers of calculations in parallel.

The skeletons suggested that the earliest Homo sapiens
could walk the walk just like us, but—oddly—the archaeology
suggested that for a hundred thousand years they stubbornly
refused to talk the talk. Homo sapiens tools and behavior
looked much like those of earlier ape-men, and—again like
other ape-men, but utterly unlike us—early Homo sapiens
seemed to have had just one way of doing things. Regardless
of where archaeologists dug in Africa, they kept coming up
with the same, not particularly exciting, kinds of finds. Unless,
that is, they excavated Homo sapiens sites less than fifty
thousand years old. On these younger sites Homo sapiens
started doing all kinds of interesting things, and doing them in
lots of different ways. For instance, archaeologists identify no
fewer than six distinct styles of stone tools in use in Egypt’s
Nile Valley between 50,000 and 25,000 BCE, whereas before



then a single fashion prevailed from South Africa to the shores
of the Mediterranean.

Humans had invented style. Chipping stone tools this way,
rather than that way, now marked a group off as different from
their neighbors; chipping them a third way marked a new
generation as different from their elders. Change remained
glacial by the standards we are used to, when pulling out a
four-year-old cell phone that can’t make movies, locate me on
a map, or check e-mail makes me look like a fossil, but it was
meteoric compared to all that had gone before.

As any teenager coming home with hair dyed green or a
new piercing will tell you, the best way to express yourself is
to decorate yourself, but until fifty thousand years ago, it
seemed that almost no one had felt this way. Then, apparently,
almost everyone did. At site after site across Africa after
50,000 BCE archaeologists find ornaments of bone, animal
tooth, and ivory; and these are just the activities that leave
remains for us to excavate. Most likely all those other forms of
personal adornment we know so well—hairstyles, makeup,
tattoos, clothes—appeared around the same time. A rather
unpleasant genetic study has suggested that human body lice,
which drink our blood and live in our clothes, evolved around
fifty thousand years ago as a little bonus for the first
fashionistas.

“What a piece of work is a man!” gasps Hamlet when his
friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern come to spy on him.
“How noble in reason! how infinite in faculty! in form and
moving how express and admirable! in action how like an
angel! in apprehension how like a god!” And in all these ways,
how unlike an ape-man. By 50,000 BCE modern humans were
thinking and acting on a whole different plane from their
ancestors. Something extraordinary seemed to have happened
—something so profound, so magical, that in the 1990s it
moved normally sober scientists to flights of rhetoric. Some
spoke of a Great Leap Forward;* others of the Dawn of
Human Culture or even the Big Bang of Human
Consciousness.



But for all their drama, these Great Leap Forward theories
were always a little unsatisfactory. They required us to
imagine not one but two transformations, the first (around
150,000 years ago) producing modern human bodies but not
modern human behavior, and the second (around 50,000 years
ago) producing modern human behavior but leaving our
bodies unchanged. The most popular explanation was that the
second transformation—the Great Leap—began with purely
neurological changes that rewired the brain to make modern
kinds of speech possible, which in turn drove a revolution in
behavior; but just what this rewiring consisted of (and why
there were no related changes to skulls) remained a mystery.

If there 1s anywhere that evolutionary science has left room
for supernatural intervention, some superior power breathing a
spark of divinity into the dull clay of ape-men, surely it is
here. When I was (a lot) younger I particularly liked the story
that opens Arthur C. Clarke’s science-fiction novel 2001: A
Space Odyssey (and Stanley Kubrick’s memorable, if hard to
follow, movie version). Mysterious crystal monoliths drop
from outer space to Earth, come to upgrade our planet’s ape-
men before they starve into extinction. Night after night
Moon-Watcher, the alpha ape-man in one band of earthlings,
feels what Clarke calls “inquisitive tendrils creeping down the
unused byways of his brain” as a monolith sends him visions
and teaches him to throw rocks. “The very atoms of his simple
brain were being twisted into new patterns,” says Clarke. And
then the monolith’s mission is done: Moon-Watcher picks up a
discarded bone and brains a piglet with it. Depressingly,
Clarke’s vision of the Big Bang of Human Consciousness
consists entirely of killing things, culminating in Moon-
Watcher murdering One-Ear, the top ape-man in a rival band.
Next thing the reader knows, we are in the space age.

Clarke set his 200/ moment 3 million years ago,
presumably to account for the invention of tools by Homo
habilis, but I always felt that the place where a good monolith
would really do some work was when fully modern humans
appeared. By the time I started studying archaeology in
college I had learned not to say things like that, but I couldn’t



shake the feeling that the professionals’ explanations were less
compelling than Clarke’s.

The big problem archaeologists had in those far-off days
when | was an undergraduate was that they simply had not
excavated very many sites dating between 200,000 and 50,000
years ago. As new finds accumulated across the 1990s,
though, it began to become clear that we did not need
monoliths after all; in fact, the Great Leap Forward itself
began to dissolve into a series of Baby Steps Forward, spread
across tens of thousands of years.

We now know of several pre-50,000-BCE sites with signs of
surprisingly modern-looking behavior. Take, for instance,
Pinnacle Point, a cave excavated in 2007 on the South African
coast. Homo sapiens moved in here about 160,000 years ago.
This is interesting in itself: earlier ape-men generally ignored
coastal sites, probably because they could not work out how to
find much food there. Yet Homo sapiens not only headed for
the beach—distinctly modern behavior—but when they got
there they were smart enough to gather, open, and cook
shellfish. They also chipped stones into the small, light points
that archaeologists call bladelets, perfect as tips for javelins or
arrows—something that neither Peking Man nor Europe’s
Neanderthals ever did.

On a handful of other African sites people engaged in
different but equally modern-looking activity. About a hundred
thousand years ago at Mumbwa Cave in Zambia people lined a
group of hearths with stone slabs to make a cozy nook where it
is easy to imagine them sitting around telling stories, and at
dozens of sites around Africa’s coasts, from its southern tip to
Morocco and Algeria in the north (and even just outside
Africa, in Israel), people were sitting down and patiently
cutting and grinding ostrich eggshells into beads, some of
them just a quarter of an inch across. By ninety thousand years
ago people at Katanda in the Congo had turned into proper
fishermen, carving harpoons out of bone. The most interesting
site of all, though, is Blombos Cave on Africa’s southern
coast, where in addition to shell beads, excavators found a
77,000-year-old stick of ocher (a type of iron ore). Ocher can
be used for sticking things together, waterproofing sails, and



all kinds of other tasks; but in recent times it has been
particularly popular for drawing, producing satisfyingly bold
red lines on tree bark, cave walls, and people’s bodies. Fifty-
seven pieces turned up at Pinnacle Point, and by 100,000 BCE
it shows up on most African sites, which probably means that
early humans liked drawing. The truly remarkable thing about
the Blombos ocher stick, though, is that someone had
scratched a geometric pattern on it, making it the world’s
oldest indisputable work of art—and one made for producing
more works of art.

At each of these sites we find traces of one or two kinds of
modern behavior, but never of the whole suite of activities that
becomes familiar after 50,000 BCE. Nor is there much sign yet
that the modern-looking activities were cumulative, building
up gradually until they took over. But archaeologists are
already beginning to feel their way toward an explanation for
the apparent baby steps toward fully modern humanity, driven
largely by climate change.

Geologists realized back in the 1830s that the miles-long,
curving lines of rubble found in parts of Europe and North
America must have been created by ice sheets pushing debris
before them (not, as had previously been thought, by the
biblical flood). The concept of an “ice age” was born, although
another fifty years passed before scientists understood exactly
why ice ages happen.

Earth’s orbit around the sun is not perfectly round, because
the gravity of other planets also pulls on us. Over the course of
a hundred thousand years our orbit goes from being almost
circular (as it is now) to being much more elliptical, then back
again. Earth’s tilt on its axis also shifts, on a 22,000-year
rhythm, as does the way the planet wobbles around this axis,
this time on a 41,000-year scale. Scientists call these
Milankovich cycles, after a Serbian mathematician who
worked them out, longhand, while interned during World War
[ (this was a very gentlemanly internment, leaving
Milankovich free to spend all day in the library of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences). The patterns combine and
recombine in bewilderingly complex ways, but on a roughly
hundred-thousand-year schedule they take us from receiving



slightly more solar radiation than the average, distributed
slightly unevenly across the year, to receiving slightly less
sunlight, distributed slightly more evenly.

None of this would matter much except for the way
Milankovich cycles interact with two geological trends. First,
over the last 50 million years continental drift has pushed most
land north of the equator, and having one hemisphere mostly
land and the other mostly water amplifies the effects of
seasonal variations in solar radiation. Second, volcanic activity
has declined across the same period. There is (for the time
being) less carbon dioxide in our atmosphere than there was in
the age of the dinosaurs, and because of this the planet has—
over the very long run and until very recently—steadily
cooled.

Through most of Earth’s history the winters were cold
enough that it snowed at the poles and this snow froze, but
normally the sun melted this ice every summer. By 14 million
years ago, however, declining volcanic activity had cooled
Earth so much that at the South Pole, where there is a large
landmass, the summer sun no longer melted the ice. At the
North Pole, where there is no landmass, ice melts more easily,
but by 2.75 million years ago temperatures had dropped
enough for ice to survive year-round there, too. This had huge
consequences, because now whenever Milankovich cycles
gave Earth less solar radiation, distributed more evenly across
the year, the North Pole ice cap would expand onto northern
Europe, Asia, and America, locking up more water, making
the earth drier and the sea level lower, reflecting back more
solar radiation, and reducing temperatures further still. Earth
then spiraled down into an ice age—until the planet wobbled,
tilted, and rotated its way back to a warmer place, and the ice
retreated.

Depending on how you count, there have been between
forty and fifty ice ages, and the two that spanned the period
from 190,000 through 90,000 BCE—crucial millennia in
human evolution—were particularly harsh. Lake Malawi, for
instance, contained just one-twentieth as much water in
135,000 BCE as it does today. The tougher environment must
have changed the rules for staying alive, which may explain



why mutations favoring braininess began flourishing. It may
also explain why we have found so few sites from this period;
most protohumans probably died out. Some archaeologists and
geneticists in fact estimate that around 100,000 BCE there were
barely twenty thousand Homo sapiens left alive.

If this new theory is correct, the population crisis would
have done several things at once. On the one hand, by
shrinking the gene pool it would have made it easier for
mutations to flourish; but on the other, if Homo sapiens bands
became smaller they would die out more easily, taking any
advantageous mutations with them. If (as seems likely from
the tiny number of sites known from this period) there were
also fewer bands, groups would meet less often and have less
chance to pool their genes and knowledge. We should
probably imagine that for a hundred thousand years tiny bands
of protohumans eked out livings in Africa in unfriendly and
unpredictable environments. They did not meet, interbreed, or
exchange goods and information very often. Genetic mutations
flourished in these isolated pockets of people, some producing
humans very like us, some not. Some groups figured out
harpoons, many made beads, but most did neither, and the
specter of extinction haunted them all.

These were dark days for Homo sapiens, but around seventy
thousand years ago their luck changed. Eastern and southern
Africa became warmer and wetter, which made hunting and
gathering easier, and humans reproduced as rapidly as their
food sources. Modern Homo sapiens had been evolving for a
good hundred thousand years, with a lot of trial, error, and
extinctions, but when the climate improved, those populations
with the most advantageous mutations took off, outbreeding
less brainy humans. There were no monoliths; no Great Leap
Forward; just a lot of sex and babies.

Within a few thousand years early humans reached a tipping
point that was as much demographic as biological. Instead of
dying out so often, bands of modern humans grew big enough
and numerous enough to stay in regular contact, pooling their
genes and know-how. Change became cumulative and the
behavior of Homo sapiens diverged rapidly from that of other



ape-men. And once that happened, the days of biological
distinctions between East and West were numbered.

OUT OF AFRICA—AGAIN
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Figure 1.3. The unity of mankind restored: the spread of
fully modern humans out of Africa between roughly 60,000
and 12,000 years ago. The numbers show how many years ago
humans arrived in each part of the world and the coastlines
represent those of the late Ice Age, around 20,000 years ago.

Climate change is rarely simple, and while Homo sapiens’
homelands in eastern and southern Africa were getting wetter
seventy thousand years ago, North Africa was drying out. Our
ancestors, multiplying rapidly in their home ranges, chose not
to spread in that direction; instead, little bands wandered from
what is now Somalia across a land bridge to southern Arabia,
and then to Iran (Figure 1.3). At least, this is what we think
they must have done. There has been relatively little
archaeological exploration in South Asia, but we have to
assume bands of modern humans moved this way, because by
60,000 BCE they had reached Indonesia, taken to boats, crossed
fifty miles of open water, and wandered as far as Lake Mungo
in southern Australia. The colonists moved fifty times faster



than Homo erectus/ergaster had done when they left Africa,
averaging more than a mile a year compared to the earlier ape-
men’s thirty-five yards.

Between fifty thousand and forty thousand years ago a
second wave of migrants probably moved through Egypt into
southwest and central Asia, spreading from there into Europe.
Clever enough to make themselves delicate blades and bone
needles, these modern humans cut and sewed fitted clothing
and built houses out of mammoth tusks and skins, turning even
the frigid wastes of Siberia into a home. Around 15,000 BCE
humans crossed the land bridge linking Siberia and Alaska
and/or sailed in short hops along its edge. By 12,000 BCE they
had left coprolites (scientist-speak for dung) in caves in
Oregon and seaweed in the mountains of Chile. (Some
archaeologists think humans also crossed the Atlantic along
the edge of ice sheets then linking Europe and America,
though as yet this remains speculative.)

The situation in East Asia is less clear. A fully modern
human skull from Liujiang in China may be 68,000 years old,
but there are some technical problems with this date, and the
oldest uncontroversial remains date back only to around
40,000 BCE. More digging will settle whether modern humans
reached China relatively early or relatively late,* but they
certainly reached Japan by twenty thousand years ago.

Wherever the new humans went, they seem to have wrought
havoc. The continents where earlier ape-men had never set
foot were teeming with giant game when Homo sapiens
arrived. The first humans to enter New Guinea and Australia
encountered four-hundred-pound flightless birds and one-ton
lizards; by 35,000 BCE these were extinct. The finds from Lake
Mungo and a few other sites suggest that humans arrived
around 60,000 BCE, meaning that humans and megafauna
coexisted for twenty-five millennia, but some archaeologists
dispute the dates, putting humanity’s arrival just forty
thousand years ago. If they are right, the great beasts
disappeared suspiciously quickly after humans arrived. In the
Americas, the first human colonists fifteen thousand years ago



met camels, elephants, and huge ground sloths; within four
thousand years these, too, were all extinct. The coincidence
between the coming of Homo sapiens and the going of the
giant animals is, to say the least, striking.

There i1s no direct evidence that humans hunted these
animals to extinction or drove them off their ranges, and
alternative explanations for the extinctions (like climate
change or comet explosions) abound. But there is less debate
over the fact that when modern humans entered environments
already occupied by ape-men, the ape-men became extinct.
Modern humans had entered Europe by 35,000 BCE, and
within ten thousand years Neanderthals had vanished
everywhere except the continent’s mountainous fringes. The
latest Neanderthal deposits known to us, from Gibraltar in
southern Spain, date to around 25,000 BCE. After dominating
Europe for 150,000 years, the Neanderthals simply
disappeared.

The details of how modern humans replaced ape-men,
though, are crucial for deciding whether racial explanations for
Western rule make sense. We do not know, yet, whether our
ancestors actively killed less intellectually gifted species or
just outcompeted them for food. At most sites, modern human
deposits simply replace those associated with Neanderthals,
suggesting that the change was sudden. The main exception is
Reindeer Cave in France, where phases of Neanderthal and
modern human occupation apparently alternated between
33,000 and 35,000 years ago, and the Neanderthal layers
contain stone foundations for huts, bone tools, and necklaces
of animal teeth. The excavators suggested that Neanderthals
learned from modern humans and were moving toward a
Dawn of Neanderthal Consciousness. Several finds of ocher
on Neanderthal sites in France (twenty pounds of it in one
cave) may point the same way.

It is easy to imagine heavily muscled, low-browed
Neanderthals watching the quicker, talkative newcomers
painting their bodies and building huts, then struggling to
repeat these actions with their clumsy fingers, or perhaps
trading freshly killed meat for jewelry. In The Clan of the
Cave Bear, Jean Auel imagined modern humans



contemptuously chasing off Neanderthal “Flatheads,” while
Neanderthals just tried to stay out of the way of “the
Others”™—except, that is, for Ayla, an orphaned five-year-old
human girl whom the Neanderthal Cave Bear clan adopt, with
transformative results. It is all fantasy, of course, but it is as
plausible as anyone else’s guess (unless we follow those
unromantic archaeologists who point out that sloppy
excavation 1s the most economical explanation for the
interleaved Neanderthal and human deposits at Reindeer Cave,
meaning that there is no direct evidence for Flatheads learning
from Others).

The bottom Iline i1s sex. If modern humans replaced
Neanderthals in the Western Old World and Homo erectus in
the Eastern regions without interbreeding, racist theories
tracing contemporary Western rule back to prehistoric
biological differences must be wrong. But was that what
happened?

In the heyday of so-called scientific racism in the 1930s,
some physical anthropologists insisted that modern Chinese
people were more primitive than Europeans because their
skulls had similarities (small ridges on top, relatively flat
upper faces, nonprotruding jaws, shovel-shaped incisors) to
those of Peking Man. So, too, these anthropologists pointed
out, the skulls of Australia’s indigenous peoples had
similarities—ridges around the back for attaching neck
muscles, shelflike brows, receding foreheads, large teeth—
with those of Indonesian Homo erectus a million years ago.
Modern Easterners, these (Western) scholars concluded, must
have descended from these more primitive ape-men, while
Westerners descended from the more advanced Neanderthals;
and that might well explain why the West rules.

No one puts things so crudely today, but if we are serious
about asking why the West rules we have to confront the
possibility that Homo sapiens interbred with premodern
peoples, and that Eastern populations remain biologically less
advanced than Western. We will never be able to excavate
copulating cavemen to see whether Homo sapiens merged
their genes with Neanderthals in the West and with Peking



Man in the East, but fortunately we do not need to, because we
can observe the consequences of their trysts in our own bodies.

Each of us has inherited our DNA from all the ancestors we
ever had, which means that in theory geneticists could
compare the DNA of everyone alive and draw a family tree
going back to humanity’s most recent shared ancestor. In
practice, though, the fact that half the DNA in your body
comes from your mother’s line and half from your father’s
makes disentangling the information as difficult as
unscrambling an egg.

Geneticists found a clever way around this problem by
focusing on mitochondrial DNA. Rather than being
reproduced sexually, like most DNA, mitochondrial DNA is
transmitted solely by women (men inherit mitochondrial DNA
from their mothers but do not pass it on). Once upon a time we
all had the same mitochondrial DNA, so any difference
between the mitochondrial DNA in my body and that in yours
must be the result of random mutations, not sexual mixing.

In 1987 a team led by the geneticist Rebecca Cann
published a study of mitochondrial DNA in living people from
all over the world. They distinguished about 150 types within
their data and realized that no matter how they shuffled the
statistics, they kept getting three key results: first, that there is
more genetic diversity in Africa than anywhere else; second,
that the diversity in the rest of the world is just a subset of the
diversity within Africa; and third, that the deepest—and
therefore oldest—mitochondrial DNA lineages all come from
Africa. The conclusion was unavoidable: the last female
ancestor shared by everyone in the world must have lived in
Africa—African Eve, as she was immediately dubbed. As
Cann and her colleagues observed, she was “one lucky
mother.” Using standard estimates of mutation rates in
mitochondrial DNA, they concluded that Eve lived 200,000
years ago.

Throughout the 1990s paleoanthropologists argued over the
Cann team’s conclusions. Some questioned their methods
(there are thousands of ways to arrange the scores, in theory
all equally valid) and others their evidence (most of the



“Africans” in the original study were actually African-
Americans), but no matter who redid the samples or the
numbers, the results came out much the same. The only real
change was to push Eve’s lifetime closer to 150,000 years ago.
To clinch matters, African Eve got company at the end of the
1990s when technical advances allowed geneticists to examine
nuclear DNA on the Y chromosome. Like mitochondrial
DNA, this is reproduced asexually, but is transmitted only
through the male line. The studies found that Y-chromosome
DNA also has the greatest variety and deepest lineages in
Africa, pointing to an African Adam living between sixty
thousand and ninety thousand years ago, and an origin for non-
African variants around fifty thousand years ago.* In 2010,
geneticists added one more detail: immediately after they left
Africa, Homo sapiens copulated enough with Neanderthals to
pick up a trace of their DNA, and they then spread this mix
across the rest of the planet.

But some paleoanthropologists remain unconvinced,
insisting that genetics counts for less than the skeletal
similarities they see between Western Homo sapiens and
Neanderthals and between Eastern Homo sapiens and Homo
erectus. In place of the out-of-Africa model they propose a
“multiregional” model. Maybe, they concede, the initial Baby
Steps Forward did happen in Africa, but population
movements between Africa, Europe, and Asia then promoted
such rapid gene flows that beneficial mutations in one place
spread everywhere within a few thousand years. As a result,
slightly different kinds of modern humans evolved in parallel
in several parts of the world. That would explain both the
skeletal and the genetic evidence, and would also mean that
Easterners and Westerners really are biologically different.

Like so many theories, multiregionalism can cut two ways,
and some Chinese scientists have insisted that China is
exceptional beause—as the China Daily newspaper puts it
—*“modern Chinese man originated in what is present-day
Chinese territory rather than Africa.” Since the late 1990s,
though, the evidence has tipped steadily against this idea.
There has been relatively little analysis of ancient DNA in
East Asia, and still less that offers cheer to the



multiregionalists. The authors of one Y-chromosome study
even conclude that “the data do not support even a minimal in
situ hominid contribution to the origin of anatomically modern
humans in East Asia.” In Europe, initial studies of Neanderthal
mitochondrial DNA found zero overlap with human
mitochondrial DNA (whether found in 24,000-year-old
skeletons or in living, breathing Europeans), suggesting that
Neanderthals and Homo sapiens did not—perhaps could not—
interbreed at all. The unraveling of the full Neanderthal
genome has now shown that this went too far, and that
Neanderthals did once inspire enough passion among Homo
sapiens to make a small mark on our DNA; but it also showed
that that mark is exactly the same all the way from France to
China. Everywhere in Eurasia, people (in large groups) are all
much the same.

The debate over multiregional origins drags on, and as
recently as 2007 new finds from Zhoukoudian and from
Xuchang were being trumpeted as showing that modern
humans must have evolved from Homo erectus in China. Even
as the publication announcing these finds was being printed,
however, other scholars drove what looks to be the final nail
into the multiregionalist coffin. Their sophisticated multiple-
regression analysis of measurements from more than six
thousand skulls showed that when we control for climate, the
variations in skull types around the world are in fact consistent
with the DNA evidence. Our dispersals out of Africa in the
last sixty thousand years wiped the slate clean of all the
genetic differences that had emerged over the previous half
million years.

Racist theories grounding Western rule in biology have no
basis in fact. People, in large groups, are much the same
wherever we find them, and we have all inherited the same
restless, inventive minds from our African ancestors. Biology
by itself cannot explain why the West rules.

PREHISTORIC PICASSOS



So if the racial theories are wrong, where did East and
West begin? The answer has seemed obvious to many
Europeans for more than a hundred years: even if biology does
not enter into it, they have confidently asserted, Europeans
have just been culturally superior to Easterners ever since
there were such things as modern humans. The evidence that
convinced them began to appear in 1879. Charles Darwin’s On
the Origin of Species, published two decades earlier, had made
fossil-hunting a respectable hobby for gentlemen, and like so
many of his class, Don Marcelino Sanz de Sautuola took to
looking for cavemen on his estates in northern Spain. One day,
with his daughter in tow, he visited the cave of Altamira.
Archaeology is not much fun for eight-year-olds, so while
Sautuola fixed his eyes on the ground, little Maria ran around
playing games. “Suddenly,” she told an interviewer many
years later, “I made out forms and figures on the roof.” She
gasped: “Look, Papa, bulls!”

All archaeologists dream of an “Oh my God” moment—the
instant of absolute disbelief, when time stands still and
everything falls away in the face of the unbelievable, awe-
inspiring discovery. Not many archaeologists actually have
one, and maybe no archaeologist ever had one quite like this.
Sautuola saw bison, deer, layer upon layer of multicolored
animals covering twenty feet of the cave’s ceiling, some curled
up, some cavorting, some leaping gaily (Figure 1.4). Each was
beautifully, movingly rendered. When Picasso visited the site
years later, he was stunned. “None of us could paint like that,”
he said. “After Altamira, all is decadence.”



Figure 1.4. “After Altamira, all is decadence ...” Just part
of the stunning Ceiling of Bulls discovered by eight-year-old
Maria Sanz de Sautuola in 1879, which ruined her father’s life
and took Picasso’s breath away.

Sautuola’s first reaction was to laugh, but quickly he
became “so _enthusiastic,” Maria recalled, “that he could
hardly speak.” He gradually convinced himself that the
paintings really were ancient (the latest studies suggest some
are more than 25,000 years old). Back in 1879, though, no one
knew this. In fact, when Sautuola presented the site at the
International Congress of Anthropology and Prehistoric
Archaeology in Lisbon in 1880, the professionals laughed him
off the stage. Everyone knew that cavemen could not produce
such art; Sautuola, they agreed, was either a liar or a sucker.
Sautuola took this—rightly—as an attack on his honor. He
died a broken man eight years later. His “Oh my God”
moment ruined his life.

Not until 1902 did Sautuola’s main critic actually wvisit
Altamira and publicly recant, and since then several hundred
prehistoric painted caves have been found. Chauvet Cave in
France, one of the most spectacular of all, was discovered as
recently as 1994, so well preserved that it looked like the
artists had just stepped out for a quick bite of reindeer and



would be back at any moment. One of the paintings at Chauvet
is thirty thousand years old, making it one of the earliest traces
of modern humans in western Europe.

Nothing quite like these cave paintings has been found
anywhere else in the world. The modern human migration out
of Africa had swept away all distinctions created by the
Movius Line and all biological divergences between earlier
species of ape-men; but should we locate the true beginning of
a special (and superior) Western tradition thirty thousand years
ago in a uniquely creative culture that filled northern Spain
and southern France with prehistoric Picassos?

The answer, perhaps surprisingly, lies in the frozen wastes
of Antarctica. Every year snow falls there, burying previous
snows, and compressing them into thin layers of ice. These
layers are like a chronicle of ancient weather. By separating
them, climatologists can measure their thickness, telling us
how much snow fell; establish the balance between isotopes of
oxygen, revealing temperatures; and compare the amounts of
carbon dioxide and methane, illuminating greenhouse effects.
But drilling cores through the ice sheets is one of the toughest
assignments in science. In 2004 a European team finished
extracting an Antarctic core almost two miles deep, going
back an astonishing 740,000 years, to the days when
Neanderthals were still a twinkle in some ape-man’s eye. The
scientists did this despite temperatures that plunged to—58°F
in winter and never got above —13°, being forced to start over
when the drill jammed in 1999, and having to use a plastic bag
filled with ethanol as a makeshift drill bit for the final hundred
yards.

The results these supermen and -women of science
extracted from the ice make one thing very clear: the world the
Altamira artists lived in was cold. Temperatures had started
tumbling again after modern humans left Africa, and around
twenty thousand years ago—when more artists were daubing
ocher and charcoal on cave walls than ever before or since—
the last ice age reached its chilling climax. Average
temperatures stood 14°F below those of recent times. That
made a staggering difference. Mile-thick glaciers covered
northern Asia, Europe, and America, locking up so much



water that the sea level was more than three hundred feet
lower than today. You could have walked from Africa to
England, Australia, or America without ever laying eyes on
the sea. Not that you would have wanted to visit many of these
places; at the edges of the glaciers winds howled and dust
storms raged across vast arid steppes, frigid in winter and
barren in summer. Even in the least forbidding regions, within
40 degrees of the equator, short summers, meager rainfall, and
reduced levels of carbon dioxide in the air limited plant
growth and kept animal (including human) populations low.
Things were as bad as in the worst days before modern
humans left Africa.

Life was easier in what are now the tropics than it was in
Siberia, but wherever archaeologists look, they find that
people adapted to the Ice Age in rather similar ways. They
lived in tiny bands. In colder environments, a dozen people
was a big group; in the milder regions, twice that many might
stick together. They learned when different plants ripened and
where to find them; when animals migrated ahead of the
seasons and where they could intercept them; and they
followed both around the landscape. Those who did not learn
these things starved.

Such tiny bands would have struggled to reproduce
themselves. Like modern hunter-gatherers in marginal
environments, they must have come together from time to time
to exchange marriage partners, trade goods, tell stories, and
perhaps speak to their gods, spirits, and ancestors. These
gatherings would have been the most exciting social events on
the calendar. We are guessing, of course, but many
archaeologists think these festival days lie behind western
Europe’s spectacular cave paintings: everyone put on their best
skins and beads, painted their faces, and did what they could to
decorate their holy meeting places, making them truly special.

The obvious question, though, is why—if these hard facts of
life applied all across Africa, Asia, and Europe—we find such
spectacular cave paintings only in western Europe. The
traditional answer, that Europeans were more culturally
creative than anyone else, seems to make a lot of sense, but we
might do better to turn the question around. The history of



European art is not a continuous catalogue of masterpieces
running from Chauvet to Chagall; the cave paintings died out
after 11,500 BCE and many millennia passed before we know
of anything to equal them.

Looking for the roots of Western rule in a thirty-thousand-
year tradition of European creativity is obviously mistaken if
this tradition in fact dried up for thousands of years. Perhaps
we should ask instead why the cave paintings ended, because
once we do so it starts to look like the astonishing finds from
prehistoric Europe have as much to do with geography and
climate as with any special Western culture.

Through most of the Ice Age, northern Spain and southern
France were excellent hunting grounds, where herds of
reindeer migrated from summer to winter pastures and back
again. But when temperatures started rising about fifteen
thousand years ago (more on this in Chapter 2) the reindeer
stopped migrating this far south in winter, and the hunters
followed them northward.

It cannot be a coincidence that western European cave
painting declined at just the same time. Fewer and fewer artists
crawled under the ground with their animal-fat lamps and
sticks of ocher. Sometime around 13,500 years ago the very
last artist walked away. He or she probably did not realize it,
but on that day the ancient tradition died. Darkness fell in the
caves, and for millennia only bats and dripping water
disturbed their tomblike silence.

Why did beautiful cave paintings not move steadily
northward across Europe after 11,500 BCE as hunters followed
the retreating reindeer? Probably for the very good reason that
northern European hunters did not have such convenient caves
to paint. Northern Spain and southern France have a
tremendous number of deep limestone caves; northern Europe
has far fewer. The efforts prehistoric peoples made to decorate
their meeting places rarely survived for us to find unless
hunting grounds coincided with deep caves. Whenever this
happy coincidence failed to arise, people must have gathered
nearer to or even above the surface. Exposed to wind, sun, and



rain for twenty thousand years, few traces of their artwork
survive.

“Few traces” is not the same as “no traces,” though, and
sometimes we get lucky. At the wonderfully named Apollo 11
Cave in Namibia, slabs of stone with drawings of rhinos and
zebras peeled off the wall, fell to the floor, and were preserved
under deposits that formed between 19,000 and 26,000 years
ago, and some Australian examples are even older. At Sandy
Creek, mineral deposits that built up over part of a carving on
a cave wall can be dated to about 25,000 years ago and
fragments of pigment are 26,000 to 32,000 years old, while at
Carpenter’s Gap part of a painted cave wall fell into 40,000-
year-old occupation debris, making it even earlier than
Chauvet.

None of the African or Australian examples compares
aesthetically with the best French and Spanish work, and there
are quite a few deep caves outside western Europe that do not
have paintings (like Zhoukoudian, reoccupied twenty thousand
years ago). It would be silly to claim that all humans put equal
effort into cave art, let alone that all artistic traditions are
equally successful. But given the preservation issues and the
fact that archaeologists have been looking longer and harder in
Europe than anywhere else, the survival of anything at all on
other continents suggests that all modern humans, everywhere,
shared the urge to create art. Where the conditions for cave
painting were not so good as in western Europe, people may
have put their energy into other media.
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Figure 1.5. The beginnings of Western culture? The open
circles show cave paintings 12,000 or more years old, and the
solid circles show finds of portable art of the same age.

Figure 1.5 shows nicely that while cave art clusters in
western Europe, stone, clay, and bone models of humans and
animals are more common farther east. If the economics of
publishing allowed it, I could show pictures of dozens of quite
extraordinary figurines, found everywhere from Germany to
Siberia. Since it does not, I will limit myself to the most recent
discovery, found in 2008 at Hohle Fels in Germany (Figure
1.6)—a two-inch-tall statuette of a woman with no head but
with gigantic breasts, carved 35,000 years ago from mammoth
ivory. Around the same date hunters at Malaya Siya near Lake
Baikal in Siberia—surely one of the most inhospitable spots
on earth—took time to engrave pictures of animals on bones;
and by 25,000 BCE groups up to 120 strong were gathering in
huts of mammoth bone and skin at Dolni Vestonice in the
Czech Republic, where they made thousands of clay figurines
of animals and, again, large-breasted women. In East Asia the
artistic record remains thin, but the earliest find—a tiny model



bird carved perhaps fifteen thousand years ago from a deer
antler, discovered at Xuchang in 2009—seems so sophisticated
that we can be confident that future excavations will reveal a
flourishing Ice Age artistic tradition in China, too.

Figure 1.6. The urge to create: a two-inch-tall, 35,000-
year-old headless statuette of a huge-breasted “Venus,” carved
from mammoth ivory, found in 2008 at Hohle Fels in Germany

Ice Age humans outside western Europe, lacking the
conditions that made Chauvet and Altamira what they were,
apparently found other outlets for their creativity. There is
precious little evidence that earlier ape-men felt any creative
urges at all, but imagination seems to be hardwired into Homo
sapiens. By fifty thousand years ago humans had the mental
faculties to seek meaning in the world and the skills to
represent these meanings in art and (probably, though we
cannot observe it) poetry, music, and dance. Once again,
people (in large groups) all seem to be much the same,
wherever we find them. For all its splendor, Altamira did not
make the West different from the rest.

Technological, intellectual, and biological differences
accumulated for more than a million and a half years after the



first ape-men left Africa, dividing the Old World into a
Neanderthal/Homo sapiens West and a Homo erectus East.
Around a hundred thousand years ago the West was
characterized by relatively advanced technology and even
hints of humanity, while the East looked increasingly
backward; but when fully modern humans moved out of
Africa sixty thousand years ago they swept all this away. By
the time the last ice age reached its climax twenty thousand
years ago, “east” and “west” were just directions in which the
sun rose and set. Far more united the little bands of humans
scattered from Britain to Siberia—and (relatively) soon to
cross over into America—than divided them. Each band
foraged and hunted, roaming over huge areas as plants ripened
and animals came and went. Each must have known its
territory intimately and have told stories about every rock and
tree; each had its own art and traditions, tools and weapons,
spirits and demons. And each surely knew that their gods
loved them, because they were, in spite of everything, still
alive.

Humans had come as far as they were likely to in such a
cold, dry world; and there, we must suspect, things would have
stayed, had the earth not wobbled under their feet.



THE WEST TAKES THE LEAD

GLOBAL WARMING

Though the cavemen shivering around their campfires
twenty thousand years ago could not know it, their world had
begun moving back toward warmth. Over the next ten
thousand years the combination of climate change and their
own superfast brains would transform geography, generating
distinct regional ways of life that have continued to this very
day. East and West began to mean something.

The consequences of global warming were mind-boggling.
In two or three centuries around 17,000 BCE the sea level rose
forty feet as the glaciers that had blanketed northern America,
Europe, and Asia melted. The area between Turkey and
Crimea, where the waves of the Black Sea now roll (Figure
2.1), had been a low-lying basin during the Ice Age, but
glacial runoff now turned it into the world’s biggest freshwater
lake. It was a flood worthy of Noah’s ark,* with the waters
rising six inches per day at some stages. Every time the sun
came up, the lakeshore had advanced another mile. Nothing in
modern times begins to compare.
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Figure 2.1. The big picture: this chapter’s story seen at the
global scale

Earth’s changing orbit set off a wild seesaw of warming and
cooling, feast and famine. Figure 2.2 shows how the ratios
between two isotopes of oxygen in the Antarctic ice cores
mentioned in Chapter 1 zigzagged back and forth as the
climate changed. Only after about 14,000 BCE, when melting
glaciers stopped dumping icy water into the oceans, did the
world clearly start taking two steps toward warmth for every
one back toward freezing. Around 12,700 BCE these steps
turned into a gallop, and within a single lifespan the globe
warmed by about 5°F, bringing it within a degree or two of
what we have known in recent times.
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Figure 2.2. A story written in ice: the ratio between oxygen
isotopes in air bubbles trapped in the Antarctic ice pack,
revealing the swings between warm/wet and cold/dry weather
across the last twenty thousand years

Medieval Christians liked to think of the universe as a Great
Chain of Being, from God down to the humblest earthworm.
The rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate—all had
their allotted places in a timeless order. We might do better,
though, to imagine an anything-but-timeless Great Chain of
Energy. Gravitational energy structures the universe. It turned
the primeval cosmic soup into hydrogen and helium and then
turned these simple elements into stars. Our sun works as a
great nuclear reactor converting gravitational into
electromagnetic energy, and plants on Earth photosynthesize a
tiny portion of this into chemical energy. Animals then
consume plants, metabolizing chemical energy into kinetic
energy. The interplay between solar and other planets’
gravities shapes the earth’s orbit, determining how much
electromagnetic energy we get, how much chemical energy
plants create, and how much kinetic energy animals make
from it; and that determines everything else.

Around 12,700 BcE, Earth leaped up the Great Chain of
Energy. More sunlight meant more plants, more animals, and
more choices for humans, about how much to eat, how much



to work, and how much to reproduce. Every individual and
every little band probably combined the options in their own
ways, but overall, humans reacted to moving up the Great
Chain of Energy in much the same ways as the plants and
animals they preyed upon: they reproduced. For every human
alive around 18,000 BCE (maybe half a million) there were a
dozen people in 10,000 BCE.

Just how people experienced global warming depended on
where they lived. In the southern hemisphere the great oceans
moderated the impact of climate change, but the north saw
dramatic contrasts. For foragers in the pre—Black Sea Basin,
warming was a disaster, and things were little better for people
living on coastal plains. They had enjoyed some of the Ice Age
world’s richest pickings, but a warmer world meant higher sea
levels. Every year they retreated as waves drowned a little
more of their ancestral hunting grounds, until finally
everything was lost.* Yet for most humans in the northern
hemisphere, moving up the Great Chain of Energy was an
unalloyed good. People could follow plants and other animals
north into regions that were previously too cold to support
them, and by 13,000 BCE (the exact date is disputed) humans
had fanned out across America, where no ape-man had trod
before. By 11,500 BCE people reached the continent’s southern
tip, scaled its mountains, and pushed into its rain forests.
Mankind had inherited the earth.

THE GARDEN OF EDEN

The biggest beneficiaries of global warming lived in a
band of “Lucky Latitudes” roughly 20-35 degrees north in the
Old World and 15 degrees south to 20 degrees north in the
New (see Figure 2.1). Plants and animals that had clustered in
this temperate zone during the Ice Age multiplied wildly after
12,700 BCE, particularly, it seems, at each end of Asia, where
wild cereals—forerunners of barley, wheat, and rye in
southwest Asia and of rice and millet in East Asia—evolved
big seeds that foragers could boil into mush or grind up and
bake into bread. All they needed to do was wait until the plants



ripened, shake them, and collect the seeds. Experiments with
modern southwest Asian wild grains suggest that a ton of
edible seeds could have been extracted from just two and a
half acres of plants; each calorie of energy spent on harvesting
earned fifty calories of food. It was the golden age of foraging.

In the Ice Age, hunter-gatherers had roamed the land in tiny
bands because food was scarce, but their descendants now
began changing their ways. Like the largest-brained species of
several kinds of animals (whether we are talking about bees,
dolphins, parrots, or our closest relatives, apes), humans seem
to clump together instinctively. We are sociable.

Maybe big-brained animals got this way because they were
smart enough to see that groups have more eyes and ears than
individuals and do better at spotting enemies. Or maybe, some
evolutionists suggest, living in groups came before big brains,
starting what the brain scientist Steven Pinker calls a
“cognitive arms race” in which those animals that figured out
what other animals were thinking—keeping track of friends
and enemies, of who shared and who didn’t—outbred those
whose brains were not up to the task.

Either way, we have evolved to like one another, and our
ancestors chose to exploit Earth’s movement up the Great
Chain of Energy by forming bigger permanent groups. By
12,500 BCE it was no longer unusual to find forty or fifty
people living together within the Lucky Latitudes, and some
groups passed the hundred mark.

In the Ice Age, people had tended to set up camp, eat what
plants and kill what animals they could find, then move on to
another location, then another, and another. We still sing about
being a wandering man, rambling on, free as a bird, and so on,
but when the Great Chain of Energy made settling down a
serious possibility, hearth and home clearly spoke to us more
strongly. People in China began making pottery (a bad idea if
you plan to move base every few weeks) as early as 16,000
BCE, and in highland Peru hunter-gatherers were building walls
and keeping them clean around 11,000 BCE—pointless



behavior for highly mobile people, but perfectly sensible for
anyone living in one place for months at a stretch.

The clearest evidence for clumping and settling comes from
what archaeologists call the Hilly Flanks, an arc of rolling
country curving around the Tigris, Euphrates, and Jordan
valleys in southwest Asia. I will spend most of this chapter
talking about this region, which saw humanity’s first major
movement away from hunter-gatherer lifestyles—and with it,
the birth of the West.

The site of ‘Ain Mallaha in modern Israel (Figure 2.3; also
known as Eynan) provides the best example of what happened.
Around 12,500 BCE, now-nameless people built
semisubterranean round houses here, sometimes thirty feet
across, using stones for the walls and trimming tree trunks into
posts to support roofs. Burned food scraps show that they
gathered an astonishing variety of nuts and plants that ripened
at different times of year, stored them in plaster-lined
waterproof pits, and ground them up on stone mortars. They
left the bones of deer, foxes, birds, and (above all) gazelle
scattered around the village. Archaeologists love gazelles’
teeth, which have the wonderful property of producing
different-colored enamel in summer and winter, making it easy
to tell what time of year an animal died. ‘Ain Mallaha has
teeth of both colors, which probably means that people lived
there year-round. We know of no contemporary sites like this
anywhere in the world outside the Hilly Flanks.

Settling down in bigger groups must have changed how
people related to one another and the world around them. In
the past humans had had to follow the food, moving
constantly. They doubtless told stories about each place they
stopped: this is the cave where my father died, that is where
our son burned down the hut, there is the spring where the
spirits speak, and so on. But ‘Ain Mallaha was not just one
place in a circuit; for the villagers who lived here, it was the
place. Here they were born, grew up, and died. Instead of
leaving their dead somewhere they might not revisit for years,
they now buried them among and even inside their houses,
rooting their ancestors in this particular spot. People took care
of their houses, rebuilding them over and over again.
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Figure 2.3. The beginning of the West: sites in and around
the Hily Flanks dliscussed in this chapter

They also started worrying about dirt. Ice Age foragers had
been messy people, leaving their campsites littered with food
scraps. And why not? By the time maggots moved in and
scavengers showed up, the band would be long gone, seeking
the next source of food. It was a different story at ‘Ain
Mallaha, though. These people were not going anywhere, and
had to live with their garbage. The excavators found thousands
of rat and mouse bones at ‘Ain Mallaha—animals that had not
existed in the forms we know them during the Ice Age. Earlier
scavengers had had to fit human refuse into a broader feeding
strategy. It was a nice bonus if humans left bones and nuts all
over a cave floor, but any proto-rats who tried to rely on this
food source would starve to death long before humans came
back to replenish it.

Permanent villages changed the rules for rodents. Fragrant,
delicious mounds of garbage became available 24/7, and
sneaky little rats and mice that could live right under humans’
noses fared better in this new setting than big, aggressive ones
that attracted attention. Within a few dozen generations (a
century would be plenty of time; mice, after all, breed like
mice) rodents in effect genetically modified themselves to



cohabit with humans. Sneaky (domestic) vermin replaced their
big (wild) ancestors as completely as Homo sapiens had
replaced Neanderthals.

Domestic rodents repaid the gift of endless garbage by
voiding their bowels into stored food and water, accelerating
the spread of disease. Humans learned to dislike rats for just
this reason; some among us even find mice scary. The scariest
scavengers of all, though, were wolves, who also find garbage
irresistible. Most humans see drawbacks to having terrifying,
Call of the Wild—type monsters hanging around, so as with the
rodents, it was smaller, less threatening animals that fared best.

Archaeologists long assumed that humans actively
domesticated dogs, making the tamer wolf cubs into pets and
breeding them to produce tamer-still pups who liked humans
almost as much as humans liked themselves, but recent studies
suggest that natural selection once again worked without our
conscious input. Either way, though, the interaction of wolves,
garbage, and humans created the animals we call dogs, which
could kill the disease-bearing rodents that competed with them
for scraps and even fight with true wolves, earning their place
as man’s best friend. Woman’s, too: around 11,000 BCE an
elderly woman was buried at ‘Ain Mallaha with one hand
resting on a puppy, both of them curled up as if asleep.*

DAILY BREAD

In the introduction to this book I spun out the science-
fiction writer Robert Heinlein’s one-liner that “progress is
made by lazy men looking for easier ways to do things” into a
general sociological theory that history is made by lazy,
greedy, frightened people (who rarely know what they’re
doing) looking for easier, more profitable, and safer ways to
do things. This principle kicked in with a vengeance in the
Hilly Flanks at the end of the Ice Age, creating a distinctive
Western way of living, with higher social development than in
any other part of the world.



We can probably praise (or blame) women for this. In
modern hunter-gatherer societies women do most of the plant
gathering while men do more hunting. Judging from the
tendency for men’s graves to contain more spear-and
arrowheads while women’s have more grinding tools, things
were similar in prehistory, too, which suggests that the answer
to the question that has dominated this book so far—when and
where we should start speaking of a Western way of life
distinct from other ways—grew out of the ingenuity of women
living in the Hilly Flanks nearly fifteen thousand years ago.

Wild cereals are annual plants. That is, they grow, produce
seeds, and die in one season, then their seeds grow into new
plants the next year. When a plant ripens, the rachis (little
stalks attaching individual seeds to the plant) weaken and one
by one the seeds fall to the ground, where their protective
husks shatter and they germinate. For foragers fifteen thousand
years ago the simplest way to harvest such seeds was to take a
basket and shake the plants so the almost-ripe seeds fell into it.
The only problem was that every seed on every wild plant in
every stand ripened at different times. If gatherers got to a
stand late in the season, most of the seeds would already have
fallen and germinated or been eaten by birds. If they came too
early the rachis would still be strong and most seeds would be
too firmly attached to shake loose. Either way, they lost most
of the crop. They could, of course, visit the stand repeatedly,
but then they would have less time to visit other stands.

We don’t know whether sloth (not wanting to walk from
stand to stand), greed (just wanting more food), or fear (of
hunger or of someone else getting to the plant first) was the
inspiration, but someone, very likely a woman, had a bright
idea: Why not take some of the best seeds and replant them in
a particularly fertile spot? Then, she presumably thought, if we
look after them—turning the soil, pulling up weeds, maybe
even watering the plants—we can rely on them to be there
every year, and even to give us better yields. Life is good.

Once again, the earliest direct evidence comes from the
Hilly Flanks, and indirectly we can thank the Ba’ath Party for
it. The Ba’athists are best known as Saddam Hussein’s
murderous political movement in Iraq, but they first seized



power next door in Syria in 1963. After purging their rivals
they set about modernizing Syria. Damming the Euphrates to
create the fifty-mile-long Lake Assad that now generates most
of Syria’s electricity was a big part of this. Foreseeing that the
dam would flood the heart of the Hilly Flanks, the Syrian
Directorate General of Antiquities launched an international
campaign to study the sites that would be destroyed. In 1971 a
British team explored the mound of Abu Hureyra. Finds on the
surface suggested there had been a village here around 7000
BCE, and the archaeologists documented this in rich detail; but
one trench revealed that this village had been built on the ruins
of an older settlement, dating back to 12,700 BCE.

This was a huge bonus. The excavators raced against time,
as the floodwaters rose, and against war, as the Syrian army
drafted their workers to fight Israel in the 1973 Yom
Kippur/Ramadan conflict. By the time the site was drowned,
the team had excavated a little over five hundred square feet of
the earliest village: a tiny area, but one of the most important
in archaeology. They found semisubterranean circular huts,
grinding stones, hearths, and thousands of carbonized seeds.
Most came from wild grasses, but a handful of plump, heavy
rye seeds stood out.

These seeds suggest that people at Abu Hureyra were using
hoes to till fields. They were planting seeds beneath the
surface rather than just dropping them on it, and this favored
larger seedlings, which find it easier to push their way up to
the air, over smaller ones, which find this difficult. If the
prehistoric cultivators simply ate everything they grew this
would not have mattered, but if they saved some of the seeds
to plant again next year, big seeds would be slightly
overrepresented. At first the difference would not be enough to
notice, but if cultivators repeated this often enough, they
would gradually change the meaning of “normal” as the
average size of seeds slowly increased. Archaeobotanists
(people who study ancient plant remains) call these bigger
seeds “cultivated,” to distinguish them from wild grains and
from the fully domesticated grains we eat today.

By the time the ‘Ain Mallahans buried the old woman and
her little dog around 11,000 BCE, Abu Hureyrans had replanted



rye so often that it gave them bigger seeds. This must have
seemed a small thing at the time, but it proved (to use one of
archaeology’s worst puns) the seed from which the West
would grow.

PARADISE LOST

Half a planet away, icily indifferent to puppies and rye, the
glaciers kept melting. A hundred thousand years earlier their
advance had scoured North America, creating the vast flatness
of the Midwest; their retreat now turned these increasingly
forested plains into a boggy, mosquito-infested mess. Drunken
woodland is what ecologists call it—the ground gets so wet
that trees cannot stand up straight. Ridges of boulders and ice
that had not melted yet trapped the runoff from glaciers in vast
lakes. Geologists have named the biggest of these Lake
Agassiz (Figure 2.1) after the Swiss scientist who, back in the
1830s, first realized that there must have been global ice ages.
By 10,800 BCE Lake Agassiz covered almost a quarter-million
square miles of the western plains, four times the area of
modern Lake Superior. Then the inevitable happened: rising
temperatures and rising waters undermined the icy spur
holding the lake back.

Its collapse was a drawn-out cataclysm, in striking contrast
to many modern disaster stories. In the impressively
implausible movie The Day After Tomorrow, for instance,
Dennis Quaid plays Jack Hall, a scientist (apparently the only
one) who has noticed that global warming is going to cause the
ice caps to collapse the next day. Summoned to the White
House, he tells the president that a superstorm is about to
create temperatures of —150°F, switching off the Gulf Stream
that bathes northern Europe’s coasts with tropical water and
keeps London, England, from having winters like London,
Ontario. The superstorm will trigger a new ice age, Hall
insists, making most of North America uninhabitable. Not
surprisingly, the president is skeptical. Nothing gets done. A



few hours later the storm erupts, trapping Hall’s son in New
York. Heroics ensue.

I won’t spoil the plot by telling you how the movie turns
out, except to say that when Lake Agassiz really turned off the
Gulf Stream around 10,800 BCE, things unfolded rather
differently. There was no superstorm, but for twelve hundred
years, while the lake drained into the Atlantic, the world slid
back into ice age conditions. (Geologists call the period
10,800-9600 BCE the Younger Dryas after the waterlogged
petals of a little flower called the Arctic Dryas that is common
in peat bogs of this date.) The wild cereals that had fed
permanent villages in the Hilly Flanks, made garbage heaps
possible, and given us mice and dogs now grew less thickly
and yielded fewer, smaller seeds.*

Mankind was expelled from the Garden of Eden.
Abandoning year-round villages, most people divided into
smaller groups and went back to roaming the hillsides in
search of their next meal, much like their ancestors at the
coldest point of the Ice Age. Animal bones from the Hilly
Flanks show that gazelles were getting smaller by 10,500 BCE
as people overhunted them, and the enamel on human teeth
regularly has telltale ridges indicating chronic childhood
malnutrition.

There has never been another catastrophe on quite this
scale. To find a parallel, in fact, we have to turn to science
fiction. In 1941 Isaac Asimov, then just starting his career,
published a story called ‘“Nightfall” in the magazine
Astounding Science Fiction. He set it on Lagash, a planet with
six suns. Wherever Lagashians go, at least one sun is shining
and it is always day—except for once every 2,049 years, when
the suns line up just right for a passing moon to create an
eclipse. The sky darkens and the stars come out. The terrified
populace goes mad. By the time the eclipse ends the
Lagashians have destroyed their civilization and plunged
themselves into savagery. Over the next 2,049 years they
slowly rebuild their culture, only for night to fall again and
start the whole process over.



The Younger Dryas sounds like “Nightfall” revisited: the
earth’s orbit generates wild swings between freezing and
thawing, which every few thousand years produce disasters
like the draining of Lake Agassiz, wiping the slate of history
clean. Yet while “Nightfall” is a great story (the Science
Fiction Writers of America voted it the best science-fiction
story of all time, and for what it is worth it has my vote too) it
is not such a good model for historical thinking. In the real
world not even the Younger Dryas could wipe the slate clean
like “Nightfall.” We might do better, in fact, to follow the
ancient Greek thinker Heraclitus, who—2,500 years before
Asimov sat down to write—observed, “You can’t step into the
same river twice.” It is a famous paradox: the second time you
put your foot into a stream the waters you originally disturbed
have flowed on to the sea and the river is not the same river
anymore.

In just the same way, you cannot have the same ice age
twice. The societies in the Hilly Flanks when Lake Agassiz
collapsed around 10,800 BCE were no longer the same as those
that had been there during the previous ice age. Unlike
Asimov’s Lagashians, earthlings did not go mad when nature
turned their world upside down. Instead they applied a
particularly human skill, ingenuity, and built on what they had
already done. The Younger Dryas did not turn the clock back.
Nothing ever does that.

Some archaeologists suggest that far from being a Nightfall
moment, the Younger Dryas actually speeded innovation up.
Like all scientific techniques, those used to date the earliest
cultivated rye seeds from Abu Hureyra have built-in margins
of error. The site’s excavators point out that while the
midpoints of the date ranges for the large rye seeds mentioned
earlier fall around 11,000 BCE, before the Younger Dryas, they
could perfectly well have been harvested five hundred years
later, after the Younger Dryas began. Perhaps it was not
laziness or greed that prompted the women of Abu Hureyra to
tend rye; maybe it was fear. As temperatures fell and wild
foods declined, Abu Hureyrans may have experimented,
discovering that careful tending produced more and bigger
seeds. On the one hand, cold, dry weather made it harder to



cultivate cereals; on the other, the harsher weather increased
incentives to do so. Some archaeologists imagine Younger
Dryas foragers carrying bags of seeds around, scattering them
in promising-looking spots as insurance against nature letting
them down.

Further digging will show whether this is right, but we
already know that not everyone in the Hilly Flanks responded
to climatic disaster by returning to moving around in search of
food. At Mureybet, just upstream from Abu Hureyra, French
excavators found a new village established around 10,000 BCE.
They exposed only twenty-five square feet of the earliest
levels before Lake Assad swallowed this site too, but it was
enough to show that the villagers scraped together sufficient
wild plants and gazelles to hang on year-round. And in a house
dated 10,000-9500 BCE the archaeologists made an unexpected
discovery: embedded in a clay bench were the horns of a wild
aurochs, the fierce six-foot-tall predecessor of the modern ox,
plus the shoulder blades of two more.

No pre—Younger Dryas site has yielded anything quite this
odd, but after 10,000 BCE villages filled up with all kinds of
surprising things. Take, for example, Qermez Dere in northern
Iraq, exposed by bulldozing in 1986. Only two small trenches
could be excavated, one of which hit an area for preparing
wild foods, much like those known from ‘Ain Mallaha or Abu
Hureyra. The other trench, though, produced no evidence of
domestic activities. Instead it contained a sequence of three
roundish chambers, each twelve to fifteen feet across and dug
five feet beneath the ancient ground level. The first chamber
was plastered and a row of four pillars had been set in the
floor, so close together that it was hard to move around the
room. One of the pillars was found intact: molded in clay and
plaster over a stone core, it tapered and had odd bulges near
the top, making it look like a stylized human torso with
shoulders. The room had been filled (apparently deliberately)
with several tons of earth, containing several groups of big
animal bones and unusual objects like stone beads. A new
room was then dug, just like the first one, on almost exactly
the same spot; it, too, was plastered then filled in with tons of
earth. Then a third room was dug in the same place, plastered,



and filled in. After dumping a few baskets of soil into this final
chamber, people placed six human skulls, minus their
jawbones, just above the floor. The skulls were in bad shape,
suggesting that they had been in circulation for a long time
before being buried here.

What on earth were these people doing? It is a standing joke
among archaeologists that whenever we cannot figure out
what we have dug up, we say it is religious (having just
finished excavating a site on Sicily that I think is religious, |
should confess to not finding the joke very funny anymore).
The problem, of course, is that we cannot dig up past beliefs;
yet that does not mean archaeologists are just making things
up when they talk about prehistoric religion.

If we take a fairly commonsense definition of religion as
belief in powerful, supernatural, normally unseen beings who
care about humans and expect humans to care about them
(which seems to apply to so many societies that some
evolutionary psychologists think religion is hardwired into the
human brain), we should be able to recognize, if not
necessarily understand, remains of rituals through which
people communicated with a divine world.

Rituals are notoriously culture-specific. Depending on when
and where you find yourself, it may be that the mighty ones
will listen only if you pour the blood of a live white goat on
the right side of this particular rock; or only if you take off
your shoes, kneel down, and pray facing in that direction; or if
you tell your misdeeds to a man in black who doesn’t have
sex; and so on. The list is endless. Yet despite their wondrous
variety, rituals do have certain things in common. Many
require special places (mountaintops, caves, unusual
buildings), objects (images, statues, valuable or foreign
goods), movements (processions, pilgrimages), and clothes
(highly formal, totally disheveled), all heightening the sense of
stepping outside the everyday. Feasting, often involving
unusual foods, is popular; so too is fasting, which induces
altered states of mind. Sleep deprivation, pain, repetitive
chanting and dancing, or (the favorite) drugs all do the same
job, and may tip truly holy people into trances, fits, and
visions.



These sites have it all: strange underground rooms,
humanoid pillars, jawless skulls—and while everything in the
archaeology of religion is speculative, I find it hard not to see
them as religious responses to the Younger Dryas. The world
was freezing, plants were dying, and the gazelles were going
away; what could be more natural than asking gods, spirits,
and ancestors for aid? What could make more sense than
identifying special people and creating special places to
facilitate communication? The shrine at Qermez Dere looks
like an amplifier, turning up the volume on requests for help.

So when the world warmed up at the end of the Younger
Dryas, around 9600 BCE, the Hilly Flanks were not the same
place they had been when the world had warmed up at the end
of the main ice age, three thousand years earlier. Global
warming did not step into the same society twice. Sites from
the earlier period of warming, such as ‘Ain Mallaha, give the
impression that people just happily took advantage of nature’s
bounty, but in the villages that popped up around the Hilly
Flanks after 9600 BCE people sank serious resources into
religion. Many post-9600 sites have evidence for elaborate
treatment of human and aurochs skulls and several have big,
underground chambers that look like communal shrines. At
Jerf al-Ahmar in Syria, now slumbering alongside so many
other sites beneath the waters of Lake Assad, French
archaeologists found ten multiroomed houses around a large
underground chamber. A human skull was sitting on a bench
and in the middle of the room was a headless skeleton. It looks
disturbingly like a human sacrifice.

Most spectacular of all is Gobekli Tepe, perched on a hilltop
with commanding views across southeast Turkey. Since 1995
its German and Turkish excavators have exposed four sunken
chambers, up to ten feet deep and thirty feet across, dating to
9000 BCE or even earlier. Like the smaller, earlier chambers at
Qermez Dere, each had been deliberately filled in. Each
contained T-shaped stone columns, some seven feet tall,
decorated with carved animals. Geomagnetic surveys suggest
that fifteen more chambers remain unexcavated; in all there
may be two hundred stone pillars at the site, many weighing



over eight tons. A twenty-foot-long pillar found unfinished in
a quarry weighed fifty tons.

People did all this with nothing more sophisticated than flint
tools. While we will never know why this particular hilltop
was so sacred, it certainly looks like a regional sanctuary,
perhaps a place for festivals where hundreds of people
congregated for weeks at a time, carving pillars, dragging
them to the chambers, and setting them upright. One thing
seems certain, though: never before in history had such large
groups worked together.

Humans were not passive victims of climate change. They
applied ingenuity, working to get the gods and ancestors on
board in the struggle against adversity. And while most of us
doubt that these gods and ancestors actually existed, the rituals
may well have done some good anyway as a kind of social
glue. People who sincerely believed that big rituals in lavish
shrines would win the gods’ aid were surely more likely to
tough it out and stick together no matter how hard times got.

By 10,000 BCE, the Hilly Flanks stood out from the rest of
the world. Most people in most places still drifted between
caves and campsites, like the one excavated since 2004 at
Longwangcan in China, where the only traces of their activity
that survive are small circles of baked earth from campfires. A
battered piece of shale from this site might be a simple stone
spade, perhaps implying that cultivation of crops had begun,
but there is nothing like the fat rye seeds of Abu Hureyra, let
alone the monuments of Mureybet or Qermez Dere. The most
substantial building known from the Americas is a small hut of
bent saplings covered with hides, detected by meticulous
excavators at Monte Verde in Chile; while in the whole of
India archaeologists have not been able to find even that much,
and scatters of stone tools are the only traces of human
activity.

A distinctive Western world was taking shape.

PARADISE TRANSFORMED



By 9600 BCE Earth was warming up again, and this time
around, Hilly Flankers already knew how to get the most from
grasses. They quickly (by the standards of earlier times,
anyway) resumed cultivation. By 9300 BCE wheat and barley
seeds from sites in the Jordan Valley were noticeably bigger
than wild versions and people were modifying fig trees to
improve their yields. The world’s oldest known granaries, clay
storage chambers ten feet wide and ten feet tall, come from the
Jordan Valley around 9000 BCE. By then cultivation was under
way in at least seven pockets in the Hilly Flanks, from modern
Israel to southeast Turkey, and by 8500 BCE big-seeded cereals
were normal all across the region.

Changes were very slow indeed by modern standards, but
over the next thousand years they made the Hilly Flanks
increasingly different from any other part of the world. The
people of this area were, unknowingly, genetically modifying
plants to create fully domesticated crops that could not
reproduce themselves without human aid. Like dogs, these
plants needed us as much as we needed them.

Plants, like animals, evolve because random mutations
occur when DNA is copied from one generation to the next.
Once in a while, a mutation increases a plant’s chance of
reproducing. This is particularly common if the environment is
changing too, as happened when permanent villages created
niches in which small, tame wolves had advantages over big,
fierce ones, or when cultivation gave big seedlings advantages
over small ones. I already mentioned that wild cereals
reproduce by having each seed ripen and fall to the ground at a
different time from the others, whereupon the husk shatters,
leaving the seed free to grow. But a few plants—just one per
one or two million normal plants—have a random mutation on
a single gene that strengthens the rachis connecting the seed to
the plant and also the husk protecting the seed. When these
seeds ripen they do not fall to the ground and the husks cannot
shatter. The seeds literally wait for a harvester to come along
and get them. Before there were any harvesters the mutant
plants died out each year because their seeds could not get into
the soil, making this a most disadvantageous mutation. The



same thing happened if humans shook the plants and caught
the grains that fell; the mutant seeds would not fall, and once
again died out.

Archaeobotanists argue passionately over just what
happened to change this situation, but most likely good old-
fashioned greed got involved. After investing their energy in
hoeing, weeding, and watering the best stands of grasses,
women (assuming, again, that it was women) may have
wanted to squeeze every last bit of food from their plants. That
would have meant visiting each stand to shake the bushes
several times, and they would surely have noticed that no
matter how hard they shook, some stubborn seeds—the
mutants with the tough rachis—just would not drop. What
could be more natural than to rip the offending stalk out of the
ground and take the whole plant home? Wheat and barley
stalks do not weigh much, after all, and I’m fairly sure that’s
how I would react if confronted by a cereal that would not
surrender.

If women then replanted a random selection of their seeds,
they would have taken mutant seeds along with normal ones;
in fact, the mutants would be slightly overrepresented, because
at least some normal seeds would already have fallen and been
lost. Each year that they replanted they would slightly increase
the proportion of mutants in their cultivated stands. This was
clearly an agonizingly slow process, quite invisible to the
people involved, but it set off an evolutionary spiral just as
dramatic as what happened to mice in garbage dumps. Within
a couple of thousand years, instead of one plant that waited for
the harvester per field of one or two million, they had only
genetically modified domesticated plants. The excavated finds
suggest that even around 8500 BCE fully domesticated wheat
and barley were still almost unheard of. By 8000, though,
about half the seeds we find in the Hilly Flanks have the tough
rachis that would wait for the harvester; by 7500, virtually all
do.

Laziness, greed, and fear constantly added improvements.
People discovered that planting cereals in a garden one year
then protein-rich beans the next replenished the soil as well as
varying their diet; in the process, they domesticated lentils and



chickpeas. Crushing wheat and barley on coarse grindstones
filled bread with grit, which wore people’s teeth down to
stumps; so they sieved out the impurities. They found new
ways to prepare grains, baking clay into waterproof pots for
cooking. If we are right to draw analogies with modern
agriculturalists, women would have been responsible for most
or all of these innovations, as well as for learning to weave
linen into clothes. Skins and furs were out.

While women tamed plants, men (probably) took on
animals. By 8000 BCE herders in what is now western Iran
were managing goats so effectively that bigger, calmer strains
evolved. Before 7000 BCE herders turned the wild aurochs into
something like the placid cows we know today and tamed wild
boars into pigs. Across the next few thousand years they
learned not to kill all animals for meat while they were still
young but to keep some around for wool and milk, and then—
most useful of all—to harness them to wheeled carts.*
Previously, moving anything meant picking it up and carrying
it, but an ox in harness could deliver three times the draft
power of a man. By 4000 BCE the domestication of plants and
animals converged in the ox-drawn plow. People carried on
tinkering, but nearly six thousand years would pass before
humans added significant new energy sources to this package
by harnessing the power of coal and steam in the industrial
revolution.

The early farmers of the Hilly Flanks transformed the way
people lived. Those of us who quake at the prospect of sitting
next to a screaming baby on a long plane ride should spare a
thought for female foragers, who regularly carry their infants
with them as they walk thousands of miles every year
gathering plants. Not surprisingly, they do not want too many
children; consciously or not, they space their pregnancies by
extending breastfeeding into the child’s third or fourth year
(producing breast milk prevents ovulation). Ice Age foragers
probably followed similar strategies, but the more they settled
down, the less they needed to do this. Having more babies in
fact became a boon, providing extra labor, and recent skeletal
studies suggest that the average woman in an early farming
village, staying in one place with stores of food, gave birth to



seven or eight babies (of whom maybe four would survive to
their first birthday and perhaps three to reproductive age) as
compared to the mere five or six live births of her roving
ancestresses. The more food people grew, the more babies they
could feed; although, of course, the more babies they fed, the
more food they had to grow.

Population soared. By 8000 BCE some villages probably had
five hundred residents, ten times the size of pre—Younger
Dryas hamlets such as ‘Ain Mallaha. By 6500 Catalhdyiik in
modern Turkey had perhaps three thousand. These were
villages on steroids, and they had all the problems that implies.
Microscopic analysis of sediments from Catalhdylik shows
that people simply dumped garbage and night soil in stinking
heaps between houses, to be trodden into the dust and mud.
The filth would have appalled hunter-gatherers but surely
delighted rats, flies, and fleas. We can see from tiny pieces of
excrement trodden into the dirt floors that villagers also
stabled domestic animals in their homes, and human skeletons
from the site of ‘Ain Ghazal in Jordan show that by 7000 BCE
tuberculosis had jumped from cattle to people. Settling down
and raising more food increased fertility, but also meant more
mouths to feed and more germs to share, both of which
increased mortality. Each new farming village probably grew
rapidly for a few generations until fertility and mortality
balanced each other out.

Yet for all the squalor, this was clearly what people wanted.
Little hunter-gatherer bands had had broad geographical
horizons but narrow social ones: the landscape changed but the
faces did not. The early farmer’s world was just the opposite.
You might pass your whole life within a day’s walk of the
village where you were born, but what a place it was—full of
shrines where the gods revealed themselves, festivals and
feasts to delight the senses, and gossipy, nosy neighbors in
solid houses with plastered floors and waterproof roofs. These
buildings would strike most people today as cramped, smoky,
smelly hovels, but they were a big step up from sharing damp
caves with bears or huddling out of the rain under skins
stretched over branches.



Early farmers tamed the landscape, breaking it into
concentric circles—at the center was home; then came the
neighbors; then the cultivated fields; then the pastures, where
shepherds and flocks trekked between summer and winter
grazing; and beyond them the wild, an unregulated world of
scary animals, savages who hunted, and who knew what
monsters. A few excavations have found stone slabs incised
with lines that, at least to the eye of the believer, look a bit like
maps of fields divided by tiny paths; and around 9000 BCE
villagers in Jerf al-Ahmar and some of the neighboring sites
now under Lake Assad seem to have been experimenting with
a kind of protowriting, scratching images of snakes, birds,
farm animals, and abstract signs on little stone tokens.

By imposing such mental structures on their world, Hilly
Flankers were, we might say, domesticating themselves. They
even remade what love meant. The love between husband and
wife or parent and child is natural, bred into us over millions
of years, but farming injected new forces into these
relationships. Foragers had always shared their knowledge
with their young, teaching them to find ripe plants, wild game,
and safe caves, but farmers had something more concrete to
pass down. To do well, people now needed property—a house,
fields, and flocks, not to mention investments like wells, walls,
and tools. The first farmers were apparently quite communal,
sharing food and perhaps cooking collectively, but by 8000
BCE they were building bigger, more complicated houses, each
with its own storerooms and kitchens, and perhaps dividing
the land into privately owned fields. Life increasingly focused
on small family groups, probably the basic unit for
transmitting property between generations. Children needed
this material inheritance, because the alternative was poverty.
Transmitting property became a matter of life and death.

There are signs of what can only be called an obsession with
ancestors. We perhaps see it as early as 10,000 BCE, with the
jawless skulls of Qermez Dere, but as farming developed, it
escalated. Burying multiple generations of the dead under
house floors became common, mingling bodies in ways that
seem to express very physically the link between property and
descent. Some people went further, disinterring bodies after



the flesh decayed, removing the skulls, and reburying the
headless corpses. Using plaster, they modeled faces on the
skulls, sticking shells in the eye sockets and painting in details
like hair.

Dame Kathleen Kenyon, a formidable woman in the man’s
world of 1950s archaeology, was the first to document this
horror-movie custom in her excavations at the famous site of
Jericho on the West Bank, but plastered skulls have now been
found in dozens of settlements. What people did with the
skulls is less clear, since we only find ones that have been
reburied. Most were placed in pits, though at Catalhdyiik one
young woman was buried around 7000 BCE hugging to her
breast a skull that had been replastered and painted red no
fewer than three times.

Such intimacy with corpses makes most of us squeamish but
clearly mattered a lot to early farmers in the Hilly Flanks.
Most archaeologists think it shows that ancestors were the
most important supernatural beings. The ancestors had passed
on property, without which the living would starve; in return
the living honored them. Possibly ancestral rituals clothed the
transmission of property in a holy aura, justifying why some
people owned more than others. People may also have used
skulls for necromancy, summoning ancestors to ask when to
plant, where to hunt, and whether to raid neighbors.

Ancestor cults flourished all over the Hilly Flanks. At
CatalhOyiik almost every house had bodies under the floor and
ancestral skulls plastered into the surfaces and walls. At ‘Ain
Ghazal two pits were found containing life-size statues and
busts made from bundles of reeds coated with plaster. Some
had twin heads; most were painted with giant, staring eyes.
Most striking of all, around 8000 BCE people at Cayonii in
southeast Turkey built what its excavators labeled a “House of
the Dead,” with sixty-six skulls and more than four hundred
skeletons stashed behind an altar. Chemists identified deposits
on the altar as hemoglobin crystals from human and animal
blood. More human blood was caked on clay bowls, and two
other buildings also had bloodstained altars, one with the
image of a human head carved on it. The mind fairly boggles.
It sounds like a slasher movie—struggling victims tied to



altars, priests tearing their jugulars open with razor-sharp flint
blades and sawing off their heads for storage, worshippers
drinking their blood ...

Or maybe not. Nothing archaeologists dig up can prove or
disprove such flights of fancy. Still, the statues and the House
of the Dead seem to imply the emergence of religious
specialists who somehow persuaded everyone that they had
privileged access to the supernatural. Perhaps they could fall
into trances or fits; perhaps they could just describe their
visions better. Whatever the reason, priests may have been the
first people to enjoy institutionalized authority. Here, perhaps,
we see the beginnings of entrenched hierarchy.

Whether that is true or not, hierarchy developed fastest
within households. 1 have already observed that men and
women had had different roles in foraging societies, the former
more active in hunting and the latter in gathering, but studies
of contemporary groups suggest that domestication sharpens
the sexual division of labor, tying women to the home. The
high mortality/high fertility regime required most women to
spend most of their lives pregnant and/or minding small
children, and changes in agriculture—changes that women
themselves probably pioneered—reinforced this. Domesticated
cereals need more processing than most wild foods, and since
threshing, grinding, and baking can be done in the home while
supervising infants, these logically became women’s work.

When land is abundant but labor is scarce (as in the earliest
days of cultivation), people normally cultivate large areas
lightly, with men and women hoeing and weeding together. If
population increases but the supply of farmland does not, as
happened in the Hilly Flanks after 8000 BCE, it makes sense to
work the land more intensively, squeezing more from each
acre by manuring, plowing, and even irrigating. All these tasks
require upper-body strength. Plenty of women are as strong as
men, but men do increasingly dominate outdoor work and
women indoor work as agriculture intensifies. Grown men
work the fields; boys tend the flocks; and women and girls
manage the ever more sharply defined domestic sphere. A
study of 162 skeletons dating around 7000 BCE from Abu
Hureyra revealed striking gender distinctions. Both men and



women had enlarged vertebrae in their upper backs, probably
from carrying heavy loads on their heads, but only women had
a distinctive arthritic toe condition caused by spending long
periods kneeling, using their toes as a base to apply force
while grinding grain.

Weeding, clearing stones, manuring, watering, and plowing
all increased yields, and inheriting a well-tended field, rather
than just any bit of land, made all the difference to a
household’s fortunes. The way religion developed after 9600
BCE suggests that people worried about ancestors and
inheritance, and we should probably assume that it was at this
point that they began reinforcing their rituals with other
institutions. With so much at stake, men in modern peasant
cultures want to be sure they really are the fathers of the
children who will inherit their property. Foragers’ rather casual
attitudes about sex yield to obsessive concern with daughters’
premarital virginity and wives’ extramarital activities. Men in
traditional agricultural societies typically marry around the age
of thirty, after they have come into their inheritance, while
women generally marry around fifteen, before they have had
much time to stray. While we cannot be sure that these
patterns originated at the dawn of farming, it does seem rather
likely. By, say, 7500 BCE a girl would typically grow up under
the authority of her father, then, as a teenager, exchange it for
the authority of a husband old enough to be her father.
Marriage would become a source of wealth as those who
already had good lands and flocks would marry others in the
same happy situation, consolidating holdings. The rich got
richer.

Having things worth inheriting meant having things worth
stealing, and it is surely no coincidence that evidence for
fortifications and organized warfare mushrooms in the Hilly
Flanks after 9600 BCE. Modern hunter-gatherer life is famously
violent; with no real hierarchy to keep their passions in check,
young hunters often treat homicide as a reasonable way to
settle disagreements. In many bands, it is the leading cause of
death. But to live together in villages, people had to learn to
manage interpersonal violence. Those that did so would have



flourished—and have been able to harness violence to take
things from other communities.

The most remarkable evidence comes from Jericho, famous
for the biblical story of the walls that tumbled down when
Joshua blew his trumpet. When Kathleen Kenyon dug there
fifty years ago, she did find walls—but not Joshua’s. Joshua
lived around 1200 BCE, but Kenyon uncovered what looked
like fortifications eight thousand years older. She interpreted
these as a defensive bastion, twelve feet high and five feet
thick, dating to around 9300 BCE. New studies in the 1980s
showed that she was probably mistaken, and that her
“fortification” actually consisted of several small walls built at
different times, perhaps to hold back a stream; but her second
great find, a stone tower twenty-five feet tall, probably really
was defensive. In a world where the most advanced weapon
was a stick with a pointed stone tied to the end, this was a
mighty bulwark indeed.

Nowhere outside the Hilly Flanks did people have so much
to defend. Even in 7000 BCE, almost everyone outside this
region was a forager, shifting seasonally, and even where they
had begun to settle down in villages, such as Mehrgarh in
modern Pakistan or Shangshan in the Yangzi Delta, these were
simple places by the standards of Jericho. If hunter-gatherers
from any other place on earth had been airlifted to Cayonii or
Catalhoyiik they would not, I suspect, have known what hit
them. Gone would be their caves or little clusters of huts,
replaced by bustling towns with sturdy houses, great stores of
food, powerful art, and religious monuments. They would find
themselves working hard, dying young, and hosting an
unpleasant array of microbes. They would rub shoulders with
rich and poor, and chafe under or rejoice in men’s authority
over women and parents’ over children. They might even
discover that some people had the right to murder them in
rituals. And they might well wonder why people had inflicted
all this on themselves.

GOING FORTH AND MULTIPLYING



Fast-forward ten thousand years from the origins of
hierarchy and drudgery in the prehistoric Hilly Flanks to Paris
in 1967.

To the middle-aged men who administered the University of
Paris campus in the dreary suburb of Nanterre—the heirs of
traditions of patriarchy stretching back to Catalhoylik—it
seemed obvious that the young ladies in their charge should
not be allowed to entertain young gentlemen in their dorm
rooms (or vice versa). Such rules have probably never seemed
obvious to the young, but for three hundred generations
teenagers had had to live with them. But not anymore. As
winter closed in, students challenged their elders’ right to
dictate their love lives. In January 1968 Daniel Cohn-Bendit,
nowadays a respected Green Party member of the European
Parliament but then a student activist known as “Danny the
Red,” compared the minister for youth’s attitudes to the Hitler
Youth’s. In May students took on armed police in running
street-fights, paralyzing downtown Paris with barricades and
burning cars. President De Gaulle met secretly with his
generals to find out whether—if it came to a new Bastille Day
—the army would stand by him.

Enter Marshall Sahlins, a youngish anthropology professor
from the University of Michigan. Sahlins had made his name
with a series of brilliant essays on social evolution and by
criticizing the Vietnam War; now he forsook Ann Arbor (“a
small university city made up exclusively of side streets,” he
unkindly but not unfairly called it) to spend two years at the
College de France, the Mecca of both anthropological theory
and student radicalism. As the crisis deepened, Sahlins sent a
manuscript to the journal Les temps modernes, required
reading for everyone who was anyone on the French
intellectual scene. It was to become one of the most influential
anthropological essays ever written.

“Open the gates of nurseries, universities, and other
prisons,” student radicals had scrawled on a wall at Nanterre.
“Thanks to teachers and exams competitiveness starts at six.”



Sahlins’s manuscript offered something to the students: not an
answer, which the anarchists probably did not want (“Be a
realist, demand the impossible” went one of their slogans), but
at least some encouragement. The central issue, Sahlins
argued, was that bourgeois society had “erected a shrine to the
Unattainable: [Infinite Needs.” We submit to capitalist
discipline and compete to earn money so we can chase Infinite
Needs by buying things we don’t really want. We could learn
something, Sahlins suggested, from hunter-gatherers. “The
world’s most primitive people,” he explained, “have few
possessions but they are not poor.” This only sounded like a
paradox: Sahlins argued that foragers typically worked just
twenty-one to thirty-five hours per week—Iless than Paris’s
industrial laborers or even, I suspect, its students. Hunter-
gatherers did not have cars or TVs, but they did not know they
were supposed to want them. Their means were few but their
needs were fewer, making them, Sahlins concluded, “the
original affluent society.”

Sahlins had a point: Why, he asked, did farming ever
replace foraging if the rewards were work, inequality, and
war? Yet replace foraging it clearly did. By 7000 BCE farming
completely dominated the Hilly Flanks. Already by 8500 BCE
cultivated cereals had spread to Cyprus and by 8000 had
reached central Turkey. By 7000 fully domesticated plants had
reached all these areas and spread eastward to (or, perhaps,
developed independently in) Pakistan. They had reached
Greece, southern Iraq, and central Asia by 6000, Egypt and
central Europe by 5000, and the shores of the Atlantic by 4000
(Figure 2.4).

Archaeologists have argued for decades over why this
happened, without much agreement. At the end of a
magisterial recent review, for instance, the strongest
generalization that Graeme Barker of Cambridge University
felt he could make was that farmers replaced foragers “in
different ways and at different rates and for different reasons,
but in comparable circumstances of challenges to the world
they knew.”
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Figure 2.4. Going forth and multiplying, version one: the
westward spread of domesticated plants from the Hilly Flanks
to the Atlantic, 9000—4000 BCE

Yet although the process was messy—going on across
millennia at the scale of entire continents, how could it not be?
—we can make quite a lot of sense of it if we remember that it
was, at the end of the day, all about Earth’s movement up the
Great Chain of Energy. Orbital change meant that Earth
captured more of the sun’s electromagnetic energy;
photosynthesis converted some of that larger share into
chemical energy (that is, more plants); metabolism converted
some of that larger stock of chemical energy into kinetic
energy (that is, more animals); and farming allowed humans to
extract vastly more energy from plants and other animals for
their own use. Pests, predators, and parasites in turn sucked as
much of this newfound energy out of farmers as they could,
but there was still plenty left over.

Humans, like plants and other animals, found a major outlet
for their extra energy in sexual reproduction. High birthrates



meant that new villages could grow rapidly until every square
inch of available land was being farmed, whereupon hunger
and sickness rose until they canceled out fertility. Energy
capture and energy consumption then reached a rough balance.
Some villages stabilized like this, always hovering on the edge
of misery; in others a few daring souls decided to start over.
They might walk an hour to a vacant (perhaps less desirable)
spot in the same valley or plain—or trudge hundreds of miles
in search of green pastures they had heard about. They might
even cross the seas. Many adventurers must have failed, the
ragged, starving survivors crawling home with their tails
between their legs. Others, though, triumphed. Population
boomed until deaths caught up with births again or until
colonies spun off colonies of their own.

Most farmers expanding into new territory found foragers
already living there. It is tempting to imagine scenes like
something out of old Western movies, with cattle raids,
scalping, and shoot-outs (with both sides using bows and
arrows), but the reality may have been less dramatic.
Archaeological surveys suggest that the first farmers in each
region tended to settle in different areas from the local
foragers, almost certainly because the best farmland and the
best foraging grounds rarely overlapped. At least at first,
farmers and foragers may have largely ignored each other.

Eventually, of course, foraging did disappear. You will find
few hunters or gatherers today prowling the manicured
landscapes of Tuscany or Tokyo’s suburbs. Farming
populations grew rapidly, needing only a few centuries to fill
up the best land, until they had no option but to push into the
(in their eyes) marginal territories of the foragers.

There are two main theories about what happened next. The
first suggests that farmers basically destroyed the original
affluent society. Disease might have played a part; rats, flocks,
and permanent villages certainly made farmers less healthy
than hunter-gatherers. We should not, though, imagine
epidemics like those that carried off Native Americans in their
millions after 1492. The farmers’ and foragers’ disease pools
had been separated by just a few miles of forest, not
uncrossable oceans, so they had not diverged very far.



Yet even without mass kill-offs, weight of numbers was
decisive. If foragers decided to fight, as happened on so many
colonial frontiers in modern times, they might destroy the odd
farming village, but more colonists would just keep coming,
swamping resistance. Alternatively, foragers might choose
flight, but no matter how far they fell back, new farmers would
eventually arrive, chopping down still more trees and
breathing germs everywhere, until foragers ended up in the
places farmers simply could not use, such as Siberia or the
Sahara.

The second theory says none of these things happened,
because the first farmers across most of the regions shown in
Figure 2.4 were not descendants of immigrants from the Hilly
Flanks at all. They were local hunter-gatherers who settled
down and became farmers themselves. Sahlins made farming
sound deeply unattractive compared to the original affluent
society, but in all likelihood foragers rarely faced a simple
choice between two lifestyles. A farmer who left his plow and
started walking would not cross a sharp line into foragers’
territory. Rather, he would come to villages where people
farmed a little less intensively than he did (maybe hoeing their
fields instead of plowing and manuring), then people who
farmed less intensively still (maybe burning patches of forest,
cultivating them until the weeds grew back, then moving on),
and eventually people who relied entirely on hunting and
gathering. Ideas, people, and microbes drifted back and forth
across this broad contact zone.

When people realized that neighbors with more intensive
practices were killing the wild plants and chasing off the
animals that their own foraging lifestyles depended on, rather
than attacking these vandals or running away they also had the
option of joining the crowd and intensifying their own
cultivation. Instead of picking farming over foraging, people
probably only decided to spend a little less time gathering and
a little more time gardening. Later they might have to decide
whether to start weeding, then plowing, then manuring, but
this was—to repeat an image from the previous chapter—a
series of baby steps rather than a once-and-for-all great leap
from the original affluent society to backbreaking toil and



chronic illness. On the whole, across hundreds of years and
thousands of miles, those who intensified also multiplied;
those who clung to their old ways dwindled. In the process, the
agricultural “frontier” crept forward. No one chose hierarchy
and working longer hours; women did not embrace arthritic
toes; these things crept up on them.

No matter how many stone tools, burned seeds, or house
foundations archaeologists dig up, they will never be able to
prove either theory, but once again genetics has come (partly)
to the rescue. In the 1970s Luca Cavalli-Sforza of Stanford
University began a massive survey of European blood groups
and nuclear DNA. His team found a consistent gradient of
gene frequencies from southeast to northwest (Figure 2.5),
which, they pointed out, mapped quite well onto the
archaeological evidence for the spread of farming shown in
Figure 2.4. Their conclusion: after migrants from western Asia
brought farming to Europe, their descendants largely replaced
the aboriginal foragers, pushing their remnants into the far
north and west.

The archaeologist Colin Renfrew argued that linguistics also
supported Cavalli-Sforza’s scenario: the first farmers, he
suspected, not only replaced European genes with southwest
Asian ones but also replaced Europe’s native languages with
Indo-European ones from the Hilly Flanks, leaving just
isolated pockets of older tongues such as Basque. The drama
of dispossession that ended the original affluent society is
inscribed in modern Europeans’ bodies and reenacted every
time they open their mouths.

At first the new evidence only increased the scholarly
arguments. Linguists immediately challenged Renfrew,
arguing that modern European languages would differ much
more from one another if they had really begun diverging from
an ancestral tongue six or seven millennia ago, and in 1996 an
Oxford team led by Bryan Sykes challenged Cavalli-Sforza on
the genetics. Sykes looked at mitochondrial DNA rather than
the nuclear DNA Cavalli-Sforza had studied, and instead of a
southeast—northwest progression, like Figure 2.5, identified a
pattern too messy to be represented easily on a map, finding
six groups of genetic lineages, only one of which could



plausibly be linked to agricultural migrants from western Asia.
Sykes suggested that the other five groups are much older,
going back mostly to the original out-of-Africa peopling of
Europe 25,000 to 50,000 years ago; all of which, he
concluded, indicates that Europe’s first farmers were mainly
aboriginal foragers who decided to settle down, rather than the
descendants of immigrants from the Hilly Flanks.

Figure 2.5. A story written in blood: Luca Cavalli-Sforza’s
interpretation of Europe’s genetic makeup, based on a massive
sample of nuclear DNA. He concluded that this map, showing

degrees of genetic similarity of modern populations to the
hypothesized colonists from the Hilly Flanks, with 8
representing complete similarity and 1 the lowest level of
correspondence (measuring the first principal component in
his statistical manipulation of the results, accounting for 95
percent of the variation in the sample), showed that colonists
descended from the Hilly Flanks spread agriculture across

Europe. But many archaeologists and some geneticists

disagree.

The Cavalli-Sforza and Sykes teams squared off fiercely in
the pages of the American Journal of Human Genetics in
1997, but since then their positions have steadily converged.



Cavalli-Sforza now calculates that immigrant farmers from
western Asia account for 2628 percent of European DNA;
Sykes puts the figure nearer 20 percent. To say that one of
Europe’s first farmers descended from southwest Asian
immigrants for every three or four who descended from
natives is oversimplifying, but is not far wrong.

PREDESTINATION

Neither Cavalli-Sforza’s and Renfrew’s claims nor Sykes’s
alternative—nor even the emerging compromise between them
—would have made the students at Nanterre very happy,
because all the theories treat the triumph of farming as
inevitable. Competition, genetics and archaeology imply, has
little to do with exams or teachers, because it has always been
with us. Its logic means that things had to turn out more or less
as they did.

But is this true? People, after all, have free will. Sloth,
greed, and fear may be the motors of history, but each of us
gets to choose among them. If three-quarters or more of
Europe’s first farmers descended from aboriginal foragers,
surely prehistoric Europeans could have stopped farming in its
tracks if enough of them had decided against intensifying
cultivation. So why did that not happen?

Sometimes it did. After sweeping from what is now Poland
to the Paris Basin in a couple of hundred years before 5200
BCE, the wave of agricultural advance ground to a halt (Figure
2.4). For a thousand years hardly any farmers invaded the last
fifty or sixty miles separating them from the Baltic Sea and
few Baltic foragers took up more intensive cultivation. Here
foragers fought for their way of life. Along the
farming/foraging fault line we find remarkable numbers of
fortified settlements and skeletons of young men killed by
blunt-instrument traumas on the front and left sides of their
skulls—just what we would expect if they died fighting face-



to-face with right-handed opponents using stone axes. Several
mass graves may even be grisly relics of massacres.

We will never know what acts of heroism and savagery
went on along the edge of the North European Plain seven
thousand years ago, but geography and economics probably
did as much as culture and violence to fix the farming/foraging
frontier. Baltic foragers lived in a chilly Garden of Eden,
where rich marine resources supported dense populations in
year-round villages. Archaeologists have unearthed great
mounds of seashells, leftovers from feasts, which piled up
around the hamlets. Nature’s bounty apparently allowed the
foragers to have their cake (or shellfish) and eat it: there were
enough foragers to stand up to farmers but not so many that
they had to shift toward farming to feed themselves. At the
same time, farmers found that the plants and animals that had
originally been domesticated in the Hilly Flanks fared less
well this far north.

We frankly do not know why farming did finally move
north after 4200 BCE. Some archaeologists emphasize push
factors, proposing that farmers multiplied to the point that they
steamrollered all opposition; others stress pull factors,
proposing that a crisis within forager society opened the north
to invasion. But however it ended, the Baltic exception seems
to prove the rule that once farming appeared in the Hilly
Flanks the original affluent society could not survive.

In saying this I am not denying the reality of free will. That
would be foolish, although plenty of people have succumbed
to the temptation. The great Leo Tolstoy, for instance, closed
his novel War and Peace with an odd excursus denying free
will in history—odd, because the book is studded with
agonized decisions (and indecisions), abrupt changes of mind,
and not a few foolish blunders, often with momentous
consequences. All the same, said Tolstoy, “Free will is for
history only an expression connoting what we do not know
about the laws of human history.” He continued:

The recognition of man’s free will as something capable of influencing
historical events ... is the same for history as the recognition of a free force
moving the heavenly bodies would be for astronomy ... If there is even a
single body moving freely, then the laws of Kepler and Newton are negated
and no conception of the movement of the heavenly bodies any longer exists.



If any single action is due to free will, then not a single historical law can
exist, nor any conception of historical events.

This is nonsense. High-level nonsense, to be sure, but
nonsense all the same. On any given day any prehistoric
forager could have decided not to intensify, and any farmer
could have walked away from his fields or her grindstone to
gather nuts or hunt deer. Some surely did, with immense
consequences for their own lives. But in the long run it did not
matter, because the competition for resources meant that
people who kept farming, or farmed even harder, captured
more energy than those who did not. Farmers kept feeding
more children and livestock, clearing more fields, and stacking
the odds still further against foragers. In the right
circumstances, like those prevailing around the Baltic Sea in
5200 BCE, farming’s expansion slowed to a crawl. But such
circumstances could not last forever.

Farming certainly suffered local setbacks (overgrazing, for
instance, seems to have turned the Jordan Valley into a desert
between 6500 and 6000 BCE), but barring a climatic disaster
like a new Younger Dryas, all the free will in the world could
not stop agricultural lifestyles from expanding to fill all
suitable niches. The combination of brainy Homo sapiens with
warm, moist, and stable weather plus plants and animals that
could evolve into domesticated forms made this as inevitable
as anything can be in this world.

By 7000 BCE the dynamic, expansive agricultural societies
at the western end of Eurasia were unlike anything else on
earth, and by this point it makes sense to distinguish “the
West” from the rest. Yet while the West was different from the
rest, the differences were not permanent, and across the next
few thousand years people began independently inventing
agriculture in perhaps half a dozen places across the Lucky
Latitudes (Figure 2.6).

The earliest and clearest case outside the Hilly Flanks is
China. Cultivation of rice began in the Yangzi Valley between
8000 and 7500 BCE and of millet in north China by 6500.
Millet was fully domesticated around 5500 and rice by 4500,
and pigs were domesticated between 6000 and 5500. Recent
finds suggest that cultivation began almost as early in the New



World too. Cultivated squash was evolving toward
domesticated forms by 8200 BCE in northern Peru’s Nanchoc
Valley and in Mexico’s Oaxaca Valley by 7500-6000 BCE.
Peanuts appear in Nanchoc by 6500, and while archaeological
evidence that wild teosinte was evolving into domesticated
corn in Oaxaca goes back only to 5300 BCE, geneticists suspect
that the process actually began as early as 7000.

The Chinese and New World domestications were definitely
independent of events in the Hilly Flanks, but things are less
clear in Pakistan’s Indus Valley. Domesticated barley, wheat,
sheep, and goats all appear abruptly at Mehrgarh around 7000
BCE—so abruptly that many archaeologists think that migrants
from the Hilly Flanks carried them there. The presence of
wheat seems particularly telling, because so far no one has
identified local wild wheats from which domesticated wheat
could have evolved anywhere near Mehrgarh. Botanists have
not explored the region very thoroughly (not even the
Pakistani army has much stomach for poking around these
wild tribal lands), so there may be surprises in store. And
while present evidence does suggest that Indus Valley
agriculture was an offshoot of the Hilly Flanks, we should note
that it rapidly went its own way, with local zebu cattle
domesticated by 5500 BCE and a sophisticated, literate urban
society emerging by 2500 BCE.
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Figure 2.6. Promised lands: seven regions around the
world where domestication of plants or animals may have
begun independently between 11,000 and 5000 BCE

The eastern Sahara Desert was wetter around 7000 BCE than
it is now, with strong monsoon rains filling lakes every
summer, but it was still a brutal place to live. Adversity was
apparently the mother of invention here: cattle and sheep could
not survive in the wild, but foragers could eke out a living if
they herded animals from lake to lake. Between 7000 and
5000 BCE the foragers turned themselves into pastoralists and
their wild cattle and sheep into larger, tamer animals.

By 5000 BCE agriculture was also emerging in two highland
zones, one in Peru, where llama or alpaca were being herded
and quinoa seeds were mutating to wait for the harvester, and
one in New Guinea. The New Guinean evidence has been as
controversial as that from the Indus Valley, but it now seems
clear that by 5000 BCE highlanders were burning off forests,
draining swamps, and domesticating bananas and taro.

These regions have had very different histories, but, like the
Hilly Flanks, each was the starting point for a distinctive
economic, social, and cultural tradition that has lasted down to
our own day. Here we can finally answer the question that has
dogged us since Chapter 1, of how to define the West. We saw
there the historian Norman Davies’s criticisms of what he
called the “elastic geography” of definitions of the West,
“designed,” as he put it, “to further the interests of their
authors.” Davies threw the baby out with the bathwater,
refusing to speak of the West at all. Thanks to the time depth
archaeology provides, we can now do better.

The modern world’s great civilizations all go back to these
original episodes of domestication at the end of the Ice Age.
There is no need to let the intellectual squabbles Davies
describes rob us of “the West” as an analytical category: it is
simply a geographical term, referring to those societies that
descended from the westernmost Eurasian core of
domestication, in the Hilly Flanks. It makes no sense to talk
about “the West” as a distinctive region before about 11,000



BCE, when cultivation began making the Hilly Flanks unusual;
and the concept starts to become an important analytical tool
only after 8000 BCE, when other agricultural cores also started
appearing. By 4500 BCE the West had expanded to include
most of Europe, and in the last five hundred years colonists
have taken it to the Americas, the Antipodes, and Siberia.
“The East,” naturally enough, simply means those societies
that descended from the easternmost core of domestication
that began developing in China by 7500 BCE. We can also
speak of comparable New World, South Asian, New Guinean,
and African traditions. Asking why the West rules really
means asking why societies descended from the agricultural
core in the Hilly Flanks, rather than those descended from the
cores in China, Mexico, the Indus Valley, the eastern Sahara,
Peru, or New Guinea, came to dominate the planet.

One long-term lock-in explanation springs to mind
immediately: that people in the Hilly Flanks—the first
Westerners—developed agriculture thousands of years before
anyone else in the world because they were smarter. They
passed their smartness on with their genes and languages when
they spread across Europe; Europeans took it along when they
colonized other parts of the globe after 1500 CE; and that is
why the West rules.

Like the racist theories discussed in Chapter 1, this is almost
certainly wrong, for reasons the evolutionist and geographer
Jared Diamond laid out forcefully in his classic book Guns,
Germs, and Steel. Nature, Diamond observed, is just not fair.
Agriculture appeared in the Hilly Flanks thousands of years
earlier than anywhere else not because the people living here
were uniquely smart, but because geography gave them a head
start.

There are 200,000 species of plants in the world today,
Diamond observed, but only a couple of thousand are edible,
and only a couple of hundred have much potential for
domestication. In fact, more than half the calories consumed
today come from cereals, and above all wheat, corn, rice,
barley, and sorghum. The wild grasses these cereals evolved
from are not spread evenly over the globe. Of the fifty-six
grasses with the biggest, most nutritious seeds, thirty-two



grow wild in southwest Asia and the Mediterranean Basin.
East Asia has just six wild species; Central America, five;
Africa south of the Sahara, four; North America, also four;
Australia and South America, two each; and western Europe,
one. If people (in large groups) were all much the same and
foragers all over the world were roughly equally lazy, greedy,
and scared, it was overwhelmingly likely that people in the
Hilly Flanks would domesticate plants and animals before
anyone else because they had more promising raw materials to
work with.

The Hilly Flanks had other advantages too. It took just one
genetic mutation to domesticate wild barley and wheat, but
turning teosinte into something recognizable as corn called for
dozens. The people who entered North America around 14,000
BCE were no lazier or stupider than anyone else, nor did they
make a mistake by trying to domesticate teosinte rather than
wheat. There was no wild wheat in the New World. Nor could
immigrants bring domesticated crops with them from the Old
World, because they could enter the Americas only while there
was a land bridge from Asia. When they crossed, before the
rising oceans drowned the land bridge around 12,000 BCE,
there were no domesticated food crops to bring; by the time
there were domesticated food crops,* the land bridge was
submerged.

Turning from crops to animals, the odds favored the Hilly
Flanks almost as strongly. There are 148 species of large (over
a hundred pounds) mammals in the world. By 1900 CE just 14
of them had been domesticated. Seven of the 14 were native to
southwest Asia; and of the world’s 5 most important
domesticates (sheep, goat, cow, pig, and horse), all but the
horse had wild ancestors in the Hilly Flanks. East Asia had 5
of the 14 potentially domesticable species and South America
just 1. North America, Australia, and Africa south of the
Sahara had none at all. Africa, of course, teems with big
animals, but there are obvious challenges in domesticating
species such as lions, who will eat you, or giraffes, who can
outrun even lions.

We should not, then, assume that people in the Hilly Flanks
invented agriculture because they were racially or culturally



superior. Because they lived among more (and more easily)
domesticable plants and animals than anyone else, they
mastered them first. Concentrations of wild plants and animals
in China were less favorable, but still good; domestication
came perhaps two millennia later there. Herders in the Sahara,
who had just sheep and cattle to work with, needed another
five hundred years, and since the desert could not support
crops, they never became farmers. New Guinean highlanders
had the opposite problem, with just a narrow range of plants
and no domesticable large animals. They needed a further two
thousand years and never became herders. The agricultural
cores in the Sahara and New Guinea, unlike the Hilly Flanks,
China, the Indus Valley, Oaxaca, and Peru, did not develop
their own cities and literate civilizations—not because they
were inferior, but because they lacked the natural resources.

Native Americans had more to work with than Africans and
New Guineans but less than Hilly Flankers and people in
China. Oaxacans and Andeans moved quickly, cultivating
plants (but not animals) within twenty-five centuries of the end
of the Younger Dryas. Turkeys and Illamas, their only
domesticable animals other than dogs, took centuries more.

Australians had the most limited resources of all. Recent
excavations show that they experimented with eel farming,
and given another few thousand years may well have created
domesticated  lifestyles. Instead, European colonists
overwhelmed them in the eighteenth century CE, importing
wheat and sheep, descendants of the original agricultural
revolution in the Hilly Flanks.

So far as we can tell, people were indeed much the same
everywhere. Global warming gave everyone new choices,
among working less, working the same amount and eating
more, or having more babies, even if that meant working
harder. The new climate regime also gave them the option of
living in larger groups and moving around less. Everywhere in
the world, people who chose to stay put, breed more, and work
harder squeezed out those who made different choices. Nature
just made the whole process start earlier in the West.



EAST OF EDEN

Maybe so, the advocate of long-term lock-in theories
might agree; maybe people really are much the same
everywhere, and maybe geography did make Westerners’ jobs
easier. Yet there is more to history than weather and the size of
seeds. Surely the details of the particular choices people made
among working less, eating more, and raising bigger families
matter too. The end of a story is often written in its beginning,
and perhaps the West rules today because the culture created in
the Hilly Flanks more than ten thousand years ago, the parent
from which all subsequent Western societies descend, just had
more potential than the cultures created in other core regions
around the world.

Let us take a look, then, at the best-documented, oldest, and
(in our own times) most powerful civilization outside the
West, that which began in China. We need to find out how
much its earliest farming cultures differed from those in the
West and whether these differences set East and West off along
different trajectories, explaining why Western societies came
to dominate the globe.

Until recently archaeologists knew very little about early
agriculture in China. Many scholars even thought that rice,
that icon of Chinese cuisine in our own day, began its history
in Thailand, not China. The discovery of wild rice growing in
the Yangzi Valley in 1984 showed that rice could have been
domesticated here after all, but direct archaeological
confirmation remained elusive. The problem was that while
bakers inevitably burn some of their bread, preserving charred
wheat or barley seeds for archaeologists to find, boiling, the
sensible way to cook rice, rarely has this result. Consequently
it is much harder for archaeologists to recover ancient rice.

A little ingenuity, however, soon got archaeologists around
this roadblock. In 1988 excavators at Pengtoushan in the
Yangzi Valley (Figure 2.7) noticed that around 7000 BCE
potters began mixing rice husks and stalks into their clay to



prevent pots cracking in the kiln, and close study revealed
surefire signs that these plants were being cultivated.

The real breakthroughs, though, began in 1995, when Yan
Wenming of Peking University* teamed up with the American
archaeologist Richard MacNeish, as hardcore a fieldworker as
any in the world. (MacNeish, who began digging in Mexico in
the 1940s, logged an awe-inspiring 5,683 days in the trenches
—nearly ten times what I have managed to do; and when he
died in 2001, aged eighty-two, it was with his boots on, in an
accident while doing fieldwork in Belize. He reportedly talked
archaeology with the ambulance driver all the way to the
hospital.) MacNeish brought to China not only decades of
expertise studying early agriculture but also the
archaeobotanist Deborah Pearsall, who in turn brought a new
scientific technique. Even though rice rarely survives in
archaeological deposits, all plants absorb tiny amounts of
silica from groundwater. The silica fills some of the plant’s
cells, and when the plant decays it leaves microscopic cell-
shaped stones, called phytoliths, in the soil. Careful study of
phytoliths can reveal not just whether rice was being eaten but
also whether it was domesticated.
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Figure 2.7. The beginning of the East: sites in what is now
China discussed in this chapter

Yan and MacNeish dug a sixteen-foot-deep trench in
Diaotonghuan Cave near the Yangzi Valley, and Pearsall was
able to show from phytoliths that by 12,000 BCE people were
uprooting wild rice and bringing it back to the cave. Rather
like the Hilly Flanks, where wild wheat, barley, and rye
flourished as the world warmed up, this was a hunter-gatherer
golden age. There is no sign in the phytoliths that rice was
evolving toward domestic forms the way rye was evolving at
Abu Hureyra, but the Younger Dryas was clearly just as
devastating in the Yangzi Valley as in the West. Wild rice
virtually disappeared from Diaotonghuan by 10,500 BCE, only
to return when the weather improved after 9600. Coarse
pottery, probably vessels for boiling the grains, became
common about that time (2,500 years before the first pottery
from the Hilly Flanks). Around 8000 BCE the phytoliths start
getting bigger, a sure sign that people were cultivating the wild
rice. By 7500 BCE fully wild and cultivated grains were
equally common at Diaotonghuan; by 6500, fully wild rice had
disappeared.

A cluster of excavations in the Yangzi Delta since 2001
supports this timeline, and by 7000 BCE people in the Yellow
River valley had clearly begun cultivating millet. Jiahu, a
remarkable site between the Yangzi and Yellow rivers, had
cultivated rice and millet and perhaps also domesticated pigs
by 7000 BCE, and at Cishan a fire around 6000 BCE scorched
and preserved almost a quarter of a million pounds of large
millet seeds in eighty storage pits. At the bottom of some pits,
under the millet, were complete (presumably sacrificed) dog
and pig skeletons, some of the earliest Chinese evidence for
domesticated animals.

As 1n the West, domestication involved countless small
changes across many centuries in a range of crops, animals,
and techniques. The high water table at Hemudu in the Yangzi
Delta has given archaeologists a bonanza, preserving huge
amounts of waterlogged rice as well as wood and bamboo



tools, all dating from 5000 BCE onward. By 4000, rice was
fully domesticated, as dependent on human harvesters as were
wheat and barley in the West. Hemudans also had access to
domesticated water buffalo and were using buffalo shoulder
blades as spades. In northern China’s Wei Valley
archaeologists have documented a steady shift from hunting
toward full-blown agriculture after 5000 BCE. This was
clearest in the tools being used: stone spades and hoes
replaced axes as people moved from simply clearing patches
in the forest to cultivating permanent fields, and spades got
bigger as farmers turned the soil more deeply. In the Yangzi
Valley recognizable rice paddies, with raised banks for
flooding, may go back as far as 5700 BCE.

Early Chinese villages, like Jiahu around 7000 BCE, looked
quite like the first villages in the Hilly Flanks, with small,
roughly round semisubterranean huts, grindstones, and burials
between the houses. Between fifty and a hundred people lived
at Jiahu. One hut was slightly larger than the others but the
very consistent distribution of finds suggests that wealth and
gender distinctions were still weak and cooking and storage
were communal. This was changing by 5000 BCE, when some
villages had 150 residents and were protected by ditches. At
Jiangzhai, the best-documented site of this date, huts faced an
open area containing two large piles of ash, which may be
remains of communal rituals.

The Jiangzhai sacrifices—if such they are—look pretty
tame compared to the shrines Westerners had already been
building for several thousand years, but two remarkable sets of
finds in graves at Jiahu suggest that religion and ancestors
were every bit as important as in the Hilly Flanks. The first
consists of thirty-plus flutes carved from the wing bones of
red-crowned cranes, all found in richer-than-average male
burials. Five of the flutes can still be played. The oldest, from
around 7000 BCE, had five or six holes, and while they were
not very subtle instruments, modern Chinese folk songs can be
played on them. By 6500 BCE seven holes were normal and the
flutemakers had standardized pitch, which probably means
that groups of flautists were performing together. One grave of



around 6000 BCE held an eight-hole flute, capable of playing
any modern melody.

All very interesting; but the flutes’ full significance
becomes clear only in the light of twenty-four rich male graves
containing turtle shells, fourteen of which had simple signs
scratched on them. In one grave, dating around 6250 BCE, the
deceased’s head had been removed (shades of Catalhoyiik!)
and replaced with sixteen turtle shells, two of them inscribed.
Some of these signs—in the eyes of some scholars, at least—
look strikingly like pictograms in China’s earliest full-blown
writing system, used by the kings of the Shang dynasty five
thousand years later.

I will come back to the Shang inscriptions in Chapter 4, but
here I just want to observe that while the gap between the
Jiahu signs (around 6250 BCE) and China’s first proper writing
system (around 1250 BCE) is almost as long as that between
the strange symbols from Jerf al-Ahmar in Syria (around 9000
BCE) and the first proper writing in Mesopotamia (around 3300
BCE), China has more evidence for continuity. Dozens of sites
have yielded the odd pot with an incised sign, particularly after
5000 BCE. All the same, specialists disagree fiercely over
whether the crude Jiahu scratchings are direct ancestors of the
five-thousand-plus symbols of the Shang writing system.

Not the least of the arguments in favor of links is the fact
that so many Shang texts were also scratched on turtle shells.
Shang kings used these shells in rituals to predict the future,
and traces of this practice definitely go back to 3500 BCE;
could it be, the excavators of Jiahu now ask, that the
association of turtle shells, writing, ancestors, divination, and
social power began before 6000 BCE? As anyone who has read
Confucius knows, music and rites went together in first-
millennium-BCE China; could the flutes, turtle shells, and
writing in the Jiahu graves be evidence that ritual specialists
able to talk to the ancestors emerged more than five thousand
years earlier?

That would be a remarkable continuity, but there are
parallels. Earlier in the chapter I mentioned the peculiar twin-
headed statues with giant staring eyes, dating around 6600



BCE, found at ‘Ain Ghazal in Jordan; Denise Schmandt-
Besserat, an art historian, has pointed out that descriptions of
the gods written down in Mesopotamia around 2000 BCE are
strikingly like these statues. In East and West alike, some
elements of the first farmers’ religions may have been
extremely long-lived.

Even before the discoveries at Jiahu, Kwang-chih Chang of
Harvard University—the godfather of Chinese archaeology in
America from the 1960s until his death in 2001—had
suggested that the first really powerful people in China had
been shamans who persuaded others that they could talk to
animals and ancestors, fly between worlds, and monopolize
communication with the heavens. When Chang presented this
theory, in the 1980s, the evidence available only allowed him
to trace such specialists back to 4000 BCE, a time when
Chinese societies were changing rapidly and some villages
were turning into towns. By 3500 BCE some communities had
two or three thousand residents, as many as Catalhoylk or
‘Ain Ghazal had had three thousand years earlier, and a
handful of communities could mobilize thousands of laborers
to build fortifications from layer upon layer of pounded earth
(good building stone is rare in China). The most impressive
wall, at Xishan, was ten to fifteen feet thick and ran for more
than a mile. Even today it still stands eight feet high in places.
Parts of children’s skeletons in clay jars under the foundations
may have been sacrifices, and numerous pits full of ash within
the settlement contained adults in poses suggesting struggle,
sometimes mixed with animal bones. These may have been
ritual murders like those from Cayonii in Turkey, and there is
some evidence that such grisly rites go back to 5000 BCE in
China.

If Chang was right that shamans were taking on leadership
roles by 3500 BCE, they may have lived in the large houses,
covering up to four thousand square feet, that now appeared in
some towns (archaeologists often call these “palaces,” though
that is a bit grandiose). These had plastered floors, big central
hearths, and ash pits holding animal bones (from sacrifices?).
One contained a white marble object that looks like a scepter.
The most interesting “palace,” at Anban, stood on high ground



in the middle of the town. It had stone pillar bases and was
surrounded by pits full of ash, some holding pigs’ jaws that
had been painted red, others pigs’ skulls wrapped in cloth, and
others still little clay figurines with big noses, beards, and odd
pointed hats (much like Halloween witches).

Two things about these statuettes get archaeologists excited.
First, the tradition of making them lasted for thousands of
years, and a very similar model found in a palace dating
around 1000 BCE had the Chinese character wu painted on its
hat. Wu meant “religious mediator,” and some archaeologists
conclude that all these figurines, including the ones from
Anban, must represent shamans. Second, many of the figurines
look distinctly Caucasian, not Chinese. Similar models have
been found all the way from Anban to Turkmenistan in central
Asia along the path that later became the Silk Road, linking
China to Rome. Shamanism remains strong in Siberia even
today; for a price, ecstatic visionaries will still summon up
spirits and predict the future for adventurous tourists. The
Anban figurines might indicate that shamans from the wilds of
central Asia were incorporated into Chinese traditions of
religious authority around 4000 BCE; they might, some
archaeologists think, even mean that the shamans of the Hilly
Flanks, going back to 10,000 BCE, had some very distant
influence on the East.

Other fragments of evidence suggest this is perfectly
possible. The most extraordinary is a set of mummies from the
Tarim Basin, almost totally unknown to Westerners until the
magazines Discover, National Geographic, Archaeology, and
Scientific American gave them a publicity blitz in the mid-
1990s. The mummies’ Caucasoid features seem to prove
beyond doubt that people did move from central and even
western Asia into China’s northwest fringes by 2000 BCE. In a
coincidence that seems almost too good to be true, not only
did the people buried in the Tarim Basin have beards and big
noses like the Anban figurines; they were also partial to
pointed hats (one grave contained ten woolen caps).

It is easy to get overexcited about a few unusual finds, but
even setting aside the wilder theories, it looks like religious
authority was as important in early China as in the early Hilly



Flanks. And if any doubts remain, two striking discoveries
from the 1980s should dispel them. Archaeologists excavating
at Xishuipo were astonished to find a grave of around 3600
BCE containing an adult man flanked by images of a dragon
and a tiger laid out in clamshells. More clamshell designs
surrounded the grave. One showed a dragon-headed tiger with
a deer on its back and a spider on its head; another, a man
riding a dragon. Chang suggested that the dead man was a
shaman and that the inlays showed animal spirits that helped
him to move between heaven and earth.

A discovery in Manchuria, far to the northeast, surprised
archaeologists even more. Between 3500 and 3000 BCE a
cluster of religious sites covering two square miles developed
at Niuheliang. At its heart was what the excavators called the
“Goddess Temple,” an odd, sixty-foot-long semisubterranean
corridor with chambers containing clay statues of humans, pig-
dragon hybrids, and other animals. At least six statues
represented naked women, life size or larger, sitting cross-
legged; the best preserved had red painted lips and pale blue
eyes inset in jade, a rare, hard-to-carve stone that was
becoming the luxury good of choice all over China. Blue eyes
being unusual in China, it is tempting to link these statues to
the Caucasian-looking figurines from Anban and the Tarim
Basin mummies.

Despite Niuheliang’s isolation, half a dozen clusters of
graves are scattered through the hills around the temple.
Mounds a hundred feet across mark some of the tombs, and
the grave goods include jade ornaments, one of them carved
into another pig-dragon. Archaeologists have argued, with all
the ingenuity that lack of evidence brings out in us, over
whether the men and women buried here were priests or
chiefs. Quite possibly they were both at once. Whoever they
were, though, the idea of burying a minority of the dead—
usually men—with jade offerings caught on all over China,
and by 4000 BCE actual worship of the dead was beginning at
some cemeteries. It looks as if people in the Eastern core were
just as concerned about ancestors as those in the Hilly Flanks,
but expressed their concern in different ways—by removing
skulls from the dead and keeping them among the living in the



West, and by honoring the dead at cemeteries in the East. But
at both ends of Eurasia the greatest investments of energy were
in ceremonies related to gods and ancestors, and the first really
powerful individuals seem to have been those who
communicated with invisible worlds of ancestors and spirits.

By 3500 BCE agricultural lifestyles rather like those created
in the West several millennia earlier—involving hard work,
food storage, fortifications, ancestral rites, and the
subordination of women and the young to men and the old—
seem to have been firmly established in the Eastern core and
were expanding from there. The Eastern agricultural dispersal
also seems to have worked rather like that in the West; or, at
least, the arguments among the experts take similar forms in
both parts of the world. Some archaeologists think people
from the core area between the Yellow and Yangzi rivers
migrated across East Asia, carrying agriculture with them;
others, that local foraging groups settled down, domesticated
plants and animals, traded with one another, and developed
increasingly similar cultures over large areas. The linguistic
evidence is just as controversial as in Europe, and as yet there
are not enough genetic data to settle anything. All we can say
with confidence is that Manchurian foragers were living in
large villages and growing millet by at least 5000 BCE. Rice
was being cultivated far up the Yangzi Valley by 4000, on
Taiwan and around Hong Kong by 3000, and in Thailand and
Vietnam by 2000. By then it was also spreading down the
Malay Peninsula and across the South China Sea to the
Philippines and Borneo (Eigure 2.8).

Just like the Western agricultural expansion, the Eastern
version also hit some bumps. Phytoliths show that rice was
known in Korea by 4400 BCE and millet by 3600, the latter
reaching Japan by 2600, but prehistoric Koreans and Japanese
largely ignored these novelties for the next two thousand
years. Like northern Europe, coastal Korea and Japan had rich
marine resources that supported large, permanent villages
ringed by huge mounds of discarded seashells. These affluent
foragers developed sophisticated cultures and apparently felt
no urge to take up farming. Again like Baltic hunter-gatherers
in the thousand years between 5200 and 4200 BCE, they were



numerous (and determined) enough to see off colonists who
tried to take their land but not so numerous that hunger forced
them to take up farming to feed themselves.
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Figure 2.8. Going forth and multiplying, version two: the
expansion of agriculture from the Yellow-Yangzi valleys,
6000—-1500 BCE

In both Korea and Japan the switch to agriculture is
associated with the appearance of metal weapons—bronze in
Korea around 1500 BCE and iron in Japan around 600 BCE.
Like European archaeologists who argue over whether push or



pull factors ended the affluent Baltic foraging societies, some
Asianists think the weapons belonged to invaders who brought
agriculture in their train while others suggest that internal
changes so transformed foraging societies that farming and
metal weapons suddenly became attractive.

By 500 BCE rice paddies were common on Kyushu, Japan’s
southern island, but the expansion of farming hit another bump
on the main island of Honshu. It took a further twelve hundred
years to get a foothold on Hokkaido in the north, where food-
gathering opportunities were particularly rich. But in the end,
agriculture displaced foraging as completely in the East as in
the West.

BOILING AND BAKING, SKULLS AND GRAVES

How are we to make sense of all this? Certainly East and
West were different, from the food people ate to the gods they
worshipped. No one would mistake Jiahu for Jericho. But were
the cultural contrasts so strong that they explain why the West
rules? Or were these cultural traditions just different ways of
doing the same things?

Table 2.1 summarizes the evidence. Three points, I think,
jump out. First, if the culture created in the Hilly Flanks ten
thousand years ago and from which subsequent Western
societies descend really did have greater potential for social
development than the culture created in the East, we might
expect to see some strong differences between the two sides of
Table 2.1. But we do not. In fact, roughly the same things
happened in both East and West. Both regions saw the
domestication of dogs, the cultivation of plants, and
domestication of large (by which I mean weighing over a
hundred pounds) animals. Both saw the gradual development
of “full” farming (by which I mean high-yield, labor-intensive
systems with fully domesticated plants and wealth and gender
hierarchy), the rise of big villages (by which I mean more than
a hundred people), and, after another two to three thousand



years, towns (by which I mean more than a thousand people).
In both regions people constructed elaborate buildings and
fortifications, experimented with protowriting, painted
beautiful designs on pots, used lavish tombs, were fascinated
with ancestors, sacrificed humans, and gradually expanded
agricultural lifestyles (slowly at first, accelerating after about
two thousand years, and eventually swamping even the most
affluent foragers).
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Table 2.1. The beginnings of East and West compared



Second, not only did similar things happen in both East and
West, but they also happened in more or less the same order. |
have illustrated this in Table 2.1 with lines linking the parallel
developments in each region. Most of the lines have roughly
the same slope, with developments coming first in the West,
followed about two thousand years later by the East.* This
strongly suggests that developments in the East and West
shared a cultural logic; the same causes had the same
consequences at both ends of Eurasia. The only real difference
is that the process started two thousand years earlier in the
West.

Third, though, neither of my first two points is completely
true. There are exceptions to the rules. Crude pottery appeared
in the East at least seven thousand years earlier than in the
West, and lavish tombs one thousand years earlier. Going the
other way, Westerners built monumental shrines more than six
thousand years before Easterners. Anyone who believes that
these differences set East and West off along distinct cultural
trajectories that explain why the West rules needs to show why
pottery, tombs, and shrines matter so much, while anyone (me,
for instance) who believes they did not really matter needs to
explain why they diverge from the general pattern.

Archaeologists mostly agree why pottery appeared so early
in the East: because the foods available there made boiling so
important. Easterners needed containers they could put on a
fire and consequently mastered pottery very early. If this is
right, rather than focusing on the pottery itself, we should
perhaps be asking whether differences in food preparation
locked East and West into different trajectories of
development. Maybe, for instance, Western cooking provided
more nutrients, making for stronger people. That, though, is
not very convincing. Skeletal studies give a rather depressing
picture of life in both the Eastern and Western agricultural
cores: it was, as the seventeenth-century English philosopher
Thomas Hobbes more or less put it, poor, nasty, and short
(though not necessarily brutish). In East and West alike early
farmers were malnourished and stunted, carried heavy parasite
loads, had bad teeth, and died young; in both regions,
improvements in agriculture gradually improved diet; and in



both regions, fancier elite cuisines eventually emerged. The
Eastern reliance on boiling was one among many differences
in cooking, but overall, the similarities between Eastern and
Western nutrition vastly outweigh the differences.

Or maybe different ways of preparing food led to different
patterns of eating and different family structures, with long-
term consequences. Again, though, it is far from obvious that
this actually happened. In both East and West the earliest
farmers seem to have stored, prepared, and perhaps eaten food
communally, only to shift across the next few millennia
toward doing these things at the family level. Once more,
East-West similarities outweigh differences. The early Eastern
invention of pottery is certainly an interesting difference, but it
does not seem very relevant to explaining why the West rules.

What of the early prominence of elaborate tombs in the East
and the even earlier prominence of elaborate shrines in the
West? These developments, 1 suspect, were actually mirror
images of each other. Both, as we have seen, were intimately
linked to an emerging obsession with ancestors at a time when
agriculture was making inheritance from the dead the most
important fact of economic life. For reasons we will probably
never understand, Westerners and Easterners came up with
different ways to give thanks to and get in contact with the
ancestors. Some Westerners apparently thought that passing
their relatives’ skulls around, filling buildings with bulls’
heads and pillars, and sacrificing people in them would do the
trick; Easterners generally felt better about burying carved
jade animals with their relatives, worshipping their tombs, and
eventually beheading other people and throwing them in the
grave too. Different strokes for different folks; but similar
results.

I think we can draw two conclusions from Table 2.1. First,
early developments in the Western and Eastern cores were
mostly rather similar. I do not want to gloss over the very real
differences in everything from styles of stone tools to the
plants and animals people ate, but none of these differences
lends much support to the long-term lock-in theory we have
been discussing, that something about the way Western culture
developed after the Ice Age gave it greater potential than



Eastern culture and explains why the West rules. That seems to
be untrue.

If any long-term lock-in theory can survive confronting the
evidence in Table 2.1, it is the simplest one of all, that thanks
to geography the West got a two-thousand-year head start in
development, retained that lead long enough to arrive first at
industrialization, and therefore dominates the world. To test
this theory we need to extend our East-West comparison into
more recent periods to see if that is what really happened.

That sounds simple enough, but the second lesson of Table
2.1 is that cross-cultural comparison is tricky. Just listing
important developments in two columns was only a start,
because making sense of the anomalies in Table 2.1 required
us to put boiling and baking, skulls and graves into context, to
find out what they meant within prehistoric societies. And that
plunges us into one of the central problems of anthropology,
the comparative study of societies.

When nineteenth-century European missionaries and
administrators started collecting information about the peoples
in their colonial empires, their reports of outlandish customs
amazed scholars. Anthropologists catalogued these activities,
speculating about their diffusion around the globe and what
they might tell us about the evolution of more civilized (by
which they meant more European-like) behavior. They sent
eager graduate students to exotic climes to collect more
examples. One of these bright young men was Bronislaw
Malinowski, a Pole studying in London who found himself in
the Trobriand Islands in 1914 when World War I broke out.
Unable to get a boat home, Malinowski did the only
reasonable thing; after sulking briefly in his tent, he got
himself a girlfriend. Consequently, by 1918 he understood
Trobriand culture from the inside out. He grasped what his
professors in their book-lined studies had missed: that
anthropology was really about explaining how customs fit
together. Comparisons must be between complete functioning
cultures, not individual practices torn out of context, because
the same behavior may have different meanings in different
contexts. Tattooing your face, for instance, may make you a
rebel in Kansas, but it marks you as a conformist in New



Guinea. Equally, the same idea may take different forms in
different cultures, like the circulating skulls and buried jades
in the prehistoric West and East, both expressing reverence
toward ancestors.

Malinowski would have hated Table 2.1. We cannot, he
would have insisted, make a grab bag of customs from two
functioning cultures and pass judgment on which was doing
better. And we certainly cannot write books with chapter titles
like “The West Takes the Lead.” What, he would have asked,
do we mean by “lead”? How on earth do we justify
disentangling specific practices from the seamless web of life
and measuring them against each other? And even if we could
disentangle reality, how would we know which bits to
measure?

All good questions, and we need to answer them if we are to
explain why the West rules—even though the search for
answers has torn anthropology apart over the last fifty years.
With some trepidation, I will now plunge into these troubled
waters.



TAKING THE MEASURE OF THE
PAST

ARCHAEOLOGY EVOLVING

Social evolution was still rather a new idea when cultural
anthropologists launched the rebellion against it described at
the end of Chapter 2. The word’s modern sense goes back only
to 1857, when Herbert Spencer, a homeschooled English
polymath, published an essay called “Progress: Its Law and
Cause.” Spencer was an odd character, who had already tried
his hand at being a railway engineer, a copy editor at the then
brand-new magazine The Economist, and a romantic partner of
the lady novelist George Eliot (none of which suited him; he
never held a steady job or married). This essay, though, was an
overnight sensation. In it Spencer explained, “From the
remotest past which Science can fathom, up to the novelties of
yesterday, that in which progress essentially consists, is the
transformation of the homogeneous into the heterogeneous.”
Evolution, Spencer insisted, is the process by which things
begin simply and get more complex, and it explains everything
about everything:

The advance from the simple to the complex, through a process of
successive differentiations, is seen alike in the earliest changes of the
Universe to which we can reason our way back, and in the earliest changes
which we can inductively establish; it is seen in the geologic and climatic
evolution of the Earth; it is seen in the unfolding of every single organism on



its surface, and in the multiplication of kinds of organisms; it is seen in the
evolution of Humanity, whether contemplated in the civilized individual, or
in the aggregate of races; it is seen in the evolution of Society in respect alike
of its political, its religious, and its economical organization; and it is seen in
the evolution of all those endless concrete and abstract products of human
activity which constitute the environment of our daily life.

Spencer spent the next forty years bundling geology,
biology, psychology, sociology, politics, and ethics into a
single evolutionary theory. He succeeded so well that by 1870
he was probably the most influential philosopher writing in
English, and when Japanese and Chinese intellectuals decided
they needed to understand the West’s achievements, he was the
first author they translated. The great minds of the age bowed
to his ideas. The first edition of Charles Darwin’s On the
Origin of Species, published in 1859, did not contain the word
“evolution”; nor did the second or third, nor even the fourth or
fifth. But in the sixth imprint, in 1872, Darwin felt compelled
to borrow the term that Spencer had by now popularized.*

Spencer believed that societies had evolved through four
levels of differentiation, from the simple (wandering bands
without leaders) through the compound (stable villages with
political leaders) and doubly compound (groups with
churches, states, complex divisions of labor, and scholarship)
to the trebly compound (great civilizations like Rome and
Victorian Britain). The scheme caught on, though no two
theorists quite agreed on how to label the stages. Some spoke
of evolution from savagery through barbarism to civilization;
others preferred evolution from magic through religion to
science. By 1906 the forest of terminologies was so annoying
that Max Weber, the founding father of sociology, complained
about “the vanity of contemporary authors who conduct
themselves in the face of a terminology used by someone else
as if it were his toothbrush.”

Whatever the labels evolutionists used, though, they all
faced the same problem. They had a gut feeling that they must
be right, but little hard evidence to prove it. The newly
forming discipline of anthropology therefore set out to supply
data. Some societies, the thinking went, are less evolved than
others: the colonized peoples of Africa or the Trobriand
Islands, with their stone tools and colorful customs, are like



living ancestors, reflecting what civilized people in trebly
compound societies must have been like in prehistory. All that
the anthropologist had to do (apart from putting up with
malaria, internal parasites, and ungrateful natives) was take
good notes, and he (not too often she in those days) could
come home and fill in the gaps in the evolutionary story.

It was this intellectual program that Malinowski rejected. In
a way, though, it is odd that the issue came up at all. If
evolutionists wanted to document progress, why not do so
directly, using archaeological data, the physical remains left
behind by actual prehistoric societies, rather than indirectly,
using anthropological observations of contemporary groups
and speculating that they were survivals? The answer:
archaeologists a century ago just did not know very much.
Serious excavation had barely begun, so evolutionists had to
combine the skimpy information in archaeological reports with
incidental details from ancient literature and random
ethnographic accounts—which made it all too easy for
Malinowksi and like-minded anthropologists to expose
evolutionists’ reconstructions as speculative just-so stories.

Archaeology is a young science. As little as three centuries
ago, our most ancient evidence about history—China’s Five
Classics, the Indian Vedas, the Hebrew Bible, and the Greek
poet Homer—barely reached back to 1000 BCE. Before these
masterpieces, all was darkness. The simple act of digging
things up changed everything, but it took a while. When
Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1799 he brought with him a legion
of scholars, who copied down or carried off dozens of ancient
inscriptions. In the 1820s French linguists unlocked the secrets
of these hieroglyphic texts, abruptly adding two thousand
years to documented history. Not to be outdone, in the 1840s
British explorers tunneled into ruined cities in the lands that
are now Iraq or, hanging from ropes, transcribed royal
inscriptions in the mountains of Iran; before the decade was
over, scholars could read Old Persian, Assyrian, and the
wisdom of Babylon.

When Spencer started writing about progress in the 1850s,
archacology was still more adventure than science, bursting
with real-life Indiana Joneses. It was only in the 1870s that



archaeologists began applying the geological principle of
stratigraphy (the commonsense insight that since the
uppermost layers of earth on a site must have got there after
the lower layers, we can use the sequence of deposits to
reconstruct the order of events) to their digs, and stratigraphic
analysis became mainstream only in the 1920s. Archaeologists
still depended on linking their sites with events mentioned in
ancient literature to date what they excavated, and so until the
1940s finds in most parts of the world floated in a haze of
conjecture and guesswork. That ended when nuclear physicists
discovered radiocarbon dating, using the decay of unstable
carbon isotopes in bone, charcoal, and other organic finds to
tell how old objects were. Archaeologists began imposing
order on prehistory, and by the 1970s a global framework was
taking shape.

When I was a graduate student in the 1980s one or two
senior professors still claimed that when they had been
students their teachers had advised them that the only essential
tools for fieldwork were a tuxedo and a small revolver. I am
still not sure whether I should have believed them, but
whatever the truth of the matter, the James Bond era was
certainly dying by the 1950s. The real breakthroughs
increasingly came from the daily grind of an army of
professionals, grubbing facts, pushing further into prehistory,
and fanning out across the globe.

Museum storerooms were overflowing with artifacts and
library shelves groaning under the weight of technical
monographs, but some archaeologists worried that the
fundamental question—what does it all mean?—was going
unanswered. The situation in the 1950s was the mirror image
of the 1850s: where once grand theory sought data, now data
cried out for theory. Armed with their hard-won results, mid-
twentieth-century social scientists, particularly in the United
States, felt ready for another crack at theorizing.

Calling themselves neo-evolutionists to show that they were
more advanced than fuddy-duddy “classical” evolutionists like
Spencer, some social scientists began suggesting that while it
was wonderful to have so many facts to work with, the mass of
evidence had itself become part of the problem. The important



information was buried in messy narrative accounts by
anthropologists and archaeologists or in historical documents:
in short, it was not scientific enough. To get beyond the forest
of nineteenth-century typologies and create a unifying theory
of society, the neo-evolutionists felt, they needed to convert
these stories into numbers. By measuring differentiation and
assigning scores they could rank societies and then search for
correlations between the scores and possible explanations.
Finally, they could turn to questions that might make all the
time and money spent on archaeology worthwhile—whether
there is just one way for societies to evolve, or multiple ways;
whether societies cluster in discrete evolutionary stages (and if
so, how they move from one stage to another); or whether a
single trait, such as population or technology (or, for that
matter, geography), explains everything.

In 1955 Raoul Naroll, an anthropologist working on a vast
multi-university data-gathering project called the Human
Relations Area Files, took the first serious stab at what he
described as an index of social development. Randomly
choosing thirty preindustrial societies from around the world
(some contemporary, others historical), he trawled the files to
find out how differentiated they were, which, he thought,
would be reflected in how big their largest settlements were,
how specialized their craftworkers were, and how many
subgroups they had. Converting the results to a standard
format, Naroll handed out scores. At the bottom were the
Yahgan people of Tierra del Fuego, who had impressed
Darwin in 1832 as “exist[ing]_in a lower state of improvement
than [those] in any other part of the world.” They scored just
twelve out of a possible sixty-three points. At the top were the
pre-Spanish-conquest Aztecs, with fifty-eight points.

Over the next twenty years other anthropologists tried their
hands at the game. Despite the fact that each used different
categories, data sets, mathematical models, and scoring
techniques, they agreed on the results between 87 and 94
percent of the time, which is pretty good for social science.
Fifty years after Spencer’s death, a hundred after his essay on
progress, neo-evolutionists looked poised to prove the laws of
social evolution.



ANTHROPOLOGY DEVOLVING

So what happened? If neo-evolutionists had delivered the
goods and explained everything about social evolution, we
would all have heard about it. And more to the point right
now, they would already have answered the why-the-West-
rules question. That question is, after all, about the relative
levels of development of Eastern and Western societies:
whether, as long-term lock-in theorists claim, the West pulled
ahead long ago, or, as short-term accident theorists would have
it, the West’s lead is very recent. If neo-evolutionists could
measure social development we would not have to mess
around with complicated diagrams like Table 2.1. It would just
be a matter of calculating Eastern and Western scores at
various points since the end of the Ice Age, comparing them,
and seeing which theory corresponds better with reality. So
why has no one done this?

Largely, I suspect, because neo-evolutionism imploded.
Even before Naroll took up his slide rule in the 1950s, the
desire to measure societies struck many anthropologists as
naive. The “law-and-order crowd” (as critics called Naroll and
his 1lk), with their punch cards of coded data, arcane debates
about statistics, and warehouse-size computers, seemed
strangely divorced from the reality of archaeologists digging
trenches or anthropologists interviewing hunter-gatherers; and
as the times started a-changing in the 1960s, neo-evolutionism
began to look not so much ridiculous as downright sinister.
The anthropologist Marshall Sahlins, for example, whose
“Original Affluent Society” essay I mentioned in Chapter 2,
had begun his career in the 1950s as an evolutionist, but in the
1960s decided that “sympathy_and even admiration for the
Vietnamese struggle, coupled to moral and political
disaffection with the American war, might undermine an
anthropology of economic determinism and evolutionary
development.”

By 1967, when Sahlins was in Paris arguing that hunter-
gatherers were not really poor, a new generation of



anthropologists—who had cut their teeth on America’s civil
rights, antiwar, and women’s movements, and were often
steeped in the counterculture—was staking out much tougher
positions. The only thing evolutionists were really doing, they
suggested, was ranking non-Western societies by how much
they resembled the Westerners doing the measuring, who—
amazingly—always gave themselves the highest scores.

“Evolutionary theories,” the archaeologists Michael Shanks
and Christopher Tilley wrote in the 1980s, “easily slip into
ideologies of self-justification or assert the priorities of the
West in relation to other cultures whose primary importance is
to act as offsets for our contemporary °‘civilization.”” Nor,
many critics felt, was this confidence in numbers merely a
harmless game Westerners played to make themselves feel
good; it was part and parcel of the hubris that had given us
carpetbombing, the Vietnam War, and the military-industrial
complex. Hey hey, ho ho, LBJ had got to go; and so, too, the
professors of ethnocentrism with their arrogance and their
mathematics.

The sit-ins and name-calling turned an academic debate into
a Manichean showdown. To some evolutionists, their critics
were morally bankrupt relativists; to some critics, evolutionists
were stooges of American imperialism. Through the 1980s and
’90s anthropologists fought it out in hiring, tenure, and
graduate admissions committees, ruining careers and
polarizing scholarship. Anthropology departments on
America’s most famous campuses degenerated into something
resembling bad marriages, until, broken down by years of
mutual recriminations, the couples started leading separate
lives. “We no longer [even] call each other names,” one
prominent anthropologist lamented in 1984. In the extreme
case—at Stanford, my own university—the anthropologists
divorced in 1998, formally splitting into the Department of
Anthropological Sciences, which liked evolution, and the
Department of Cultural and Social Anthropology, which did
not. Each did its own hiring and firing and admitted and
trained its own students; members of one group had no need to
acknowledge members of the other. They even gave rise to a
new verb, to “stanfordize” a department.



The woes—or joys, depending on who was talking—of
stanfordization kept anthropologists entertained in bars at
professional conferences for several years, but stanfordizing is
not much of a solution to one of the biggest intellectual
problems in the social sciences.* If we are going to explain
why the West rules we need to confront the arguments on both
sides of this issue.

Social evolution’s critics were surely right that the law-and-
order crowd was guilty of hubris. Like Herbert Spencer
himself, in trying to explain everything about everything they
perhaps ended up explaining rather little about anything. There
was a lot of confusion over what neo-evolutionists were
actually measuring, and even when they agreed on just what
was supposed to be evolving within societies (which mostly
happened when they stuck to Spencer’s favorite idea of
differentiation) it was not always obvious what ranking the
world’s societies in a league table would actually accomplish.

Score sheets, the critics insisted, obscure more than they
reveal, masking the peculiarities of individual cultures. I
certainly found that to be true when I was studying the origins
of democracy in the 1990s. The ancient Greek cities that
invented this form of government were really peculiar; many
of their residents honestly believed that instead of asking
priests what the gods thought, the best way to find the truth
was to get all the men together on the side of a hill, argue, and
take a vote. Giving ancient Greece a score for differentiation
does not explain where democracy came from, and burying the
Greeks’ peculiarity somewhere in an index of social
development can actually make the task harder by diverting
attention from their unique achievements.

Yet that does not mean that an index of social development
is a waste of time; just that it was the wrong tool for that
specific question. Asking why the West rules is a different
kind of question, a grand comparative one that requires us to
range across thousands of years of history, look at millions of
square miles of territory, and bring together billions of people.
For this task an index of social development is exactly the tool
we need. The disagreement between long-term lock-in and
short-term accident theories is, after all, about the overall



shape of social development in East and West across the ten or
so millennia that “East” and “West” have been meaningful
concepts. Instead of concentrating on this and directly
confronting each other’s arguments, long-termers and short-
termers tend to look at different parts of the story, use different
bodies of evidence, and define their terms in different ways.
Following the law-and-order crowd’s lead and reducing the
ocean of facts to simple numerical scores has drawbacks but it
also has the one great merit of forcing everyone to confront the
same evidence—with surprising results.

WHAT TO MEASURE?

The first step is to figure out exactly what we need to
measure. We could do worse than listen to Lord Robert
Jocelyn, who fought in the Opium War that made Western rule
clear to all. On a sweltering Sunday afternoon in July 1840 he
watched as British ships approached Tinghai, where a fort
blocked their approach to the Yangzi River mouth. “The ships
opened their broadsides upon the town,” Jocelyn wrote, “and
the crashing of timber, falling houses, and groans of men
resounded from the shore. The firing lasted from our side for
nine minutes ... We landed on a deserted beach, a few dead
bodies, bows and arrows, broken spears and guns remaining
the sole occupants of the field.”

The immediate cause of Western rule is right here: by 1840
European ships and guns could brush aside anything an
Eastern power could field. But there was, of course, more to
the rise of Western rule than military power alone. Armine
Mountain, another officer with the British fleet in 1840,
likened the Chinese force at Tinghai to something out of the
pages of medieval chronicles: it looked “as if the subjects of
[those] old prints had assumed life and substance and colour,”
he mused, “and were moving and acting before me
unconscious of the march of the world through centuries, and
of all modern usage, invention, or improvement.”



Mountain grasped that blowing up ships and forts was
merely the proximate cause of Western dominance, the last
link in a long chain of advantages. A deeper cause was that
British factories could turn out explosive shells, well-bored
cannon, and oceangoing warships, and British governments
could raise, fund, and direct expeditions operating halfway
round the world; and the ultimate reason that the British swept
into Tinghai that afternoon was their success at extracting
energy from the natural environment and using it to achieve
their goals. It all came down to the fact that Westerners had
not only scrambled further up the Great Chain of Energy than
anyone else but also scrambled so high that—unlike any
earlier societies in history—they could project their power
across the entire world.

This process of scrambling up the Great Chain of Energy is
the foundation of what, following the tradition of evolutionary
anthropologists since Naroll in the 1950s, I will call social
development—basically, a group’s ability to master its
physical and intellectual environment to get things done.*
Putting it more formally, social development is the bundle of
technological, subsistence, organizational, and cultural
accomplishments through which people feed, clothe, house,
and reproduce themselves, explain the world around them,
resolve disputes within their communities, extend their power
at the expense of other communities, and defend themselves
against others’ attempts to extend power. Social development,
we might say, measures a community’s ability to get things
done, which, in principle, can be compared across time and
space.

Before we go any further with this line of argument, there is
one point I need to make in the strongest possible terms:
measuring and comparing social development is not a method
for passing moral judgment on different communities. For
example, twenty-first-century Japan is a land of air-
conditioning, computerized factories, and bustling cities. It has
cars and planes, libraries and museums, high-tech healthcare
and a literate population. The contemporary Japanese have
mastered their physical and intellectual environment far more
thoroughly than their ancestors a thousand years ago, who had



none of these things. It therefore makes sense to say that
modern Japan is more developed than medieval Japan. Yet this
implies nothing about whether the people of modern Japan are
smarter, worthier, or luckier (let alone happier) than the
Japanese of the Middle Ages. Nor does it imply anything
about the moral, environmental, or other costs of social
development. Social development is a neutral analytical
category. Measuring it is one thing; praising or blaming it is
another altogether.

I will argue later in this chapter that measuring social
development shows us what we need to explain if we are to
answer the why-the-West-rules question; in fact, [ will propose
that unless we come up with a way to measure social
development we will never be able to answer this question.
First, though, we need establish some principles to guide our
index-making.

I can think of nowhere better to start than with Albert
Einstein, the most respected scientist of modern times.
Einstein is supposed to have said that “in_science, things
should be made as simple as possible, but no simpler”: that is,
scientists should boil their ideas down to the core point that
can be checked against reality, figure out the simplest possible
way to perform the check, then do just that—mnothing more,
but nothing less either.

Einstein’s own theory of relativity provides a famous
example. Relativity implies that gravity bends light, meaning
—if the theory is right—that every time the sun passes
between Earth and another star, the sun’s gravity will bend the
light coming from that star, making the star appear to shift
position slightly. That provides an easy test of the theory—
except for the fact that the sun is so bright that we cannot see
stars near it. But in 1919 the British astronomer Arthur
Eddington came up with a clever solution, very much in the
spirit of Einstein’s aphorism: by looking at the stars near the
sun during a solar eclipse, Eddington realized, he could
measure whether they had shifted by the amount Einstein
predicted.



Eddington set off to the South Pacific,c made his
observations, and pronounced Einstein correct. Acrimonious
arguments ensued, because the difference between results that
supported Einstein and results that disproved him was tiny,
and Eddington was pushing the instruments available in 1919
to their very limits; yet despite the theory of relativity’s
complexity,* astronomers could agree on what they needed to
measure and how to measure it. It was then just a matter of
whether Eddington had got the measurements right. Coming
down from the sublime movement of the stars to the brutal
bombardment of Tinghai, though, we immediately see that
things are much messier when we are dealing with human
societies. Just what should we be measuring to assign scores to
social development?

If Einstein provides our theoretical lead, we might take a
practical lead from the United Nations Human Development
Index, not least because it has a lot in common with the kind
of index that will help answer our question. The UN
Development Programme devised the index to measure how
well each nation is doing at giving its citizens opportunities to
realize their innate potential. The Programme’s economists
started by asking themselves what human development really
means, and boiled it down to three core traits: average life
expectancy, average education (expressed by literacy levels
and enrollments in school), and average income. They then
devised a complicated weighting system to combine the traits
to give each country a score between zero, meaning no human
development at all (in which case everyone would be dead)
and one—perfection, given the possibilities of the real world
in the year the survey was done. (In case you’re wondering, in
the most recent index available as I write, that for 2009,
Norway_came first, scoring .971, and Sierra Leone last, with
.340.)

The index satisfies Einstein’s rule, since three traits is
probably as simple as the UN can make things while still
capturing what human development means. Economists still
find a lot not to like about it, though. Most obviously, life
expectancy, education, and income are not the only things we
could measure. They have the advantage of being relatively




easy to define and document (some potential traits, like
happiness, would be much harder), but there are certainly
other things we could look at (say employment rates, nutrition,
or housing) that might generate different scores. Even
economists who agree that the UN’s traits are the best ones
sometimes balk at conflating them into a single human
development score; they are like apples and oranges, these
economists say, and bundling them together is ridiculous.
Other economists are comfortable both with the variables
chosen and with conflating them, but do not like the way the
UN statisticians weight each trait. The scores may look
objective, these economists point out, but in reality they are
highly subjective. Still other critics reject the very idea of
scoring human development. It creates the impression, they
say, that Norwegians are 97.1 percent of the way toward
ultimate bliss, and 2.9 times as blissful as people in Sierra
Leone—both of which seem, well, unlikely.

But despite all the criticisms, the human development index
has proved enormously useful. It has helped relief agencies
target their funds on the countries where they can do most
good, and even the critics tend to agree that the simple fact of
having an index moves the debates forward by making
everything more explicit. An index of social development
across the last fifteen-thousand-plus years faces all the same
problems as the UN’s index (and then some), but it also, I
think, offers some similar advantages.

Like the UN economists, we should aim to follow Einstein’s
rule. The index must measure as few dimensions of society as
possible (keep it simple) while still capturing the main features
of social development as defined above (don’t make it too
simple). Each dimension of society that we measure should
satisfy six rather obvious criteria. First, it must be relevant:
that is, it must tell us something about social development.
Second, it must be culture-independent: we might, for
example, think that the quality of literature and art are useful
measures of social development, but judgments in these
matters are notoriously culture-bound. Third, traits must be
independent of one another—if, for instance, we use the
number of people in a state and the amount of wealth in that



state as traits, we should not use per capita wealth as a third
trait, because it is just a product of the first two traits. Fourth,
traits must be adequately documented. This is a real problem
when we look back thousands of years, because the available
evidence varies so much. Especially in the distant past, we
simply do not know much about some potentially useful traits.
Fifth, traits must be reliable, meaning that experts more or less
agree on what the evidence says. Sixth, traits must be
convenient. This may be the least important criterion, but the
harder it is to get evidence for something or the longer it takes
to calculate results, the less useful that trait is.

There is no such thing as a perfect trait. Each trait we might
choose inevitably performs better on some of these criteria
than on others. But after spending many months now looking
into the options, I have settled on four traits that I think do
quite well on all six criteria. They do not add up to a
comprehensive picture of Eastern and Western society, any
more than the UN’s traits of life expectancy, education, and
income tell us everything there is to know about Norway or
Sierra Leone. But they do give us a pretty good snapshot of
social development, showing us the long-term patterns that
need to be explained if we are to know why the West rules.

My first trait is energy capture. Without being able to
extract energy from plants and animals to feed soldiers and
sailors who did little farming themselves, from wind and coal
to carry ships to China, and from explosives to hurl shells at
the Chinese garrison, the British would never have reached
Tinghai in 1840 and blown it to pieces. Energy capture is
fundamental to social development—so much so that back in
the 1940s the celebrated anthropologist Leslie White proposed
reducing all human history to a single equation: £ x " —C, he
pronounced, where E stands for energy, T for technology, and
C for culture.

This is not quite as philistine as it sounds. White was not
really suggesting that multiplying energy by technology tells
us all we might want to know about Confucius and Plato or
artists like the Dutch Old Master Rembrandt and the Chinese
landscape painter Fan Kuan. When White spoke of “culture”
he in fact meant something rather like what I am calling social



development. But even so, his formulation is too simple for
our purposes. To explain Tinghai we need to know more.

All the energy capture in the world would not have taken a
British squadron to Tinghai if they had not been able to
organize it. Queen Victoria’s minions had to be able to raise
troops, pay and supply them, get them to follow leaders, and
carry out a host of other tricky jobs. We need to measure this
organizational capacity. Up to a point organizational capacity
overlaps with Spencer’s old idea of differentiation, but neo-
evolutionists learned in the 1960s that it is almost impossible
to measure differentiation directly, or even to define it in a way
that will satisfy critics. We need a proxy, something closely
related to organizational capacity but easier to measure.

The one I have chosen is urbanism. Perhaps that will seem
odd; after all, the fact that London was a big place does not
directly reflect Lord Melbourne’s revenue flows or the Royal
Navy’s command structure. On further reflection, though, 1
hope the choice will seem less odd. It took astonishing
organization to support a city of 3 million people. Someone
had to get food and water in and waste products out, provide
work, maintain law and order, put out fires, and perform all the
other tasks that go on, day in, day out, in every great city.

It is certainly true that some of the world’s biggest cities
today are dysfunctional nightmares, riddled with crime,
squalor, and disease. But that, of course, has been true of most
big cities throughout history. Rome had a million residents in
the first century BCE; it also had street gangs that sometimes
brought government to a halt and death rates so high that more
than a thousand country folk had to migrate into Rome every
month just to make up the numbers. Yet for all Rome’s
foulness (brilliantly evoked in the 2006 HBO television series
Rome), the organization needed to keep the city going was
vastly beyond anything any earlier society could have
managed—just as running Lagos (population 11 million) or
Mumbai (population 19 million), let alone Tokyo (population
35 million), would have been far beyond the Roman Empire’s
capabilities.



This is why social scientists regularly use urbanism as a
rough guide to organizational capacity. It is not a perfect
measure, but it is certainly a useful rough guide. In our case,
the size of a society’s largest cities has the extra advantage that
we can trace it not only in the official statistics produced in the
last few hundred years but also in the archaeological record,
allowing us to get an approximate sense of levels of
organization all the way back to the Ice Age.

As well as generating physical energy and organizing it, the
British of course also had to process and communicate
prodigious amounts of information. Scientists and
industrialists had to transfer knowledge precisely; gunmakers,
shipbuilders, soldiers, and sailors increasingly needed to read
written instructions, plans, and maps; letters had to move
between Asia and FEurope. Nineteenth-century British
information technology was crude compared to what we now
take for granted (private letters needed three months to get
from Guangzhou to London; government dispatches, for some
reason, needed four), but it had already advanced far beyond
eighteenth-century levels, which, in turn, were well head of
the seventeenth century. Information processing is critical to
social development, and I use it as my third trait.

Last but sadly not least is the capacity to make war.
However well the British extracted energy, organized it, and
communicated, it was their ability to turn these three traits
toward destruction that settled matters in 1840. I grumbled in
Chapter 1 about Arthur C. Clarke equating evolution with skill
at killing in his science-fiction classic 2001: A Space Odyssey,
but an index of social development that did not include
military power would be no use at all. As Chairman Mao
famously put it, “Every _Communist must grasp this truth:
‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.” “Before the
1840s, no society could project military power across the
whole planet, and to ask who “ruled” was nonsense. After the
1840s, though, this became perhaps the most important
question in the world.

Just as with the UN’s human development index, there is no
umpire to say that these traits, rather than some other set, are
the ultimate way to measure social development, and again



like the UN index, any change to the traits will change the
scores. The good news, though, is that none of the alternative
traits I have looked at over the last few years changed the
scores much, and none changed the overall pattern at all.*

If Eddington had been an artist he might have been an Old
Master, representing the world at a level of detail painful to
behold. But making an index of social development is more
like chainsaw art, carving grizzly bears out of tree trunks. This
level of roughness and readiness would doubtless have turned
Einstein’s hair even whiter, but different problems call for
different margins of error. For the chainsaw artist, the only
important question is whether the tree trunk looks like a bear;
for the comparative historian, it is whether the index shows the
overall shape of the history of social development. That, of
course, 1s something historians will have to judge for
themselves, comparing the pattern the index reveals with the
details of the historical record.

Provoking historians to do this may in fact be the greatest
service an index can perform. There is plenty of scope for
debate: different traits and different ways of assigning scores
might well work better. But putting numbers on the table
forces us to focus on where errors might have crept in and how
they can be corrected. It may not be astrophysics, but it is a
start.

HOW TO MEASURE?

Now it is time to come up with some numbers. It is easy
enough to find figures for the state of the world in 2000 ce
(since it is such a nice round number, I use this date as the end
point for the index). The United Nations’ various programs
publish annual statistical digests that tell us, for instance, that
the average American consumes 83.2 million kilocalories of
energy per year, compared to 38 million for the average person
in Japan; that 79.1 percent of Americans live in cities, as
against 66 percent of Japanese; that there are 375 Internet
hosts per thousand Americans but only 73 per thousand



Japanese; and so on. The International Institute for Strategic
Studies’s annual Military Balance tells us, so far as it can be
known, how many troops and weapons each country has, what
their capabilities are, and how much they cost. We are
drowning in numbers. They do not add up to an index, though,
until we decide how to organize them.

Sticking to the simple-as-possible program, I set 1,000
points as the maximum social development score attainable in
the year 2000 and divide these points equally between my four
traits. When Raoul Naroll published the first modern index of
social development in 1956 he also gave equal points to his
three traits, if only, as he put it, “because no obvious reason
appeared for giving one any more weight than another.” That
sounds like a counsel of despair, but there is actually a good
reason for weighting the traits equally: even if I thought up
reasons to weight one trait more heavily than another in
calculating social development, there would be no grounds to
assume that the same weightings have held good across the
fifteen-thousand-plus years under review or have applied
equally to East and West.

Having set the maximum possible score for each trait in the
year 2000 at 250 points, we come to the trickiest part, deciding
how to award points to East and West at each stage of their
history. I will not go step-by-step through every calculation
involved (I summarize the data and some of the main
complexities in the appendix at the end of this book, and I
have posted a fuller account online),* but it might be useful to
take a quick look inside the kitchen, as it were, and explain the
procedure a bit more fully. (If you don’t think so, you can of
course skip to the next section.)

Urbanism 1s probably the most straightforward trait,
although it certainly has its challenges. The first is
definitional: Just what do we mean by urbanism? Some social
scientists define urbanism as the proportion of the population
living in settlements above a certain size (say, ten thousand
people); others, as the distribution of people across several
ranks of settlements, from cities down to hamlets; others still,



as the average size of community within a country. These are
all useful approaches, but are difficult for us to apply across
the whole period we are looking at here because the nature of
the evidence keeps changing. I decided to go with a simpler
measure: the size of the largest known settlement in East and
West at each moment in time.

Focusing on largest city size does not do away with
definitional problems, since we still have to decide how to
define the boundaries of cities and how to combine different
categories of evidence for numbers within them. It does,
though, reduce the uncertainties to a minimum. When I played
around with the numbers I found that combining largest city
size with other criteria, such as the best guesses at the
distribution of people between cities and villages or the
average size of cities, hugely increased the difficulties of the
task but hardly changed the overall scores at all; so, since the
more complicated ways of measuring produced roughly the
same results but with a whole lot more guesswork, I decided to
stick to simple city sizes.

In 2000 cE, most geographers classified Tokyo as the
world’s biggest city, with about 26.7 million residents.*
Tokyo, then, scores the full 250 points allotted to
organization/urbanism, meaning that for all other calculations
it will take 106,800 people (that is, 26.7 million divided by
250) to score 1 point. The biggest Western city in 2000 CE was
New York, with 16.7 million people, scoring 156.37 points.
The data from a hundred years ago are not as good, but all
historians agree that cities were much smaller. In the West,
London had about 6.6 million residents (scoring 61.80 points)
in 1900 cg, while in the East Tokyo was still the greatest city,
but with just 1.75 million people, earning 16.39 points. By the
time we get back to 1800 CE, historians have to combine
several different kinds of evidence, including records of food
supply and tax payments, the physical area covered by cities,
the density of housing within them, and anecdotal accounts,
but most conclude that Beijing was the world’s biggest city,
with perhaps 1.1 million souls (10.30 points). The biggest
Western city was again London, with about 861,000 people
(8.06 points).



The further we push back in time, the broader the margins
of error, but for the thousand years leading up to 1700 the
biggest cities were clearly Chinese (with Japanese ones often
close behind). First Chang’an, then Kaifeng, and later
Hangzhou came close to or passed a million residents (around
9 points) between 800 and 1200 CE. Western cities, by contrast,
were never more than half that size. A few centuries earlier the
situation was reversed: in the first century BCE Rome’s million
residents undoubtedly made it the world’s metropolis, while
Chang’an in China had probably 500,000 citizens.

As we move back into prehistory the evidence of course
becomes fuzzier and the numbers become smaller, but the
combination of systematic archaecological surveys and detailed
excavation of smaller areas still gives us a reasonable sense of
city sizes. As I mentioned earlier, this is very much chainsaw
art. The most commonly accepted estimates might be as much
as 10 percent off but are unlikely to be much wider of the
mark than that; and since we are applying the same methods of
estimation to Eastern and Western sites, the broad trends
should be fairly reliable. To score 1 point on this system
requires 106,800 people, so slightly more than one thousand
people will score 0.01 points, the smallest number I felt was
worth entering on the index. As we saw in Chapter 2, the
biggest Western villages reached this level around 7500 BCE
and the biggest Eastern ones around 3500 BCE. Before these
dates, West and East alike score zero (you can see tables of the
scores in the appendix).

It might be worth taking a moment here to talk about energy
capture as well, since it poses very different problems. The
simplest way to think about energy capture is in terms of
consumption per person, measured in kilocalories per day.
Following the same procedure as for urbanism, I start in the
year 2000 ce, when the average American burned through
some 228,000 kilocalories per day. That figure, certainly the
highest in history, gets the West the full compliment of 250
points (as I said earlier in the chapter, I am not interested in
passing judgment on our capacities to capture energy, build
cities, communicate information, and wage war; only in
measuring them). The highest Eastern consumption per person



in 2000 cE was Japan’s 104,000 kilocalories per day, earning
113.89 points.

Official statistics on energy go back only to about 1900 CE
in the East and 1800 in the West, but fortunately there are
ways to work around that. The human body has some basic
physiological needs. It will not work properly unless it gets
about 2,000 kilocalories of food per day (rather more if you
are tall and/or physically active, rather less if you are not; the
current American average of 3,460 kilocalories of food per
day is, as supersized waistbands cruelly reveal, well in excess
of what we need). If you take in much less than 2,000
kilocalories per day your body will gradually shut down
functions—strength, vision, hearing, and so on—until you die.
Average food consumption can never have been much below
2,000 kilocalories per person per day for extended periods,
making the lowest possible score about 2 points.

In reality, though, the lowest scores have always been above
2 points, because most of the energy humans consume is in
nonfood forms. We saw in Chapter 1 that Homo erectus was
probably already burning wood for cooking at Zhoukoudian
half a million years ago, and Neanderthals were certainly
doing so 100,000 years ago, as well as wearing animal skins.
Since we know so little about Neanderthal lifestyles our
guesses cannot be very precise, but by tapping into nonfood
energy sources Neanderthals definitely captured on average
another thousand-plus kilocalories per day on top of their
food, earning them about 3.25 points altogether. Fully modern
humans cooked more than Neanderthals, wore more clothes,
and also built houses from wood, leaves, mammoth bones, and
skins—all of which, again, were parasitic on the chemical
energy that plants had created out of the sun’s electromagnetic
energy. Even the technologically simplest twentieth-century-
CE hunter-gatherer societies captured at least 3,500 calories per
day in food and nonfood sources combined. Given the colder
weather, their distant forebears at the end of the Ice Age must
have averaged closer to 4,000 kilocalories per day, or at least
4.25 points.

I doubt that any archaeologist would quibble much over
these estimates, but there is a huge gap between Ice Age



hunters’ 4.25 points and the contemporary gasoline-and
electricity-guzzling West’s 250. What happened in between?
By pooling their knowledge, archaeologists, historians,
anthropologists, and ecologists can give us a pretty good idea.

Back in 1971, the editors of the magazine Scientific
American invited the geoscientist Earl Cook to contribute an
essay that he called “The Flow of Energy in an Industrial
Society.” He included in it a diagram, much reprinted since
then, showing best guesses at per-person energy consumption
among_hunter-gatherers, early agriculturalists (by which he
meant the farmers of southwest Asia around 5000 BCE whom
we met in Chapter 2), advanced agriculturalists (those of
northwest Europe around 1400 cg), industrial folk (western
Europeans around 1860), and late-twentieth-century
“technological” societies. He divided the scores into four
categories of food (including the feed that goes into animals
whose meat is eaten), home and commerce, industry and
agriculture, and transport (Figure 3.1).

Cook’s guesstimates have stood up remarkably well to
nearly forty years of comparison with the results gathered by
historians, anthropologists, archaeologists, and economists.*
They only provide a starting point, of course, but we can use
the detailed evidence surviving from each period of Eastern
and Western history to tell us how far the actual societies
departed from these parameters. Sometimes we can draw on
textual evidence, but in most periods up to the last few
hundred years archaeological finds—human and animal bones;
houses; agricultural tools; traces of terracing and irrigation; the
remains of craftsmen’s workshops and traded goods, and the
carts, ships, and roads that bore them—are even more
important.

Sometimes help comes from surprising directions. The ice
cores that featured so prominently in Chapters 1 and 2 also
show that airborne pollution increased sevenfold in the last
few centuries BCE, mostly because of Roman mining in Spain,
and in the last ten years, studies of sediments from peat bogs
and lakes have confirmed this picture. Europeans apparently
produced nine or ten times as much copper and silver in the
first century CE as in the thirteenth century CE, with all the



energy demands that implies—people to dig the mines, and
animals to cart away the slag; more of both to build roads and
ports, to load and unload ships, and carry metals to cities;
watermills to crush the ores; and above all wood, as timber to
shore up mineshafts and fuel to feed forges. This independent
source of evidence also lets us compare levels of industrial
activity in different periods. Not until the eleventh century CE
—when Chinese documents say that the relentless demands of
ironworkers stripped the mountains around Kaifeng so bare of
trees that coal, for the first time in history, became an
important power source—did pollution in the ice return to
Roman-era levels, and only with the belching smokestacks of
nineteenth-century Britain did pollution push seriously beyond
Roman-era levels.
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Figure 3.1. The Great Chain of Energy in numbers: the
geoscientist Earl Cook’s estimates of energy capture per
person per day, from the time of Homo habilis to 1970s

America

Once again, [ want to emphasize that we are doing chainsaw
art. For instance, I estimate per-person energy capture at the
height of the Roman Empire, in the first century CE, around
31,000 kilocalories per day. That is well above Cook’s
estimate of 26,000 calories for advanced agricultural societies,
but archaeology makes it very clear that Romans ate more




meat, built more cities, used more and bigger trading ships
(and so on, and so on) than Europeans would do again until the
eighteenth century. That said, Roman energy capture could
certainly have been 5 percent higher or lower than my
estimate. For reasons I address in the appendix, though, it was
probably not more than 10 percent higher or lower, and
definitely not 20 percent. Cook’s framework and the detailed
evidence constrain guesstimates pretty tightly, and as with the
urbanism scores, the fact that the same person is doing the
guessing in all cases, applying the same principles, should
mean that the errors are at least consistent.

Information technology and war-making raise their own
difficulties, discussed briefly in the appendix and more fully
on my website, but the same principles apply as with urbanism
and energy capture, and probably the same margins of error
too. For reasons I discuss in the appendix, the scores will need
to be systematically wrong by 15 or even 20 percent to make a
real difference to the fundamental pattern of social
development, but such big margins of error seem incompatible
with the historical evidence. In the end, though, the only way
to know for sure is for other historians, perhaps preferring
other traits and assigning scores in other ways, to propose their
own numbers.

Fifty years ago the philosopher Karl Popper argued that
progress in science 1s a matter of “conjectures and
refutations,” following a zigzag course as one researcher
throws out an idea and others scramble to disprove it, in the
process coming up with better ideas. The same, I think, applies
to history. I am confident that any index that stays close to the
evidence will produce more or less the same pattern as mine,
but if [ am wrong, and if others find this scheme wanting,
hopefully my failure will encourage them to uncover better
answers. To quote Einstein one more time, “There could be no
fairer destiny for any theory ... than that it should point the
way to a more comprehensive theory in which it lives on.”

WHEN AND WHERE TO MEASURE?



Two final technical i1ssues. First, how often should we
calculate the scores? If we wanted to, we could trace changes
in social development from year to year or even month to
month since the 1950s. I doubt that there would be much
point, though. After all, we want to see the overall shape of
history across very long periods, and for that—as 1 hope to
show in what follows—taking the pulse of social development
once every century seems to provide enough detail.

As we move back toward the end of the Ice Age, though,
checking social development on a century-by-century basis is
neither possible nor particularly desirable. We just can’t tell
much difference between what was going on in 14,000 and the
situation in 13,900 BCE (or 13,800 for that matter), partly
because we don’t have enough good evidence and partly
because change just happened very slowly. I therefore use a
sliding scale. From 14,000 through 4000 BCE, I measure social
development every thousand years. From 4000 through 2500
BCE the quality of evidence improves and change accelerates,
so | measure every five hundred years. I reduce this to every
250 years between 2500 BCE and 1500 BCE, and finally
measure every century from 1400 BCE through 2000 CE.

This has its risks, most obviously that the further back in
time we go, the smoother and more gradual change will look.
By calculating scores only every thousand or five hundred
years we may well miss something interesting. The hard truth,
though, is that only occasionally can we date our information
much more precisely than the ranges I suggest. I do not want
to dismiss this problem out of hand, and will try in the
narrative in Chapters 4 through 10 to fill in as many of the
gaps as possible, but the framework I use here does seem to
me to offer the best balance between practicality and precision.

The other issue is where to measure. You may have been
struck while reading the last section by my coyness about just
what part of the world I was talking about when I generated
numbers for “West” and “East.” I spoke at some points about
the United States and at others about Britain; sometimes of



China, sometimes of Japan. Back in Chapter 1 I described the
historian Kenneth Pomeranz’s complaints about how
comparative historians often skew analysis of why the West
rules by sloppily comparing tiny England with enormous
China and concluding that the West already led the East by
1750 cE. We must, he insisted, compare like-sized units. |
spent Chapters 1 and 2 responding to this by defining West
and East explicitly as the societies that have descended from
the original Western and Eastern agricultural revolutions in the
Hilly Flanks and the Yellow and Yangzi river valleys; now it is
time to admit that that resolved only part of Pomeranz’s
problem. In Chapter 2, I described the spectacular expansion
of the Western and Eastern zones in the five thousand or so
years after cultivation began and the differences in social
development that often existed between core areas such as the
Hilly Flanks or Yangzi Valley and peripheries such as northern
Europe or Korea; so which parts of the East and West should
we focus on when working out scores for the index of social
development?

We could try looking at the whole of the Eastern and
Western zones, although that would mean that the score for,
say, 1900 ce would bundle together the smoking factories and
rattling machine guns of industrialized Britain with Russia’s
serfs, Mexico’s peons, Australia’s ranchers, and every other
group in every corner of the vast Western zone. We would then
have to concoct some sort of average development score for
the whole Western region, then do it again for the East, and
repeat the process for every earlier point in history. This would
get so complicated as to become impractical, and I suspect it
would be rather pointless anyway. When it comes to
explaining why the West rules, the most important information
normally comes from comparing the most highly developed
parts of each region, the cores that were tied together by the
densest political, economic, social, and cultural interactions.
The index of social development needs to measure and
compare changes within these cores.

As we will see in Chapters 4-10, though, the core areas
have themselves shifted and changed across time. The Western
core was geographically actually very stable from 11,000 BCE



until about 1400 CE, remaining firmly at the eastern end of the
Mediterranean Sea except for the five hundred years between
about 250 BCE and 250 cE, when the Roman Empire drew it
westward to include Italy. Otherwise, it always lay within a
triangle formed by what are now Iraq, Egypt, and Greece.
Since 1400 cE it has moved relentlessly north and west, first to
northern Italy, then to Spain and France, then broadening to
include Britain, Belgium, Holland, and Germany. By 1900 it
straddled the Atlantic and by 2000 was firmly planted in North
America. In the East the core remained in the original Yellow-
Yangzi zone right up until 1800 cE, although its center of
gravity shifted northward toward the Yellow River’s central
plain after about 4000 BCE, back south to the Yangzi Valley
after 500 cE, and gradually north again after 1400. It expanded
to include Japan by 1900 and southeast China by 2000 (Figure
3.2). For now I just want to note that all the social
development scores reflect the societies in these core areas;
why the cores shifted will be one of our major concerns in
Chapters 4 through 10.

THE PATTERN OF THE PAST

So much for the rules of the game; now for some results.
Figure 3.3 shows the scores across the last sixteen thousand
years, since things began warming up at the end of the Ice
Age.
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Figure 3.3. Keeping score: Eastern and Western social
development since 14,000 BCE

After all this buildup, what do we see? Frankly, not much,
unless your eyesight is a lot better than mine. The Eastern and
Western lines run so close together that it is hard even to
distinguish them, and they barely budge off the bottom of the
graph until 3000 BCE. Even then, not much seems to happen
until just a few centuries ago, when both lines abruptly take an
almost ninety-degree turn and shoot straight up.

But this rather disappointing-looking graph in fact tells us
two very important things. First, Eastern and Western social
development have not differed very much; at the scale we are
looking at, it is hard to tell them apart through most of history.
Second, something profound happened in the last few
centuries, by far the fastest and greatest transformation in
history.

To get more information, we need to look at the scores in a
different way. The trouble with Figure 3.3 is that the upward
swing of the Eastern and Western lines in the twentieth century
was so dramatic that to have the scale on the vertical axis go
high enough to include the scores in 2000 CE (906.38 for the
West and 565.44 for the East) we have to compress the much
lower scores 1n earlier periods to the point that they are barely
visible to the naked eye. This problem afflicts all graphs that
try to show patterns where growth is accelerating, multiplying
what has gone before, rather than simply adding to it.
Fortunately there is a convenient way to solve the problem.

Imagine that I want a cup of coffee but have no money. |
borrow a dollar from the local version of Tony Soprano
(imagine, too, that this story is set back in the days when a
dollar still bought a cup of coffee). He is, of course, my friend,
so he won’t charge me interest so long as I pay him back
within a week. If I miss the deadline, though, my debt will
double every seven days. Needless to say, I fail to show up
when the payment is due, so now I owe him two dollars. Fiscal
prudence not being my strength, I let another week pass, so |
owe four dollars; then another week. Now his marker is worth



eight dollars. I skip town and conveniently forget our
arrangement.

Figure 3.4 shows what happens to my debt. Just like Figure
3.3, for a long time there is nothing much to see. The line
charting the interest becomes visible only around week 14—
by which time I owe a breathtaking $8,192. On week 16, when
my debt has spiraled to $32,768, the line finally pulls free
from the bottom of the graph. By week 24, when the mobsters
track me down, I owe $8,260,608. That was one expensive cup
of coffee.

By this standard, of course, the growth of my debt in the
first few weeks—from one, to two, to four, to eight dollars—
was indeed trivial. But imagine that I had bumped into one of
the loan shark’s foot soldiers a month or so after my fateful
coffee, when my debt stood at sixteen dollars. Let us also say
that I didn’t have sixteen dollars, but did give him a five.
Concerned for my health, I make four more weekly payments
of five dollars each, but then drop off the map again and stop
paying. The black line in Figure 3.5 shows what happened
when I paid nothing, while the gray one shows how my debt
grows after those five five-dollar payments. My coffee still
ends up costing more than $3 million, but that is less than half
what 1 owed without the payments. They were crucially
important—yet they are invisible in the graph. There is no way
to tell from Figure 3.5 why the gray line ends up so much
lower than the black.
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Figure 3.4. The $8 million cup of coffee: compound
interest plotted on a conventional graph. Even though the cost
of a cup of coffee spirals from $1 to $8,192 across fourteen
weeks, the race to financial disaster remains invisible on the
graph until week 17.

Figure 3.6 tells the story of my ruin in a different way.
Statisticians call Figures 3.4 and 3.5 linear-linear graphs,
because the scales on each axis grow by linear increments; that
is, each week that passes occupies the same amount of space
along the horizontal axis, each dollar of debt the same space
on the vertical axis. Figure 3.6, by contrast, is what
statisticians call log-linear. Time is still parceled out along the
horizontal scale in linear units, but the vertical scale records
my debt logarithmically, meaning that the space between the
bottom axis of the graph and the first point on the vertical axis
covers my debt’s tenfold growth from one to ten dollars; in the
space between the first and second points it again expands
tenfold, from ten to a hundred dollars; then tenfold more, from
a hundred to a thousand; and so on to ten million at the top.

Politicians and advertisers have turned misleading us with
statistics into a fine art. Already a century and a half ago the



British prime minister Benjamin Disraeli felt moved to
remark, “There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and
statistics,” and Figure 3.6 may strike you as proving his point.
But all it really does is highlight a different aspect of my debt
than Figures 3.4 and 3.5. A linear-linear scale does a good job
of showing just how bad my debt is; a log-linear scale does a
good job of showing how things got to be so bad. In Figure 3.6
the black line runs smooth and straight, showing that without
any payments the size of my debt accelerates steadily,
doubling every week. The gray line shows how after four
weeks of doubling, my series of five-dollar payments slow
down, but do not cancel out, my debt’s rate of growth. When |
stop paying, the gray line once again rises parallel to the black
one, since my debt is once again doubling every week, but
does not end up at quite such a dizzying height.
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Figure 3.5. A poor way to represent poor planning: the
black line shows the same spiral of debt as Figure 3.4, while
the gray line shows what happens after small payments against
the debt in weeks 5 through 9. on this conventional (linear-
linear) graph, these crucial payments are invisible.



Neither politicians nor statistics al/ways lie; it is just that
there is no such thing as a completely neutral way to present
either policies or numbers. Every press statement and every
graph emphasizes some aspects of reality and downplays
others. Thus Figure 3.7, showing social development scores
from 14,000 BCE through 2000 CE on a log-linear scale,
produces a wildly different impression than the linear-linear
version of the same scores in Figure 3.3. There is much more
going on here than met the eye in Figure 3.3. The leap in
social development in recent centuries is very real and remains
clear; no amount of fancy statistical footwork will ever make it
go away. But Figure 3.7 shows that it did not drop out of a
clear blue sky, the way it seemed to do in Figure 3.3. By the
time the lines start shooting upward (around 1700 CE in the
West and 1800 in the East) the scores in both regions were
already about ten times higher than they were at the left-hand
side of the graph—a difference that was barely visible in
Figure 3.3.
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Figure 3.6. Straight roads to ruin: the spiral of debt on a
log-linear scale. The black line shows the steady doubling of
the debt if no payments are made, while the gray shows the



impact of the small payments in weeks 5 through 9 before it
goes back to doubling when the payments stop.

Figure 3.7 shows that explaining why the West rules will
mean answering several questions at once. We will need to
know why social development leaped so suddenly after 1800
CE to reach a level (somewhere close to 100 points) where
states could project their power globally. Before development
reached such heights, even the strongest societies on earth
could dominate only their own region, but the new
technologies and institutions of the nineteenth century allowed
them to turn local domination into worldwide rule. We will
also, of course, need to figure out why the West was the first
part of the world to reach this threshold. But to answer either
of these questions we will also have to understand why
development had already increased so much over the previous
fourteen thousand years.
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most useful way to present the scores, highlighting the relative
rates of growth in East and West and the importance of the
thousands of years of changes before 1800 CE.

Nor is that the end of what Figure 3.7 reveals. It also shows
that the Eastern and Western scores were not in fact
indistinguishable until just a few hundred years ago: Western
scores have been higher than Eastern scores for more than 90
percent of the time since 14,000 BCE. This seems to be a real
problem for short-term accident theories. The West’s lead
since 1800 CE is a reversion to the long-term norm, not some
weird anomaly.

Figure 3.7 does not necessarily disprove short-term accident
theories, but it does mean that a successful short-term theory
will need to be more sophisticated, explaining the long-term
pattern going back to the end of the Ice Age as well as events
since 1700 CE. But the patterns also show that long-term lock-
in theorists should not rejoice too soon. Figure 3.7 reveals
clearly that Western social development scores have not
always been higher than Eastern. After converging through
much of the first millennium BCE, the lines cross in 541 CE and
the East then remains ahead until 1773. (These implausibly
precise dates of course depend on the unlikely assumption that
the social development scores I have calculated are absolutely
accurate; the most sensible way to put things may be to say
that the Eastern score rose above the Western in the mid sixth
century CE and the West regained the lead in the Ilate
eighteenth.) The facts that Eastern and Western scores
converged in ancient times and that the East then led the world
in social development for twelve hundred years do not
disprove long-term lock-in theories, any more than the fact
that the West has led for nearly the whole time since the end of
the Ice Age disproves short-term accident theories; but again,
they mean that a successful theory will need to be rather more
sophisticated and to take account of a wider range of evidence
than those offered so far.

Before leaving the graphs, there are a couple more patterns
worth pointing out. They are visible in Figure 3.7, but Figure



3.8 makes them clearer. This 1s a conventional linear-linear
graph but covers just the three and a half millennia from 1600
BCE through 1900 cE. Cutting off the enormous scores for
2000 ck lets us stretch the vertical axis enough that we can
actually see the scores from earlier periods, while shortening
the time span lets us stretch the horizontal axis so the changes
through time are clearer too.

Two things particularly strike me about this graph. The first
is the peak in Western scores in the first century CE, around
forty-three points, followed by a slow decline after 100 ck. If
we look a little farther to the right, we see an Eastern peak just
over forty-two points in 1100 CE, at the height of the Song
dynasty’s power in China, then a similar decline. A little
farther still to the right, around 1700 cE, Eastern and Western
scores both return to the low forties but this time instead of
stalling they accelerate; a hundred years later the Western line
goes through the roof as the industrial revolution begins.
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Figure 3.8. Lines through time and space: social
development across the three and a half millennia between



1600 BCE and 1900 CE, represented on a linear-linear plot. Line
A shows a possible threshold around 43 points, which may
have blocked the continuing development of the West’s
Roman Empire in the first centuries CE and China’s Song
dynasty around 1100 cE, before East and West alike broke
through it around 1700 cE. Line B shows a possible
connection between declining scores in both East and West in
the first centuries CE, and line C shows another possible East-
West connection starting around 1300 CE.

Was there some kind of “low-forties threshold” that
defeated Rome and Song China? I mentioned in the
introduction that, in his book The Great Divergence, Kenneth
Pomeranz argued that East and West alike ran into an
ecological bottleneck in the eighteenth century that should, by
rights, have caused their social development to stagnate and
decline. Yet they did not, the reason being, Pomeranz
suggested, that the British—more through luck than judgment
—combined the fruits of plundering the New World with the
energy of fossil fuels, blowing away traditional ecological
constraints. Could it be that the Romans and Song ran into
similar bottlenecks when social development reached the low
forties but failed to open them? If so, maybe the dominant
pattern in the last two thousand years of history has been one
of long-term waves, with great empires clawing their way up
toward the low-forties ceiling then falling back, until
something special happened in the eighteenth century.

The second thing that strikes me about Figure 3.8 is that we
can draw vertical lines on it as well as horizontal ones. The
obvious place to put a vertical line is in the first century CE,
when Western and Eastern scores both peaked, even though
the Eastern score was well below the Western (34.13 versus
43.22 points). Rather than (or as well as) focusing on the West
hitting a low-forties ceiling, perhaps we should be looking for
some set of events affecting both ends of the Old World,
driving down Roman and Han Chinese social development
scores regardless of the levels they had reached.



We could put another vertical line around 1300 ce, when
Eastern and Western scores again followed similar patterns,
although this time it was the Western score that was much
lower (30.73 as against 42.66 points). The Eastern score had
already been sliding for a hundred years, but the Western score
now joined it, only for both lines to pick up after 1400 and
accelerate even more sharply around 1700. Again, instead of
focusing on the scores hitting a low-forties ceiling in the early
eighteenth century, perhaps we should look for some global
events that started pushing Eastern and Western development
along a shared path in the fourteenth century. Perhaps the
industrial revolution came first to the West not because of
some extraordinary fluke, as Pomeranz concluded, but because
East and West were both on track for such a revolution; and
then something about the way the West reacted to the events of
the fourteenth century gave it a slight but decisive lead in
reaching the takeoff point in the eighteenth.

It seems to me that Figures 3.3, 3.7, and 3.8 illuminate a real
weakness in both long-term lock-in and short-term accident
theories. A few of the theorists focus on the story’s beginning
in the agricultural revolution, while the great majority look
only at its very end, in the last five hundred years. Because
they largely ignore the thousands of years in between, they
rarely even try to account for all the spurts of growth,
slowdowns, collapses, convergences, changes in leadership, or
horizontal ceilings and vertical links that jump out at us when
we can see the whole shape of history. That, putting it bluntly,
means that neither approach can tell us why the West rules;
and that being the case, neither can hope to answer the
question lurking beyond that—what will happen next.

SCROOGE’S QUESTION

At the climax of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, the
Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come brings Ebenezer Scrooge to a
weed-choked churchyard. Silently, the Ghost points out an
untended tombstone. Scrooge knows his name will be on it; he
knows that here, alone, unvisited, he will lie forever. “Are



these the shadows of the things that Will be, or are they
shadows of the things that May be, only?” he cries out.

We might well ask the same question about Figure 3.9,
which takes the rates of increase in Eastern and Western social
development in the twentieth century and projects them
forward.* The Eastern line crosses the Western in 2103. By
2150 the West’s rule is finished, its pomp at one with Nineveh
and Tyre.

The West’s epitaph looks as clear as Scrooge’s:

WESTERN RULE

1773-2103
R.LP.

Yet are these really the shadows of the things that Will be?

Confronted with his own epitaph, Scrooge fell to his knees.
“Good Spirit,” he begged, grabbing the specter’s hand, “assure
me that I yet may change these shadows you have shown me,
by an altered life!” Christmas Yet to Come said nothing, but
Scrooge worked out the answer for himself. He had been
forced to spend an uncomfortable evening with the Ghosts of
Christmas Past and Christmas Present because he needed to
learn from both of them. “I will not shut out the lessons that
they teach,” Scrooge promised. “Oh, tell me I may sponge
away the writing on this stone!”
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Figure 3.9. The shape of things to come? If we project the
rates at which Eastern and Western social development grew
in the twentieth century forward into the twenty-second, we
see the East regain the lead in 2103. (On a log-linear graph,

the Eastern and Western lines would both be straight from
1900 onward, reflecting unchanging rates of growth; because
this is a linear-linear plot, both curve sharply upward.)

I commented in the introduction that I’'m in a minority
among those who write on why the West rules, and
particularly on what will happen next, in not being an
economist, modern historian, or political pundit of some sort.
At the risk of overdoing the Scrooge analogy, I would say that
the absence of premodern historians from the discussion has
led us into the mistake of talking exclusively to the Ghost of
Christmas Present. We need to bring the Ghost of Christmas
Past back in.

To do this I will spend Part II of this book (Chapters 4-10)
being a historian, telling the stories of East and West across the
last few thousand years, trying to explain why social



development changed as it did, and in Part III (Chapters 11
and 12) I will pull these stories together. This, I believe, will
tell us not only why the West rules but also what will happen
next.






PART 11




THE EAST CATCHES UP

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

There is an old South Asian story about six blind men who
meet an elephant. One grabs its trunk, and says it is a snake;
another feels its tail, and thinks it is a rope; a third leans
against a leg, and concludes it is a tree; and so on. It is hard to
avoid thinking of this fable when reading long-term lock-in or
short-term accident theories of Western rule: like the blind
men, long- termers and short-termers alike tend to seize one
part of the beast and mistake it for the whole. An index of
social development, by contrast, makes the scales fall from our
eyes. There can be no more nonsense about snakes, ropes, and
trees. Everyone has to recognize that he or she is hanging on to
just one piece of a tusker.

Figure 4.1 sums up what we saw impressionistically in
Chapter 2. At the end of the last ice age, climate and ecology
conspired to set social development rising earlier in the West
than in the East, and despite the climatic catastrophe of the
Younger Dryas, the West maintained a clear lead. Admittedly,
back in these early times before 10,000 BCE our chainsaw art is
very rough-and-ready indeed. In the East it is hard to detect
any measurable change in social development for more than
four thousand years, and even in the West, where development
was clearly higher by 11,000 BCE than it had been in 14,000,



the subtleties of the changes are lost to us. Yet although the
light the index casts is flickering and dim, a little light is better
than none, and it reveals a very important fact: just as long-
term lock-in theories predict, the West got a head start and
held on to it.
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Figure 4.1. The shape of things so far: the West’s early
lead 1n social development between 14,000 and 5000 BCE, as
described in Chapter 2

But Figure 4.2, continuing the story from 5000 through
1000 BCE, 1is less straightforward. It differs as much from
Figure 4.1 as, say, a rope from a snake. Like ropes and snakes,
the two graphs do have similarities: in both graphs the Eastern
and Western scores close higher than they started and in both,
Western scores are always higher than FEastern. The
differences, though, are just as striking. First, the lines rise
much faster in Figure 4.2 than in Figure 4.1. In the nine
thousand years between 14,000 and 5000 BCE the Western
score doubled and the Eastern score increased by two-thirds,
but in the next four thousand years—Iess than half the period



covered by Figure 4.1—the Western score tripled and the
Eastern increased two-and-a-half times. The second difference
is that for the first time in history, we actually see social
development falling in the West after 1300 BCE.

In this chapter I try to explain these facts. I suggest that the
acceleration and the West’s post-1300 BCE decline were in fact
two sides of the same process, which I call the paradox of
development. In the chapters that follow we will see that this
paradox plays a major part in explaining why the West rules
and in telling us what will happen next. But before we can get
to that we need to look into exactly what happened between
5000 and 1000 BCE.
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Figure 4.2. Onward, upward, farther apart, and closer
together: the acceleration, divergence, and convergence of
Eastern and Western social development, 5000—1000 BCE

HOTLINES TO THE GODS



Between 14,000 and 5000 BCE Western social development
scores doubled and farming villages spread from their starting
point in the Hilly Flanks deep into central Asia and to the
shores of the Atlantic. Yet by 5000 BCE agriculture had hardly
touched Mesopotamia, the “land between the rivers” that we
now call Iraq, even though it was just a few days’ walk from
the Hilly Flanks (Figure 4.3).

In a way, that is not surprising. Since 2003 news flashes
have made the world all too familiar with Iraq’s harsh
environment. Summer temperatures soar over 120°F, it hardly
ever rains, and deserts press in on every side. It is difficult to
imagine farmers ever choosing to live there, and back around
5000 BCE Mesopotamia was even hotter. It was also wetter,
though, and the main problem for farmers was not how to find
water but how to manage it. Monsoon winds off the Indian
Ocean brought some rain, though barely enough to support
agriculture; but if farmers could control the summer floods of
the mighty Tigris and Euphrates rivers and bring the waters
into their fields at the right time to fertilize their crops, the
possibilities were endless.
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Figure 4.3. The expansion of the Western core, 5000—1000
BCE: sites and regions mentioned in this chapter



The people who carried agricultural lifestyles over horizon
after horizon across Europe, or who adopted agriculture from
farming neighbors, were constantly tinkering with tradition to
make farming work in new settings. Making techniques
developed for rain-fed agriculture in the Hilly Flanks work for
irrigated farming in Mesopotamia took more than tinkering,
though. Farmers had to start almost from scratch. For twenty
generations they improved their canals, ditches, and storage
basins; and gradually they made Mesopotamia’s marginal
lands not just livable, but actually more productive than the
Hilly Flanks had ever been. They were changing the meaning
of geography.

Economists sometimes call this process the discovery of
advantages of backwardness. When people adapt techniques
that worked in an advanced core to operate in a less-developed
periphery, the changes they introduce sometimes make those
techniques work so well that the periphery becomes a new
core in its own right. By 5000 BCE this was happening in
southern Mesopotamia, where elaborate canals supported
some of the world’s biggest towns, with perhaps four thousand
souls. Such crowds could build much more elaborate temples,
and in one town, Eridu, we can trace superimposed temples on
brick platforms from 5000 through 3000 BCE, always using the
same basic architectural plan but getting bigger and more
ornate through time.

So many advantages accrued to Mesopotamia that people in
the old core back in the Hilly Flanks started emulating the
dynamic new societies in the floodplains. Around 4000 BCE
inhabitants of Susa, in a plain nestling in the Hilly Flanks in
southwest Iran, outdid even Eridu by building a brick platform
250 feet long and 30 feet high. It probably supported a grand
temple, although its nineteenth-century excavators, a little
vague on the finer points of archaeological technique, hacked
through the site and destroyed the evidence. But even they
could not miss all the signs of increasingly complex
organization, including some of the world’s earliest copper
ornaments as well as stamps and clay impressions that may
indicate administrative control of goods, and images that some
scholars interpret as “priest-kings.” Archaeologists often



imagine that a regional chief lived at Susa, which was much
bigger than the villages around it. The outlying villagers may
have come to Susa to worship the gods, acknowledge their
lord, and exchange food for ornaments and weapons.

Or, of course, they may not have—it is hard to tell from
such a poorly excavated site. But archaeologists are forced to
rely on Susa to understand this period because contemporary
Mesopotamian towns are deeply buried under silt from six
thousand years of Euphrates and Tigris floods, making them
hard to study (plus there has, for obvious reasons, been little
new research in Iran since the 1979 Islamic Revolution or in
Iraq since Saddam Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait).
Comparable changes were probably under way all along the
Euphrates and Tigris after 4500 BCE, but only after 3800 do
they become clearly visible to archaeologists.

Just why towns got bigger and more complex remains
controversial. The sixth millennium BCE, when farmers first
moved into Mesopotamia, saw Earth reaching the warmest,
wettest point in its endlessly changing orbit round the sun and
its wobbly rotation around its own axis, but by 3800 BCE the
world was cooling again. Good news for Mesopotamian
farmers, you might think; but you would be wrong. Cooler
summers meant that the rain-bearing monsoons blowing off
the Indian Ocean got weaker. Rain fell less often and less
predictably, and Mesopotamia started looking more like the
parched place we see on CNN. Problems compounded one
another: declining spring rains meant shorter growing seasons,
which meant that crops ripened before the Euphrates and
Tigris flooded each summer. The systems Mesopotamian
farmers had painstakingly built up across two thousand years
no longer worked.

Climate change forced tough choices on Mesopotamians.
They could bury their heads in the sand as it encroached on
their fields and carry on as usual, but the price of doing
nothing would be hunger, poverty, and perhaps starvation. Or
they could migrate to regions less dependent on the monsoon;
but it is no small thing for farmers to abandon their well-
tended fields. In any case, the Hilly Flanks—the obvious place
to go—was already packed with wvillages. In 2006



archaeologists at Tell Brak in northeast Syria uncovered two
mass graves of young men dating to around 3800 BCE,
apparently the victims of massacres. Moving back to the
crowded, violent Hilly Flanks might not have been a very
attractive option.

If enough Mesopotamians had done nothing or run away,
this new core would have collapsed. However, a third
possibility presented itself. People could abandon their
villages but stay in Mesopotamia, congregating in a few big
sites. That seems counterintuitive: if crop yields are falling,
cramming more people into smaller spaces should make things
worse. But some Mesopotamians seem to have figured out that
if more of them worked together they could run larger
irrigation systems and store floodwaters until the crops were
ready. They could feed more miners to dig copper from the
ground; more smiths to make ornaments, weapons, and tools;
and more traders to carry these goods around. So successful
were they that by 3000 BCE bronze (an alloy of copper and a
little tin) had largely replaced stone for weapons and most
tools, sharply increasing fighters’ and workers’ effectiveness.

Getting to that point, though, required organization.
Centralized administration was the answer. By 3300 BCE
people were scratching onto little clay tablets such
sophisticated records of their activities that most
archaeologists call the symbols writing (even if as yet only a
tiny scribal elite could read them). Little villages that could not
support such sophisticated activities went to the wall while one
site, Uruk, turned into a true city with maybe twenty thousand
residents.

Mesopotamians were inventing management, meetings, and
memoranda—the curses of life for so many of us today, and
hardly the stuff of soaring narratives of human achievement.
Yet as will become clear in the next few chapters, these were
often the most important motors of social development.
Organization turned villages in the Hilly Flanks and along the
banks of the Yellow River into cities, states, and empires;
failures of organization caused their fall. Managers are
simultaneously the heroes and the villains of our story.



The birth of management as the monsoons dried up must
have been traumatic. We should probably picture bedraggled,
defeated columns of the hungry slouching toward Uruk under
a dusty sky, like Okies but without the jalopies, let alone the
New Deal. We should probably also imagine angry villagers
refusing to cede power to self-important bureaucrats who tried
to requisition their fields or crops. Violence must often have
been the outcome. Uruk could easily have broken apart;
perhaps plenty of rival towns did.

We will never know the stories of the ancient managers who
pulled Uruk through, but archaeologists suspect that they were
tied to temples. Many pieces of evidence point this way,
propping one another up like the poles in a tepee. For instance,
excavations at temples have uncovered stacks of uniform-sized
dishes known as “bevel-rimmed bowls,” probably for
distributing food. The earliest clay tablets scratched with crude
symbols come mostly from temples, and the symbol for
“rations” on them is a sketch of a bevel-rimmed bowl. And
when writing systems developed to the point they could record
such information, they tell us that temples controlled broad
acres of irrigated land and the labor to work them.

The temples themselves mushroomed into huge monuments,
dwarfing the communities that built them. Long flights of
stairs led to hundred-foot-high enclosures where specialists
took counsel with the gods. If the tenth-millennium shrines
that we saw in Chapter 2 were amplifiers for messages to the
spirits, the mighty sanctuary of fourth-millennium Uruk was a
public address system worthy of Led Zeppelin. The gods
would have to be deaf not to hear.

It was these shouts to the gods that originally drew me to
archaeology. In 1970 my parents took my sister and me to see
a film of Edith Nesbit’s Edwardian classic The Railway
Children. 1 think I liked it, but the short feature that ran before
it blew my mind (as people used to say in those days). Until
that evening I had been obsessed with Apollo 11 and wanted
to be an astronaut, but the B movie—a documentary (of a sort)
based on Erich von Diniken’s book Chariots of the Gods?—
made me realize that archacology was the way to go.



Like Arthur C. Clarke in 2001 (which, like Chariots of the
Gods?, was published in 1968), von Diniken claimed that
space aliens had visited Earth in ancient times and taught
humans great secrets. Von Diéniken differed from Clarke,
though, in insisting that (a) he was not making this up and (b)
the aliens kept coming back. They had inspired Stonehenge
and Egypt’s pyramids; the Hebrew Bible and Indian epics had
described their spacecraft and nuclear weapons. The reason so
many early civilizations had kings who claimed to talk to
superhuman beings in the sky, von Déniken insisted, was that
early kings did talk to superhuman beings in the sky.

While the evidence is thin (to put it mildly), the argument is
certainly economical. Plenty of people believe it, and von
Déniken sold 60 million books. He still has plenty of fans. Just
a few years ago, while minding my own business standing
over a barbeque, I was accused—in all seriousness—of
belonging to a secret cabal of archaeologists that suppresses
these facts.

Scientists are often criticized for taking the wonder out of
the world, but they generally do so in the hope of putting truth
in its place. In this case the truth of the matter is that we do not
need spacemen to explain Mesopotamia’s godlike kings any
more than we need a 200/ moment to explain the evolution of
Homo sapiens. Religious specialists had been important since
agriculture began, and all the signs are that now, when the
mighty ones seemed to have forsaken humanity by taking rain
away, Mesopotamians instinctively looked to priests claiming
special access to the gods to tell them what to do. Organization
was the key to survival in those tough times, so the more that
people did what the priests said, the better things would go
(provided the priests gave reasonably sound advice).

Two processes must have fed back on each other, their logic
just as circular as von Déniken’s but even more convincing.
Ambitious men claiming to have special access to the gods
said they needed wonderful temples, elaborate ceremonies,
and great wealth to make the gods hear them. Once they got
these, they could turn around and point to their wonderful
temples, elaborate ceremonies, and great wealth to prove that
they were indeed close to the gods—after all, who but



someone the gods loved would have such things? By the time
scribes were recording such matters, around 2700 BCE,
Mesopotamian kings even claimed gods as their ancestors.
Sometimes, as (I suspect) at Uruk, entrusting power to men
who had hotlines to the gods worked wonders; and when it
failed, as it often must have done, it of course left little for
archaeologists to dig up.

Uruk became not only a city but also a state, with
centralized institutions imposing taxes, making decisions
binding the whole community, and backing them up with
force. A few men (but apparently no women) occupied the top
positions, and a larger group of warriors, landowners,
merchants, and literate bureaucrats assisted them. For nearly
everyone the rise of the state meant surrendering freedoms, but
that was the price of success in hard times. Communities that
paid the price could muster more people, wealth, and power
than pre-state societies.

Cities and states drove social development upward in
Mesopotamia after 3500 BCE and then spread outward, just as
farming villages had once done in the Hilly Flanks. Uruk-style
material culture (bevel-rimmed bowls, writing tablets, lavish
temples) spread into Syria and Iran. The debates over how this
happened are much like those over the initial spread of
farming. There was probably colonization from the densely
populated, highly organized south of Mesopotamia to the
lightly settled, less centralized north: Habuba Kabira in central
Syria, for instance, looks like someone cloned an Uruk
neighborhood and dropped it down a thousand miles away.
Tell Brak, by contrast, which was a large town long before
bevel-rimmed bowls were dreamed up, looks more like a local
community picking and choosing among customs invented at
Uruk. Villagers struggling to make ends meet and seeing
Mesopotamian cities’ success may have allowed local priests
to turn themselves into kings; and ambitious priests, seeing
Uruk’s religious leaders flourishing, perhaps talked, tricked, or
bullied fellow villagers into giving them similar powers. Either
way, people who preferred village life must have found state
formation just as hard to resist as foragers had found farming
all those thousands of years before.



THE GODS MADE FLESH

While the first farmers were sweating to make crops grow
on Mesopotamia’s plains around 5000 BCE, even more intrepid
folk were striking out from the Jordan Valley across the Sinai
Desert to try their luck along the Nile River. Egypt had few
domesticable native plants and had lagged behind the Hilly
Flanks in adopting agriculture, but once the right seeds and
animals were imported, the new lifestyle flourished. The Nile
flooded at just the right time for crops each year, and large,
rain-fed oases supported farming far into what is now desert.

These advantages meant, though, that the retreat of the
monsoon around 3800 BCE hit Egypt even harder than
Mesopotamia. Many Egyptians abandoned their oases and
squeezed into the Nile Valley, where water was plentiful but
land was scarce, particularly where the valley narrowed in
Upper Egypt.* As in Mesopotamia, management was the
answer. Excavated tombs suggest that Upper Egyptian village
leaders had both military and religious roles. Successful chiefs
grew rich as their villages captured more land; unsuccessful
chiefs disappeared; and by 3300 BCE three small states had
formed. Each had a rich cemetery where its early kings—if
that is not too grand a title for them—were laid to rest in
tombs that aped Mesopotamian architecture, accompanied by
gold, weapons, and Mesopotamian imports.

The kingdoms fought until, by 3100 BCE, only one still
stood. At that point, the scale of royal monuments exploded
and the distinctive Egyptian hieroglyphic script abruptly
appeared. Writing was probably limited to a narrow scribal
group, as in Mesopotamia, but right from the beginning
Egyptian texts contain narratives as well as bureaucratic
accounts. One remarkable carving says that an Upper Egyptian
king named Narmer conquered Lower Egypt around 3100 BCE,
while another suggests the involvement of someone called the
Scorpion King. ™ Later texts also mention a conqueror named
Menes (perhaps the same person as Narmer). But although the



details are confused, the basic story is clear: around 3100 BCE
the Nile Valley was united into the largest kingdom the world
had yet seen, with maybe a million subjects.

Upper Egyptian material culture spread rapidly down the
Nile Valley after 3100 BCE. As with the expansion of farming
thousands of years earlier and the spread of Uruk culture in
contemporary ~ Mesopotamia, Lower Egyptians may
(voluntarily or out of the need to compete) have emulated
Upper Egyptian lifestyles. This time, though, there is also
clear evidence that the Upper Egyptian population, organized
into a state, had grown faster than the village-based peoples of
Lower Egypt and that political unification consisted partly of
south-to-north colonization.

Despite having so much in common, the Uruk expansion in
Mesopotamia after 3500 BCE and the Upper Egyptian
expansion after 3300 had different consequences. First, just as
Narmer/Menes/the Scorpion King was subduing Lower Egypt
around 3100 BCE, the Uruk expansion was abruptly ending.
Uruk itself burned and most of the new sites with Uruk-style
material culture were abandoned. Why i1s a mystery. When
texts start recording more information, around 2700 BCE, the
southern Mesopotamians, now calling themselves Sumerians,
were divided into thirty-five city-states, each with its own
godlike king. Uruk’s unraveling left unified Egypt as the major
Western core.

Why Egypt and Mesopotamia diverged remains
unexplained. Maybe Egypt, with its single river valley and
delta, a few oases, and desert all around it was just easier to
conquer and hold than Mesopotamia, with its two rivers,
multiple tributaries where resistance could fester, and
surrounding hills full of viable rivals. Or maybe Narmer et al.
just made better decisions than the now-nameless kings of
Uruk. Or maybe some entirely different factor was decisive. (I
will come back to this question below.)

There is a further big difference between Mesopotamia and
Egypt. While Sumerian kings claimed to be like gods,
Egyptian kings claimed to be gods. The movie and TV series
Stargate, spun off from von Daniken’s books, offer a simple



explanation: Narmer and company really were spacemen,
while Uruk’s kings were merely friends of spacemen. But
appealingly straightforward as that is, there is just no evidence
for 1t, and quite a lot suggesting that the pharaohs (as Egypt’s
kings were called) in fact worked very hard to promote the
image of their own divinity.

Self-divinization strikes most of us as psychotic, and was no
trivial thing five thousand years ago either. So how did it
happen? Narmer and his friends left no accounts (gods do not
need to explain themselves), and our best clue comes from
much later stories about Alexander the Great of Macedon.
Alexander conquered Egypt in 332 BCE and had himself
proclaimed pharaoh. Caught up in a power struggle with his
own generals, he found it useful to spread the rumor that he,
like earlier pharaohs, really was a god. Few Macedonians took
this very seriously, so Alexander raised the stakes. When his
army reached what is now Pakistan, he rounded up ten local
sages and ordered them—on pain of death—to answer his
deepest questions. When he got to sage number seven,
Alexander asked, “How can a man become a god?” The
philosopher answered simply: “By doing something a man
cannot do.” It is easy to imagine Alexander scratching his head
and wondering: Do [ know anyone whos done something
lately that no man could do? The answer, he may have told
himself, was obvious: Yes. Me. I just overthrew the Persian
Empire. No mere mortal could do that. I am a god and I
should stop feeling bad about killing my friends when they
contradict me.

Alternatively, Alexander or his supporters may have made
the whole story up, but in a way its reality matters less than the
fact that in the 320s BCE the best way for a king to sell the idea
he was divine was through superhuman military prowess. We
can only guess whether this was already the best way three
thousand years earlier, but in unifying the Nile Valley the
Scorpion King, Narmer, and/or Menes had certainly done
things no mortal could be expected to do. Perhaps fusing a
godlike king with a great conqueror made self-divinization
plausible.



Nor was this the only coup the pharaohs pulled off. Upper
Egypt’s first kings must have developed managerial skills like
Uruk’s, getting people to give them resources and to accept
central management, but the pharaohs now co-opted local
elites from the whole Nile Valley to be their managers. The
pharaohs built a new capital at Memphis, strategically placed
between Upper and Lower Egypt, and had regional grandees
come to them. At Memphis the pharaohs dispensed patronage,
giving petty aristocrats who bought into the system incentives
to keep it going. Local lords extracted revenues from the
peasants, trying to take as much as they could without making
the peasants’ lives impossible, then passed income up the
chain, in return for which royal favor came back down it
again.

The pharaohs’ success depended partly on politicking and
back-scratching and partly on pageantry, and for that being
gods, rather than just friends of gods, surely made things
easier. What local bigwig would not want to work for a god?
To be on the safe side, though, the pharaohs also created a
powerful symbolic language. Soon after 2700 BCE the artists of
King Djoser designed styles for carving hieroglyphs and
representing god-kings that survived for five hundred years.
Djoser understood the theological delicacy of an immortal
being seen to die, and designed the ultimate symbol of
Egyptian kingship—the pyramid—to hold the sacred corpse.
King Khufu’s 450-foot-high Great Pyramid, built around 2550
BCE, remained the world’s tallest building until Cologne
Cathedral in Germany nudged past it in 1880 CE. It is still the
heaviest, weighing something like a million tons. Thousands
of laborers worked on it for decades, quarrying stone, floating
it down the Nile, and dragging it into place. The so-called
workmen’s village at the foot of the pyramids was among the
world’s biggest cities in its day. Feeding workers and moving
them around required a quantum leap in the size and reach of
the bureaucracy, and joining the gangs must have been a
transformative experience for villagers who had perhaps never
left home before. If anyone doubted pharaoh’s divinity before
the pyramids, they surely did not afterward.



The Sumerian city-states in Mesopotamia moved in similar
directions but more slowly and cautiously. Each city, the texts
say, was divided into “households” containing many
monogamous families. Each household had one family at its
head, organizing its land and labor, with the other families
ranked, some working in the fields and others in crafts,
fulfilling quotas in return for rations. The biggest and richest
households were theoretically headed by gods, and might
command thousands of acres and hundreds of workers. The
men who ran these households for the gods were normally the
city’s leaders, with the king heading the household of the city’s
patron god. It was the king’s job to promote his patron god’s
interests. If the king did well, his god must be flourishing too;
if he performed poorly, the god’s stock fell.

After 2500 BCE this began to be a problem. Improved
agriculture allowed people to rear larger families, and
population growth drove competition for good land and more
effective ways to fight for it. Some cities defeated and took
over others. The theological implications were as thorny as the
death of Egyptian god-kings: if a king looked after his patron
god’s interests, what did it mean if another king, acting for a
different god, took over? Some priests proposed a “temple-
city” theory, making the religious hierarchy and gods’ interests
independent from kings. Successful kings responded by
claiming to be more than merely gods’ representatives.
Around 2440 BCE one king announced that he was his patron
god’s son, and poems began circulating about how King
Gilgamesh of Uruk had traveled beyond this world in search
of immortality. These coalesced into the Epic of Gilgamesh,
the world’s oldest surviving literary masterpiece.

Rulers sought new venues to display their majesty, and the
greatest archaeological find ever made in Mesopotamia, the
Royal Cemetery of Ur, was probably one of these. Its
spectacular gold and silver grave goods, like the pharaohs’
pyramids, hint at more-than-mortal stature for the dead; and
the seventy-four people poisoned to accompany Queen Puabi
to the next world suggest that struggles over rulers’
relationships to the gods could be bad news for ordinary
Sumerians.



Conflict came to a head around 2350 BCE. There were
violent coups, armed conquests, and revolutionary
redistributions of property and sacred rights. In 2334 a man
called Sargon (which, rather suspiciously, means “legitimate
ruler”’; he probably took this name after he seized power)
founded a new city called Akkad. It may lie under Baghdad,
and—mno surprise—remains unexcavated, but clay tablets from
other sites say that rather than fighting other Sumerian kings
Sargon plundered Syria and Lebanon until he could pay for a
full-time army of five thousand men. He then turned on the
other Sumerians, subduing their cities through diplomacy and
violence.

Textbooks often call Sargon the world’s first empire-builder,
but what he and his Akkadian successors did was really not so
different from what Egypt’s unifiers had done eight centuries
earlier. Sargon himself did not become a god, but after
defeating a rebellion around 2240 BCE his grandson Naram-Sin
announced that eight of Sumer’s gods wanted him to join their
ranks. Sumerian artists started representing Naram-Sin as
horned and larger than life, traditional attributes of divinity.

By 2230 BCE the twin Western cores in Sumer and Egypt
had massively eclipsed the original core in the Hilly Flanks.
Responding to ecological problems, people had created cities;
responding to competition between cities, they had created
million-strong states, ruled by gods or godlike kings and
managed by bureaucracies. As struggles in the core drove
social development upward, a network of cities spread over
the simpler farming villages of Syria and the Levant and
through Iran to the borders of modern Turkmenistan. On Crete
people would soon start building palaces too; imposing stone
temples rose upward on Malta; and fortified towns began
dotting the southeastern coast of Spain. Farther north and west
farmers had filled every ecologically viable niche, and on the
farthest fringe of the Western world, where the Atlantic
pounds Britain’s cold shores, people invested an estimated 30
million hours of labor in the most enigmatic monument of all,
Stonehenge. One of von Déniken’s spacemen visiting Earth
around 2230 BCE would probably have concluded that there



was little further need for alien interventions: these clever
chimps were pushing social development steadily upward.

THE WILD WEST

A return trip fifty years later might have shocked the
spaceman. From one end of the Western core to the other
states were falling apart and people were fighting and leaving
their homes. For the next thousand years a series of disruptions
(a neutral-sounding word covering a horrible variety of
massacres, misery, flight, and want) sent the West on a wild
ride. And when we ask who or what disrupted social
development, we get a surprising answer: social development
was itself to blame.

One of the main ways people try to improve their lot has
always been by moving information, goods, and themselves
around. What is abundant here may be scarce—and valuable—
over there. The result has been increasingly complex webs
tying communities together, operating at every level of society.
Four thousand years ago temples and palaces owned some of
the best land, and instead of dividing it among peasant
families, each trying to grow everything they needed,
centralized bureaucracies hung on to this land and told people
what to grow. A village with good cropland might grow just
wheat, while one on a hillside could tend vines, with a third
specializing in metalwork; and bureaucrats could redistribute
the products, skimming off what they needed, storing some
against emergencies and parceling the rest out as rations. This
had begun at Uruk by 3500 BCE; a thousand years later it was
the norm.

Kings also gave one another self-interested gifts. Egypt’s
pharaohs, rich in gold and grain, gave these goods to minor
rulers of Lebanese cities, who reciprocated with fragrant cedar,
since Egypt lacked good wood. Failing to give an appropriate
gift was a major faux pas. Gift exchange was rooted as much
in psychology and status anxiety as in economics, but it moved



goods, people, and ideas around quite effectively. The kings at
each end of these chains and plenty of merchants in between
got rich.

Nowadays we tend to assume that “command economies”
with a king, dictator, or politburo telling everyone what to do
must be inefficient, but most early civilizations depended on
them. Perhaps in a world lacking the trust and laws that make
markets work, they may be the best option available. But they
were never the only option, and humbler independent traders
always flourished alongside royal and priestly enterprises.
Neighbors bartered, swapping cheese for bread or help digging
a latrine for babysitting. Town and country folk traded at fairs.
Tinkers loaded pots and pans on donkeys and plied their
routes. And at a kingdom’s edges, where sown fields faded
into deserts or mountains, villagers exchanged bread and
bronze weapons with shepherds or foragers for milk, cheese,
wool, and animals.

The best-known account of this comes from the Hebrew
Bible. Jacob was a successful shepherd in the hills near
Hebron in what 1s now the West Bank. He had twelve sons, but
played favorites, giving the eleventh—Joseph—a coat of many
colors. In a fit of pique, Joseph’s ten older brothers sold the
gaudily dressed apple of their father’s eye to passing slave
traders headed for Egypt. Some years later, when food was
scarce in Hebron, Jacob sent his ten oldest sons to Egypt to
trade for grain. Unknown to them, the governor they
confronted there was their brother Joseph, who, although a
slave, had risen high in pharaoh’s service (admittedly after a
spell in jail for attempted rape; he was, of course, framed). In a
perfect illustration of the difficulty of knowing when to trust
traders, the brothers showed no surprise when the disguised
Joseph pretended to think they were spies and threw them in
prison. The story ends happily, though, with Jacob, his sons,
and all his flocks moving into Egypt. “And they gained
possessions in it,” says the Good Book, “and were fruitful and
multiplied exceedingly.”

The Joseph story is probably set in the sixteenth century
BCE, by which time people whose names are now lost had been
following the same script for two thousand years. Amorites



from the fringes of the Syrian Desert and Gutians from the
mountains of Iran, coming as traders and laborers, were
familiar faces in Mesopotamia’s cities; so, too, “Asiatics,” to
use the Egyptians’ contemptuous catch-all term, in the Nile
Valley. Rising social development intertwined the cores’
economies, societies, and cultures with those of neighboring
regions, enlarging the cores, increasing their mastery of their
environments, and driving up social development. But the
price of growing complexity was growing fragility. This was,
and remains, a central piece of the paradox of social
development.

Around 2200 BCE, when the god-king Naram-Sin’s equally
divine son Sharkalisharri ruled much of Mesopotamia from his
throne room in Akkad, something started going wrong, and
Harvey Weiss, a Yale University archaeologist who excavated
the site of Tell Leilan in Syria, thinks he knows what it was.
Tell Leilan was a city of twenty thousand people in Sargon’s
day, around 2300 BCE, but a ghost town a century later.
Searching for explanations, the geologists on Weiss’s team
discovered from microscopic studies of sediments that the
amount of dust in the soil at Tell Leilan and neighboring sites
increased sharply just before 2200 BCE. Irrigation canals silted
up, probably because of declining rainfall, and people drifted
away.

A thousand miles away, in the Nile Valley, something was
also going wrong. In the story of Joseph the pharaoh relied on
dream interpreters to predict agricultural yields, but real
pharaohs had a device called the Nilometer, which measured
the river’s floods and gave advance warning of good and bad
harvests. Inscriptions recording some of its readings show that
floods fell sharply around 2200 BCE. Egypt, too, was getting
drier.

Back around 3800 BCE drier weather had propelled Uruk to
greatness and set off wars that unified Egypt, but in the more
complicated, interconnected world of the late third millennium
BCE, abandoning sites such as Tell Leilan also meant taking
away the business that Amorites and Asiatics depended on. It
would have been as if Joseph’s brothers had come down to
Egypt to buy grain but found no one home. They could have



gone back to Hebron and told their father he had to starve, or
they could have pushed farther into pharaoh’s land, trading or
working for food when they could, fighting for it or stealing it
when they could not.

Under other circumstances the Akkadian and Egyptian
militias might have slaughtered such nuisances (economic
migrants or criminals, depending on your point of view), but
by 2200 BCE these armed forces were themselves unraveling.
Some Mesopotamians saw their Akkadian kings as cruel
conquerors, and when the supposedly divine Sharkalisharri
failed to cope very well with the problems he faced in the
2190s BCE many priestly families stopped cooperating with
him. His armies melted away; generals proclaimed themselves
kings in their own right; and Amorite gangs took over entire
cities. In less than a decade the empire disintegrated. It was
every town for itself—as a Sumerian chronicler put it, “Who
then was king? Who was not king?”’

In Egypt tensions between court and aristocracy had also
been mounting, and King Pepy II, who had sat on the throne
for sixty years, proved unequal to the challenges. While his
courtiers schemed against him and one another, local elites
took matters into their own hands. By the time a coup set up a
new dynasty in Lower Egypt around 2160 BCE there were
dozens of independent lords and ungovernable Asiatic bands
rampaging around the countryside. Worse still, the high priests
of the great temple of Amen at Thebes in Upper Egypt took on
progressively grander titles, eventually sliding in and out of
civil war with the Lower Egyptian pharaoh.

By about 2150 BCE Egypt and Akkad had decomposed into
petty statelets, fighting outlaws and each other for shares of
the peasants’ shrinking output. Some warlords prospered but
the general tone of the few surviving texts is desperate. There
are also hints that the crisis reverberated beyond the core. It is
hard for archaeologists to tell when events in one region are
linked to those in another, and we should never underestimate
simple coincidence, but it i1s hard not to detect a broader
pattern in the fiery destruction of the biggest buildings in
Greece, the end of the Maltese temples, and the abandonment
of Spain’s coastal fortresses, all between 2200 and 2150 BCE.



The larger, more complex systems of the Western core
depended on regular flows of people, goods, and information,
and sudden changes—Ilike the drier weather at Tell Leilan or
Pepy’s senility—disrupted these. Disruptions such as the
drought and migrations after 2200 BCE did not have to produce
chaos, but they effectively rolled the dice of history. In the
short term, at least, anything could have happened. If Pepy had
had an adviser like Joseph he might have turned hard times to
his advantage; if Sharkalisharri had cut better deals with his
generals and priests his empire might have endured. Instead,
the main result in Mesopotamia was that the city of Ur
exploited Akkad’s collapse, carving out a new empire, smaller
than Akkad’s but better known to us because its compulsive
bureaucrats produced so many tax receipts. Forty thousand
have been published, and thousands more await study.

Shulgi, who took Ur’s throne in 2094 BCE, pronounced
himself a god and instituted a cult of personality. He even gave
Ur a new musical form, the “Shulgi Hymn,” praising his skill
at everything from singing to prophesy and making him sound
unnervingly like North Korea’s dictator-cum-movie director
Kim Jong Il. Yet despite Shulgi’s talents, within a few years of
his death in 2047 BCE his empire, too, imploded. In the 2030s
raiding became such a problem that Ur built a hundred-mile
wall to keep the Amorites out, but in 2028 cities started
pulling out of Ur’s tax system anyway, and state finances
collapsed around 2020. In a rerun of the fall of Akkad, famines
raged as some generals tried to requisition grain for Ur and
others declared themselves independent. “Hunger filled the
city like water,” says the Sumerian poem The Lamentation
over Ur. “Its people are as if surrounded by water, they gasp
for breath. Its king breathed heavily in his palace, all alone, its
people dropped their weapons ...” In 2004 BCE raiders sacked
Ur and carried its last king into slavery.

While Mesopotamia fell apart, however, Egypt came
together again. The Theban high priests of Upper Egypt, now
acting as kings in their own right, defeated their main rivals in
2056 BCE and mastered the whole Nile Valley in 2040. By
2000 BCE the Western core looked much like it had done a
thousand years earlier, with Egypt unified under a god-king



and Mesopotamia split into city-states under kings who were
at best merely godlike.

By this point, more than four thousand years ago, the
Western core’s dizzy, wild ride had already laid bare some of
the fundamental forces that drive social development. Social
development is not a gift or curse laid on humanity by Clarke’s
monolith or von Déaniken’s aliens; it is something we make
ourselves, just not in ways of our own choosing. As I
suggested in the introduction, the bottom line is that we are
lazy, greedy, and fearful, always looking for easier, more
profitable, or safer ways to do things. From the rise of Uruk to
the Theban reunification of Egypt, sloth, avarice, and/or fright
drove every upward nudge of social development. But people
cannot nudge things any way they like; each nudge builds on
all the earlier nudges. Social development is cumulative, a
matter of incremental steps that have to be taken in the right
order. The chiefs of Uruk around 3100 BCE could no more
have organized the kind of bureaucracy that Ur boasted under
Shulgi a millennium later than William the Conqueror could
have built computers in medieval England. As the Yankee
saying goes, you can’t get there from here. This cumulative
pattern also explains why increases in social development
keep speeding up: each innovation builds on earlier ones and
contributes to later ones, meaning that the higher social
development rises, the faster it can continue rising.

Yet the course of innovation never did run smooth.
Innovation means change, bringing joy and pain in equal
measures. Social development creates winners and losers, new
classes of rich and poor, new relations between men and
women and old and young. It even creates whole new cores
when the advantages of backwardness empower those who
had previously been marginal. Its growth depends on societies
becoming larger, more complicated, and harder to manage; the
higher it rises, the more threats to itself it creates. Hence the
paradox: social development creates the very forces that
undermine it. When these slip out of control-—and particularly
when a changing environment multiplies uncertainty—chaos,
ruin, and collapse may follow, as came to pass around 2200
BCE. And as we will see in the chapters that follow, the



paradox of social development largely explains why long-term
lock-in theories cannot be correct.

THE BAND OF BROTHERS

Despite the chaos that swept over the Western core after
2200 BCE, this was no Nightfall moment. The collapses after
2200 do not even register on the graph in Figure 4.2.* That
may understate the scale of the disruptions, but even so, one
thing is very clear: by 2000 BCE Western social development
was almost 50 percent higher than it had been in 3000 BCE.
Social development kept rising and Western societies got
bigger and more sophisticated.

The cores changed in other ways, too. No Mesopotamian
ruler ever again claimed to be a god after 2000 BCE, and even
in Egypt some of the shine came off the pharaohs. Second-
millennium-BCE statues and poetry portray pharaohs as more
warlike, world-weary, and disappointed than those of the third
millennium. And in what must be a related process, state
power contracted: although palaces and temples remained
important, more land and trade were now in private hands.

The most important reason why the disruptions did not set
the clock back, though, was that the core kept expanding
through the crises, drawing in peripheries that found new
advantages in their backwardness and pushed their way into
the core. From Iran to Crete people adapted Egyptian- and
Mesopotamian-style palaces and redistributive economies to
fluid, often-violent frontiers with rain-fed agriculture. On the
whole, frontier kings relied more on military power than those
in the irrigation-fed cores and made fewer claims to divinity; it
was perhaps hard to seem godlike when the rulers of Egypt
and Sumer looked so much grander.

Once again, rising social development changed the
meanings of geography. Access to a great river basin was
crucial for development in the third millennium BCE, but in the



second millennium living on the old core’s northern edge
became an even greater advantage. Herders in what is now
Ukraine had domesticated horses around 4000 BCE, and two
thousand years later horse tamers on the steppes of modern
Kazakhstan started yoking these powerful beasts to light, two-
wheeled chariots. A few steppe herders riding around in
chariots did not concern the core, but if someone with the
resources to pay for thousands of chariots got hold of them it
would be a different story. Chariots were not tanks, crashing
through enemy lines (the way directors of sword-and-sandals
movies like to portray them), but armies with masses of fast-
moving chariot-mounted archers could make old-fashioned
shoving matches between infantry obsolete.

Chariots’ advantages seem obvious, but armies that have
done well with one tactical system are often slow to adopt
another. Setting up a corps of well-trained charioteers would
throw the pecking order of all-infantry armies into chaos,
empowering a whole new elite, and though the evidence is
patchy, the Egyptians and Mesopotamians, with their
entrenched hierarchies, seem to have adopted the new battle
systems only sluggishly. New northern states such as the
mysterious Hurrians, who apparently migrated into northern
Mesopotamia and Syria from the Caucasus after 2200 BCE,
were more flexible. The Hurrians’ steppe connections gave
them easy access to the new weapons, and their looser social
structure probably raised fewer barriers to adoption. Neither
they nor the Kassites of western Iran, the Hittites of Anatolia,*
the Hyksos of modern Israel and Jordan, and the Mycenaeans
of Greece were as organized as Egypt or the Mesopotamian
city of Babylon, but for a while that did not matter, because
chariots gave these formerly peripheral peoples such an edge
in war-making that they could plunder or even take over their
older, richer neighbors. The Hyksos steadily moved into
Egypt, building their own city around 1720 BCE and seizing
the throne in 1674. In 1595 Hittites sacked Babylon, and soon
Kassites were taking over Mesopotamia’s cities. By 1500 BCE
the Hurrians had carved out a kingdom called Mittani and
Mycenaeans had conquered Crete (Figure 4.4).



These were turbulent times, but in the long run the
upheavals served only to enlarge the core, not to drive
development down. In Mesopotamia, the main upshot of the
enslavements, deportations, massacres, and dispossessions was
that northern immigrants replaced local rulers. In Egypt, where
Theban-led rebels kicked the Hyksos out in 1552 BCE, not
even that much changed. But by 1500 BCE new kingdoms had
taken shape around the northern fringe of the old core, their
development rising so quickly that they forced their way into
an enlarged version of that core. So tightly were the great
states now linked that historians call the next three hundred
years the International Age.

Trade boomed. Royal texts are full of it, and fourteenth-
century letters found at Amarna in Egypt show the kings of
Babylon, Egypt, and the newly powerful states of Assyria,
Mittani, and the Hittites jockeying for position, asking for
gifts, and marrying off princesses. They created a shared
diplomatic language and addressed one another as “brother.”
Second-tier rulers, excluded from the club of great powers,
they called “servants,” but rank could be renegotiated.
Ahhiyawa (probably Greece), for instance, was a borderline
great power. There are no Ahhiyawan letters in the Amarna
archive, but when a Hittite king listed “the kings who are
equal to me in rank” in a thirteenth-century treaty he named
“the king of Egypt, the king of Babylonia, the king of Assyria,
and the king of Ahhiyawa”—only to think better of it and
scratch Ahhiyawa off the list.
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Figure 4.4. The band of brothers: the Western core’s
International Age kingdoms as they stood around 1350 BCE,
after the Hittites and Mittani had gobbled up Kizzuwatna but
before the Hittites and Assyrians destroyed Mittani. The gray

areas in Sicily, Sardinia, and Italy show where Mycenaean
Greek pottery has been found.

The more the “brothers” had to do with one another, the
tougher their sibling rivalry got. The Hyksos invasion in the
eighteenth century BCE had traumatized the Egyptian elite,
shattering their sense that impassable deserts shielded them
from attack; determined to prevent any repeat, they upgraded
their rather ramshackle militias into a permanent army with
career officers and a modern chariot corps. By 1500 BCE they
had pushed up the Mediterranean coast into Syria, building
forts as they went.

An ancient arms race broke out by 1400 BCE and the devil
took the hindmost. Between 1350 and 1320 BCE the Hittites
and Assyrians swallowed up Mittani. Assyria intervened in a
Babylonian civil war, and by 1300 the Hittites had destroyed
Arzawa, another neighbor. Hittite and Egyptian kings waged a
deadly cold war, full of spies and covert operations, to control
Syria’s city-states. In 1274 BCE it turned hot, and the biggest



armies the world had yet seen—perhaps thirty thousand
infantry and five thousand chariots on each side—clashed at
Kadesh. Ramses II, the Egyptian pharoah, apparently
blundered into a trap. Since he was a god, this naturally
presented no problem, and in an account posted in no fewer
than seven temples, Ramses tells us that he went on a Rambo-
like rampage:

name for the Hittites], together with his great chiefs and all his brothers, as
well as all the chiefs of all the countries that had come with him, their
infantry and their chariotry falling on their faces one upon the other. His
Majesty slaughtered them in their places; they sprawled before his horses;
and his majesty was alone, none other with him.

The “vile Chief of Hatti,” says Ramses, then begged for
peace (as well he might).

Extracting military history from a god-king’s bombast is
tricky, but all our other evidence suggests that, contrary to his
boasts, Ramses barely escaped the Hittite ambush that day.
The Hittites kept advancing down the coast until 1258 BCE,
stopping only because they had picked new fights, one with
Assyria in the mountains of southeast Anatolia and another
with Greek adventurers on Anatolia’s west coast. Some
historians think that Homer’s [lliad, the Greek epic poem
written down five centuries later, dimly reflects a war in the
1220s BCE in which a Greek alliance besieged the Hittite
vassal city of Troy; and far to the southeast, an even more
terrible siege was under way, ending with Assyria sacking
Babylon in 1225 BCE.

These were savage struggles. Defeat could mean
annihilation—men slaughtered, women and children carried
into slavery, cities reduced to rubble and condemned to
oblivion. Everything, therefore, was sacrificed for victory.
More militarized elites emerged, far richer than their
predecessors, and their internal feuds took on a new edge.
Kings fortified their palaces or built themselves whole new
cities where the lower orders would not disturb their
tranquillity. Taxes and demands for forced labor rose sharply
and debt spiraled as aristocrats borrowed to finance lavish



lifestyles and peasants mortgaged harvests to stay alive. Kings
described themselves as their people’s shepherds but spent
more time fleecing their flocks than protecting them, fighting
to control labor and carrying off whole peoples to work on
their building projects. The Hebrews toiling on pharaoh’s
cities, distant descendants of Jacob’s sons who had migrated to
Egypt with such high hopes, are merely the best known of
these slave populations.

So it was that state power grew after 1500 BCE and the
Western core expanded with it. Pottery made in Greece has
been found around the shores of Sicily, Sardinia, and northern
Italy, suggesting that other, more valuable (but
archaeologically less visible) goods were moving long
distances too. Archaeologists diving off the Anatolian coast
have recovered astonishing snapshots of the mechanics of
trade. A ship wrecked at Uluburun around 1316 BCE, for
instance, was carrying enough copper and tin to make ten tons
of bronze, as well as ebony and ivory from tropical Africa,
cedar from Lebanon, glass from Syria, and weapons from
Greece and what 1s now Israel; in short, a little of everything
that might fetch a profit, probably gathered, a few objects at a
time, in every port along the ship’s route by a crew as mixed
as its cargo.

The shores of the Mediterranean Sea were being drawn into
the core. Rich graves containing bronze weapons suggest that
village chiefs were turning into kings in Sardinia and Sicily,
and texts reveal that young men left their villages on these
islands to seek their fortunes as mercenaries in the core’s wars.
Sardinians wound up in Babylon and even in what is now
Sudan, where Egyptian armies pushed south in search of gold,
smashing native states and building temples as they went. Still
farther afield, chiefs in Sweden were being buried with
chariots, the ultimate status symbols from the core, and were
putting other imported military hardware—particularly sharp
bronze swords—to deadly use.

As the Mediterranean turned into a new frontier, rising
social development once again changed what geography
meant. In the fourth millennium BCE the rise of irrigation and
cities had made the great river valleys in Egypt and



Mesopotamia into more valuable real estate than the old core
in the Hilly Flanks, and in the second millennium the
explosion of long-distance trade made access to the
Mediterranean’s broad waterways more valuable still. After
1500 BCE the turbulent Western core entered a whole new age
of expansion.

TEN THOUSAND GUO UNDER HEAVEN

Archaeologists often suffer from an affliction that I like to
call Egypt envy. No matter where we dig or what we dig up,
we always suspect we would find better things if we were
digging in Egypt. So it is a relief to know that Egypt envy
affects people in other walks of life too. In 1995 State
Councillor Song Jian, one of China’s top scientific
administrators, made an official visit to Egypt. He was not
happy when archaeologists told him that its antiquities were
older than China’s, so on returning to Beijing he launched the
Three Dynasties Chronology Project to look into the matter.
Four years and $2 million later, it announced its findings:
Egypt’s antiquities really are older than China’s. But now at
least we know exactly how much older.

As we saw in Chapter 2, agricultural lifestyles began
developing in the West around 9500 BCE, a good two thousand
years earlier than in China. By 4000 BCE farming had spread
into marginal areas such as Egypt and Mesopotamia, and when
the monsoons shifted southward after 3800 BCE these new
farmers created cities and states out of self-preservation. The
East had plenty of dry, marginal zones too, but farming had
barely touched them by 3800, So the arrival of cooler, drier
weather did not lead to the rise of cities and states. Instead, it
probably made life easier for villagers by making the warm,
wet Yangzi and Yellow river valleys a little drier and more
manageable. Hard as it is to imagine today, the Yellow River
valley was mostly subtropical forest around 4000 BCE;



elephants trumpeted down what are now the car-choked streets
of Beijing.

Instead of a transition to cities and states like Egypt and
Mesopotamia, fourth-millennium-BCE China saw steady,
unspectacular population growth. Forests were cleared and
new villages founded; old villages grew into towns. The better
people did at capturing energy, the more they multiplied and
the greater pressure they put on themselves; so, like
Westerners, they tinkered and experimented, finding new ways
to squeeze more from the soil, to organize themselves more
effectively, and to grab what they wanted from others. Thick
fortifications of pounded earth sprouted around the bigger
sites, suggesting conflict, and some settlements were laid out
in more organized ways, suggesting community-level
planning. Houses got bigger and we find more objects in them,
pointing to slowly rising standards of living; but differences
between houses also increased, perhaps meaning that richer
peasants were distinguishing themselves from their neighbors.
Some archaeologists think that the distribution of tools within
houses reveals emerging gender distinctions too. In a few
places, notably Shandong (Figure 4.5), some people—mostly
men—rfound their last resting place in big graves with more
offerings than others, and a few even had elaborate carved jade
ornaments.

Beautiful as these jades can be, it must still be hard for
archaeologists excavating Chinese sites of around 2500 BCE to
avoid the odd pang of Egypt envy. They find no Great
Pyramids or royal inscriptions. Their discoveries in fact look
more like what archaeologists find on sites in the Western core
that date around 4000 BCE, shortly before the first cities and
states emerged. The East was moving along a path like the
West’s, but at least fifteen hundred years behind; and, staying
on schedule, between 2500 and 2000 BCE the East went
through transformations rather like those the West had seen
between 4000 and 3500 BCE.
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Figure 4.5. The expansion of the Eastern core, 3500—-1000
BCE: sites mentioned in this chapter

All along the great river valleys the pace of change
accelerated, but an interesting pattern emerged. The fastest
changes came not on the broadest plains with the richest soils
but in cramped spaces, where it was hard for people to run
away and find new homes if they lost struggles for resources
within villages or wars between them. On one of Shandong’s
small plains, for instance, archaeologists found a new
settlement pattern taking shape between 2500 and 2000 BCE. A
single large town grew up, with perhaps five thousand
residents, surrounded by smaller satellite towns, which had
their own smaller satellite villages. Surveys around Susa in
southwest Iran found a similar pattern there some fifteen
hundred years earlier; this, perhaps, is the way things always
go when one community wins political control.



To judge from the lavish send-offs some men got in their
funerals, genuine kings may have been clawing their way up
the greasy pole in Shandong after 2500 BCE. A few graves
contain truly spectacular jades and one has a turquoise
headdress that looks a lot like a crown. The most remarkable
find, though, is a humble potsherd from Dinggong. When this
apparently unremarkable fragment of gray pottery initially
came out of the ground the excavators just tossed it in a bucket
with their other finds, but when they cleaned it back at the lab
they found eleven symbols, related to yet different from later
Chinese scripts, scratched on its surface. Is this, the excavators
asked, the tip of an iceberg of widespread writing on
perishable materials? Did Shandong’s kings have bureaucrats
managing their affairs, like the rulers of Uruk in Mesopotamia
a thousand years earlier? Maybe; but other archaeologists,
pointing to the unusual way the inscription was identified,
wonder whether it has been wrongly dated or is even a fake.
Only further discoveries will clear this up. Yet writing or no,
whoever ran the Shandong communities was certainly
powerful. By 2200 BCE human sacrifices were common and
some graves received ancestor worship.

Who were these top people? Taosi, a site four hundred miles
away in the Fen River valley, may provide some clues. This is
the biggest settlement known from these times, with perhaps
ten thousand inhabitants. A huge pounded-earth platform may
have supported one of China’s first palaces, though the only
direct evidence is a decorated fragment of a destroyed wall
found in a pit. (I will return to this in a moment.)

Thousands of burials have been excavated at Taosi, and
these hint at a steep social hierarchy. Nearly nine out of every
ten graves were small, with just a few offerings. Roughly one
in ten was bigger, but about one in a hundred (always male)
was enormous. Some of the giant graves held two hundred
offerings, including vases painted with dragons, jade
ornaments, and entire pigs, sacrificed but not eaten. In a
striking parallel to Jiahu, the prehistoric cemetery discussed in
Chapter 2, the very richest graves contained musical
instruments: clay or wood drums with crocodile skins, large
stone chimes, and an odd-looking copper bell.



When I talked about Jiahu in Chapter 2, I mentioned the
archaeologist Kwang-chih Chang’s theory that Eastern kings
developed from prehistoric shamans who used alcohol, music,
and repetitive rituals to convince themselves (and others) that
they traveled to spirit worlds and talked to ancestors and gods.
Jiahu had not been excavated when Chang developed this idea,
and he could trace evidence only back to about 3500 BCE; but
pointing to Taosi and similar sites, he suggested that it was
between 2500 and 2000 BCE that ancient China’s religious and
royal symbols crystallized. About two thousand years later the
Rites of Zhou, a Confucian handbook on ceremonies, would
still list all the instrument types found in the Taosi graves as
appropriate for elite rituals.

Chang believed that other literature produced around the
same time as the Rites of Zhou also reveals memories of the
period before 2000 BCE. One of the most significant, if also
most cryptic, passages may come in the Springs and Autumns
of Mr. Lii,* a survey of useful knowledge compiled in 239 BCE
by one Lii Buwei, chief minister of the state of Qin. Li
pronounced, “The Way of Heaven is round; the Way of Earth
is square. The sage kings took this as their model.” The sage
kings were said to be descendants of the high god Di, and the
last of these sage kings, Yu, was supposed to have saved
mankind by digging drainage ditches when the Yellow River
flooded. “But for Yu,” another text said, “we should have been
fishes.” The grateful people made Yu their king, the story runs,
and he founded China’s first fully human dynasty, the Xia.

Li Buwei believed in his book’s accuracy, reportedly
suspending a thousand pieces of gold above it outside his
city’s main market and offering the money to anyone who
could show that he needed to add or remove a single word.
(Fortunately, publishers no longer require this of authors.) But
despite Lii’s touching faith, King Yu sounds about as credible
as Noah, the West’s version of a blameless man who saved
humanity from floods. Most historians think the sage kings
were entirely fictional. Kwang-chih Chang, though, suggested
that Lii’s book preserved genuine, albeit distorted, information
about the late third millennium BCE, the age when something
resembling kingship was taking shape in the East.



Chang saw a link between Lii’s story that the sage kings
took the roundness of heaven and squareness of earth as their
model and the cong, a type of jade vessel that appeared in rich
graves in the Yangzi Delta region around 2500 BCE then spread
to Taosi and other sites. A cong is a square block of jade with
a cylindrical opening drilled through it, the circle and square
expressing the union of heaven and earth. The circle-square
remained a potent emblem of royal power until the fall of
China’s last dynasty in 1912 ck. If you brave the crowds at the
Forbidden City in Beijing and peer into the dark interiors of
the palaces, you will see the same symbols—square throne
base, round ceiling—repeated over and over again.

Perhaps, Chang suggested, memories of ancient priest-
kings, men who claimed to move between this and the spirit
world and used cong to symbolize their power, survived into
Li’s day. Chang called the years 2500-2000 BCE “the Age of
Jade Cong, the period when shamanism and politics joined
forces and when an elite class based on its shamanistic
monopoly came into being.” The most spectacular cong were
surely royal treasures; the biggest example, engraved with
images of spirits and animals, has been dubbed by
archaeologists (whose humor is nothing if not predictable) the
King Cong.

If Chang was right, religious specialists turned themselves
into a ruling elite between 2500 and 2000 BCE, much as they
had done in Mesopotamia a thousand-plus years earlier, with
jade, music, and temples on beaten-earth platforms as
amplifiers for their messages to the gods. One site even had a
shrine (admittedly small, just twenty feet across, and only on a
low platform) shaped like a cong.

By 2300 BCE Taosi looked like an Uruk in the making,
complete with palaces, platforms, and chiefs on their way to
becoming godlike. And then, suddenly, it didn’t. The elite
compound was destroyed, which is why the only trace of a
palace is the fragment of a painted wall found in a garbage pit
that I mentioned earlier. Forty skeletons, some dismembered
or with weapons stuck in them, were dumped in a ditch where
the palace had stood, and some of the biggest graves in the



cemetery were looted. Taosi shrank to half its previous size
and a big new town grew up just a few miles away.

One of the frustrating things about archaeology is that we
often see the results of what people did but not the causes. We
can spin yarns (Barbarians burn Taosi! Civil war destroys
Taosi! Internal feuds tear Taosi in two! New neighbor sacks
Taosi! And so on.) but can rarely tell which is true. In this
case, the best we can do is to observe that the fall of Taosi was
part of a larger process. By 2000 BCE the biggest sites in
Shandong had also been abandoned and population was falling
across northern China—at just the same time, of course, that
drought, famine, and political collapse were racking Egypt and
Mesopotamia. Could climate change have brought on an Old
World—wide crisis?

If Taosi had recorded flood levels with a Yellow
Riverometer like Egypt’s Nilometer, or if Chinese
archaeologists had done micromorphological studies like those
at Tell Leilan in Syria, we might be able to say, but these kinds
of evidence do not exist. We might scour the literary accounts
written two thousand years after these events for information,
though as with the stories about sage kings, we cannot tell how
much their authors really knew about such early times.

“During_the reign of Yu,” the Springs and Autumns of Mr.
Lii says, “there were ten thousand guo under heaven.”
Translating guo as “chiefdom,” a small political unit based on
a walled town, many archaeologists think this is quite a good
description of the Yellow River valley between 2500 and 2000
BCE. Some scholars go on to argue that there really was a King
Yu, who ended the age of ten thousand guo and imposed the
rule of a Xia dynasty on them. The literary sources even
provide a climatic cause, though instead of a Mesopotamian-
style dust bowl they speak of torrential rain in nine out of ten
years, which was why Yu needed to drain the Yellow River
valley. Something like this certainly could have happened;
until two decades ago, when the Yellow River started running
dry in places, people regularly called it “China’s sorrow”
because it flooded most years and changed course on average
once each century, ruining or killing peasants by the
thousands.



Maybe the story of Yu is based on a real catastrophe around
2000 BCE. Or maybe it is just a folktale. We simply don’t
know. Once again, though, while the causes of change are
obscure, its consequences are clear. While the towns of
Shandong and the Fen Valley bounced back by 2000 BCE
(Taosi even got a monumental platform twenty feet tall and
two hundred feet across), the advantages of backwardness—so
important in Western history—now kicked in, and even more
impressive monuments began filling a former backwater, the
Yiluo Valley.

We do not have enough evidence to know why, but the
Yiluoans did not simply copy Taosi. Instead they created a
whole new architectural style, replacing the big buildings that
were easy to see and approach from every angle, which had
been customary for a thousand years in northern China, with
closed-in palaces, their courtyards surrounded by roofed
corridors with only a few points of entry. They then tucked the
palaces away behind tall rammed-earth walls. Interpreting
architecture is a tricky business, but the Yiluo style may mean
that relationships between rulers and ruled mutated in new and
perhaps more hierarchical directions as priestly leadership
spread to the fluid frontier in the Yiluo Valley.

We might think of this as the East’s Uruk moment, when
one community left all rivals behind and turned itself into a
state with rulers who could use force to impose their decisions
on and raise taxes from their subjects. That community was
Erlitou, which exploded into a true city with 25,000 residents
between 1900 and 1700 BCE. Many Chinese archaeologists
believe Erlitou was the capital of the Xia dynasty said to have
been established by the sage king Yu. Non-Chinese scholars
on the whole disagree, pointing out that the literary references
to the Xia only begin a thousand years after Erlitou was
abandoned. Perhaps, they suggest, the Xia—along with King
Yu—were made up. These critics accuse Chinese scholars of
at best being gullible about mythology and at worst of
peddling propaganda, bolstering modern China’s national
identity by pushing its origins as far into antiquity as possible.
Not surprisingly, these arguments get nasty.



The debate is mostly beside the point for the questions we
are discussing here, but we cannot avoid it completely. For my
own part, I tend to suspect that there really was a Xia dynasty,
and that Erlitou was its capital, even if the stories about Yu are
largely folktales. As we will see in the next section, whenever
we can check them, it’s clear that later Chinese historians did
rather well at transmitting names; I just cannot imagine Yu and
the Xia being invented out of whole cloth.

Whatever the truth, though, Yu, the Xia, or whoever ruled
Erlitou could command labor on a whole new scale, building a
string of palaces and perhaps an ancestral temple on stamped-
earth platforms in the new, closed-in style. One platform,
supporting Palace I, must have taken something like a hundred
thousand workdays to complete. A quarter of a mile from it
archaeologists found slag, crucibles, and molds from bronze
casting strewn across two acres. Copper had been known since
3000 BCE, but long remained a novelty item, used mostly for
trinkets. When Erlitou was established around 1900 BCE,
bronze weapons were still rare, and stone, bone, and shell
remained normal for agricultural tools well into the first
millennium BCE. The Erlitou foundry thus represented a
quantum leap over earlier craft activity. It churned out
weapons and craftsmen’s tools, which must have helped with
the city’s success, but also produced remarkable ritual objects
—bells like the earlier example from Taosi; plaques with
inlaid turquoise eyes, animals, and horns; and ritual vessels a
foot or more in diameter. The shapes invented at Erlitou (jia
tripods, ding cauldrons, jue pouring cups, he pitchers for
heating wine) became the East’s ultimate amplifiers for
religious messages, displacing jade cong and dominating
rituals for the next thousand years.

These great vessels have been found only at Erlitou, and if
Chang was right that royal power flowed from the king’s claim
to stand at the junction of this and supernatural worlds, bronze
ritual vessels were probably as important to Erlitou’s power as
bronze swords. The king of Erlitou had the loudest amplifier;
lords of lesser guo might have concluded that it made sense to
cooperate with the man the spirits could hear best.



For the king, though, bronze vessels must have been a
headache as well as a tool. They were hugely expensive,
requiring armies of craftsmen and ton upon ton of copper, tin,
and fuel—all in short supply in the Yiluo Valley. In addition to
carving out a small kingdom (guessing from the pattern of
settlements, some archaeologists estimate that it covered about
two thousand square miles), Erlitou may have sent out
colonists to grab raw materials. Dongxiafeng, for instance, set
in copper-rich hills a hundred miles west of Erlitou, has
Erlitou-type pottery and great mounds of debris from copper
smelting, but no palaces, rich graves, or molds for casting
vessels, let alone the vessels themselves. The archaeologists
may just have dug in the wrong places, but they have been
looking there a long time; most likely copper was mined and
refined at Dongxiafeng then sent back to Erlitou—the East’s
first colonial regime.

ANCESTOR-IN-CHIEF

Backwardness may have advantages, but it has
disadvantages too, not least that as soon as a periphery forces
its way into an older core it finds itself confronting new
peripheries similarly intent on forcing their way in. Erlitou
was the most dazzling city in the East by 1650 BCE, its temples
gleaming with bronze cauldrons and echoing with chimes and
bells, but a mere day’s walk beyond the Yellow River would
have taken an adventurous urbanite into a violent world of
fortresses and feuding chiefs. Two skeletons found in a pit just
forty miles from the big city show unmistakable signs of
scalping.

Relations between Erlitou and this wild frontier may have
been rather like those between Mesopotamia’s Akkadian
Empire and the Amorites, with trading and raiding profitable
to both parties—until something upset the balance. The upset
in the East shows up in the form of a fortress called Yanshi,
built around 1600 BCE just five miles from Erlitou. Later



literary sources say that around this time a new group, the
Shang, overthrew the Xia dynasty. The earliest finds from
Yanshi combine Erlitou styles of material with traditions from
north of the Yellow River, and most Chinese archaeologists
(and this time many non-Chinese too) think the Shang crossed
the Yellow River around 1600 BCE, defeated Erlitou, and built
Yanshi to dominate their humbled but more sophisticated foes.
Yanshi bloomed into a great city as Erlitou declined, until
around 1500 BCE the Shang kings, perhaps deciding that they
did not need to watch their former enemies quite so closely,
moved fifty miles east to a new city at Zhengzhou.

Anything Erlitou could do, it seems, Zhengzhou could do
better, or at least bigger. Zhengzhou had an inner city about
the same size as Erlitou but also an entire square mile of
suburbs with their own enormous stamped-earth wall. By one
estimate this would have taken ten thousand laborers eight
years to build. “They tilted in the earth with a rattling,” a later
poem says of the construction of such a wall, “They pounded
it with a dull thud. / They beat the walls with a loud clang, /
they pared and chiseled them with a faint ping-ping.”
Zhengzhou must have reverberated with rattles, thuds, clangs,
and ping-pings. The city also needed not one but several
bronze foundries, just one of which left an eight-acre waste
dump. Zhengzhou’s ritual vessels continued Erlitou traditions
but, naturally, were grander. One bronze cauldron buried in a
hurry around 1300 BCE (perhaps during an attack) was three
feet tall and weighed two hundred pounds.

Zhengzhou also expanded Erlitou’s colonialism. Four
hundred miles away, beyond the Yangzi River, miners tore up
the valleys of Tongling in search of copper, burrowing a
hundred plank-lined shafts into the rock, disfiguring the
landscape with 300,000 tons of slag. The objects they left
behind (so well preserved that archaeologists have even found
their wood and bamboo tools and reed sleeping mats) are just
like those from the Shang capital. When Uruk-style material
culture had expanded through Mesopotamia after 3500 BCE,
some sites looked like they were cloned from Uruk itself, right
down to their street plans; likewise, Shang colonists built a
kind of miniature Zhengzhou, complete with palaces, rich



burials, and bronze ritual vessels in fully developed Shang
style at Panlongcheng, astride the easiest route from Tongling
to the Shang heartland.

Only around 1250 BCE, though, do the Shang really come
alive for us. According to legend, in 1899 (cCE, that is) a
relative of Wang Qirong, director of the Imperial Academy in
Beijing, caught malaria and sent a servant to buy decayed
turtle shell, a traditional Chinese remedy.* Wang’s sick
relative was an educated man, and when he saw a row of
symbols scratched on the shell his servant brought home he
guessed that they were an ancient version of Chinese. He sent
the shell to Wang for a second opinion, and Wang guessed that
the inscription dated back to the Shang dynasty.

Buying more shells, Wang made rapid progress on
decipherment, but not rapid enough. In summer 1900 popular
anger against Westerners erupted in the Boxer Rebellion. The
dowager empress backed the rebels and put imperial officials,
including Wang, in charge of militia bands. The Boxers
besieged the foreign embassy compound, but twenty thousand
alien troops—Japanese, Russian, British, American, and
French—descended on Beijing. Swept up in the disaster, his
life in ruins, Wang, his wife, and his daughter-in-law poisoned
themselves and jumped down a well.

Wang’s inscribed bones came into the hands of an old
friend. Within a decade he, too, was dead, after disgrace and
exile to China’s desolate west, but in 1903 he managed to
publish the inscriptions as a book. It set off bone frenzy.
Foreign and indigenous scholars scrambled to buy up turtle
shells; one was offering three ounces of silver per inscribed
word, at a time when laborers in Beijing were earning just one
sixth of an ounce per day. The bad news was that this set off a
rash of illicit digging, with armed gangs shooting it out in
potato fields over fragments of ancient turtle shells. The good
news, though, was extraordinary. Not only had Wang been
right that these burned shells and bones were China’s oldest
texts; but they also turned out to name kings who matched
exactly those listed by the first-century-BCE historian Sima
Qian as the last rulers of the Shang dynasty.



Antiquities dealers tried to keep the source of the bones
secret, but soon everyone knew they came from the village of
Anyang, and in 1928 the Chinese government launched its
first official archaeological excavation there. Unfortunately, it
immediately ran into the same problems as the Peking Man
excavations at Zhoukoudian. Warlords and bandits fought
across the neighborhood; tomb robbers with homemade pistols
had firefights with police; and the Japanese army closed in.
The biggest-ever find of inscriptions, a pit containing
seventeen thousand bones, was made just an hour before the
1936 excavation season was due to end. Archaeologists
struggled for an additional four days and nights to get the
artifacts out of the ground, knowing they might never be able
to return. Most of their finds disappeared during the decade of
war that followed, but the bronze vessels and inscriptions
made it to Taiwan after the 1949 Communist takeover. And it
was all worthwhile; the Anyang excavations transformed early
Chinese history.

The excavations showed that Anyang was the final Shang
capital, established around 1300 BCE. Its walled settlement,
located only in 1997, covered nearly three square miles, but
like Zhengzhou it was dwarfed by its suburbs. Temples,
cemeteries, and bronze foundries sprawled across another
dozen square miles, an area one-third the size of Manhattan.
One foundry, excavated in 2004, covered ten acres, but at the
core of this ritual landscape, dominating what was recorded in
the inscriptions, was a different activity: the kings’ efforts to
cajole their ancestors into helping them.

The excavated inscriptions begin in the long reign of King
Wuding (1250-1192 BCE), and from the information they
contain we can piece together the rituals that produced them.
The king would put questions to his ancestors, summoning
their spirits from their great tombs on the other side of the
river that ran through Anyang. Pressing a heated stick against
a shell or bone, he would interpret the cracks it produced, and
specialists would inscribe the results on the “oracle bone.”

The rites made Wuding ancestor-in-chief, hosting parties for
spirits of recently dead kings and corralling them into hosting
their own ancestors, who in turn—for really serious matters—



would host all the spirits on up to Di, the high god. The idea
that the silent turtle could make the ancestors’ voices heard
perhaps went back six thousand years to sites like Jiahu,
discussed in Chapter 2, but the Shang kings of course made it
bigger and better. Archacologists have found more than
200,000 oracle bones at Anyang, and David Keightley, the
leading Western scholar of the inscriptions, calculates some 2
million to 4 million were originally made, consuming a
hundred thousand turtles and oxen. The rituals also involved
binge drinking, perhaps to put the king and diviners into the
right frame of mind for talking to spirits.

Shang kings tried to get on the right side of the spirits with
spectacular funerals to mark their predecessors’ transition to
ancestorhood. Eight royal tombs have been found, one for
each king from 1300 through 1076 BCE, with an unfinished
ninth for D1 Xin, still on the throne when the dynasty fell in
1046. All were looted, but the cemeteries are still
overwhelming—mnot so much for the few thousand tons of
earth moved for each tomb, which were paltry by Egyptian
standards, but for the real Shang funeral specialty: violence.

Ancient Chinese literature speaks of people “following in
death” at elite funerals, but nothing prepared the Anyang
excavators for what they found. Tomb 1001, probably
Wuding’s resting place, contained about two hundred corpses
—9 at the bottom of the shaft, each in its own pit with a dead
dog and a deliberately broken bronze blade; 11 more on a
ledge around the shaft; between 73 and 136 (it’s hard to tell
from the hacked-up body parts) scattered on ramps into the
tomb; and 80 more on the surface next to the grave. About five
thousand sacrificial pits have been identified around the
tombs, typically holding several murdered humans (mostly
men, some with their joints worn down by hard labor) and
animals (from birds to elephants). Nor did the doomed go
quietly. Some were beheaded; others had limbs chopped off or
were severed at the waist; others still were found bound and
contorted, surely buried alive.

The numbers are staggering. The oracle bones mention
13,052 ritual killings, and if Keightley is right that we have
found only 5-10 percent of the inscriptions, in all a quarter of



a million people may have perished. Averaged out, that would
be four or five per day, every day, for 150 years. In reality,
though, they were bunched around big funerals in great orgies
of hacking, screaming, and dying, when the cemeteries
literally ran with blood. Nearly three thousand years later,
Aztec kings in Mexico waged wars specifically to take
prisoners to feed their bloodthirsty god Quetzalcoatl; the
Shang may have done the same for their ancestors, particularly
against people they called the Qiang, more than seven
thousand of whom are listed as victims in the oracle bones.

Wuding and his colleagues, like great kings in the West,
talked to spirits in another world while dealing death in this
one. It was the combination of worship and war that made
them kings, and the funerals that turned kings into ancestors
were full of martial symbolism. Even after being plundered,
tomb 1004 (perhaps for King Lin Xin, who died around 1160
BCE) still contained 731 spearheads, 69 axes, and 141 helmets;
and when Wuding spoke directly to the high god Di, it was
usually about fighting. “Crackmaking on day forty-one, Zheng
divined,” says a typical oracle bone. “If we attack the Mafang,
Di will confer assistance on us.”

By Western standards Shang armies were small. The largest
mentioned in the oracle bones is ten thousand men, just a third
the size of Ramses’ army at Kadesh. Place-names in the
inscriptions also suggest that Wuding directly administered
quite a small stretch of the Yellow River, plus a few far-flung
colonies such as Panlongcheng. He apparently ran not an
integrated, tax-paying, bureaucratically managed state like
Egypt, but a looser group of allies who sent tribute to Anyang
—cattle, white horses, bones and shells for divining, and even
humans for sacrifice.

Sima Qian, the first-century-BCE historian who listed the
Shang kings, made early Chinese history sound simple. After
the sage kings, culminating in Yu the ditch digger, came the
Xia, then the Shang, and then the Zhou (the three dynasties of
the Three Dynasties Chronology Project). From them China
developed, and nothing else was worth mentioning. But while
archaeology has shown that Erlitou and Anyang were indeed
peerless in their age, it has also shown that Sima Qian’s



account oversimplified things. Like the Egyptians and
Babylonians, the Xia and Shang had to deal with dozens of
neighboring states.

Archaeologists are just beginning to unearth these other
states’ impressive remains, especially in southern and eastern
China. As recently as 1986 we had little idea that a rich
kingdom had flourished around 1200 BCE far up the Yangzi
River in Sichuan; but then archaeologists found two pits
stuffed with treasures at Sanxingdui. There were dozens of
bronze bells, a couple of six-foot-high statues of men with
crowns and huge, staring eyes, and elaborate bronze “spirit
trees” twice that height, their branches full of delicate metal
fruit, leaves, and birds. The excavators had stumbled onto a
lost kingdom, and in 2001 a major city came to light in nearby
Jinsha. By some estimates, half of all the house and highway
construction in the world in the 2010s and 2020s will happen
in China, and there 1s no telling what the salvage
archaeologists, racing to stay one step ahead of the backhoes,
will turn up next.

We find it easy to think of the Hittites, Assyrians, and
Egyptians as distinct peoples, because ancient texts preserve
their different languages and we are used to the West being
divided into multiple national states. In the East, though, Sima
Qian’s story line that Chineseness began with the Xia and
radiated outward makes it all too tempting to imagine these
early states, which nowadays lie within a single modern
nation, as “always” being Chinese. In reality, ancient East and
West probably had rather similar networks of jostling states,
sharing some beliefs, practices, and cultural forms while
differing in others. They traded, fought, competed, and
expanded. As our evidence accumulates, the processes through
which social development rose in the ancient East and West
are coming to look more and more similar. Perhaps there was
once a wooden hall at Anyang holding letters on silk and
bamboo like the inscribed clay tablets at Amarna in Egypt,
recording diplomatic correspondence with foreign rulers who
spoke alien tongues. The king of Jinsha may have called
Wuding his “brother” as they exchanged thoughts on whether
to treat the rulers of Shandong as equals; and maybe Wuding



even arranged to send some unsuspecting Shang princess as a
bride to a petty court on the Yangzi, there to swelter and bear
children far from her family and loved ones. We will never
know.

THINGS FALL APART

I would like to bring von Déniken’s spacemen back into
the story once more. Even if the collapse of Egypt and
Mesopotamia after 2200 BCE had taken the aliens by surprise,
as 1 suggested earlier, they would have felt nothing but
satisfaction had they brought their flying saucer back to orbit
the world of Wuding and Ramses II around 1250 BCE. This
time their work really did seem to be done. Western social
development had reached twenty-four points on the index,
nearly three times where it stood in 5000 BCE.

The average Egyptian or Mesopotamian harnessed probably
20,000 kilocalories per day, as compared to 8,000 around 5000
BCE, and the biggest cities, such as Thebes in Egypt or
Babylon, had maybe eighty thousand residents. There were
thousands of literate scribes and burgeoning libraries. The
greatest armies could muster five thousand chariots, and it
would have been a fair guess that one state (maybe Egypt, or
perhaps the Hittites) would soon create a core-wide empire.
New states, with their own palaces, temples, and godlike
kings, would develop in Italy, Spain, and beyond; then the
empire in the core would swallow these, too, until one great
realm filled the map in Figure 4.3. The East would continue
tracking Western developments a millennium or two behind. It
would probably go through disruptions like the West’s, and the
West would probably face more upsets too; but like the earlier
episodes, these would barely slow the rising tide of social
development. The West would retain its lead, figure out fossil
fuels within a couple of thousand years, and go on to global
rule.



So when nearly every major city in the Western core, from
Greece to what we now call the Gaza Strip, went up in flames
around 1200 BCE, the aliens would have assumed it was
another disruption like 2200 or 1750 BCE—a big one, to be
sure, but nothing to worry about in the long term. Even when
disaster engulfed the palaces so suddenly that their scribes
barely had time to record it, the aliens would lose no sleep.

An unusual clay tablet from around 1200 BCE found in the
ruined palace at Pylos in Greece opens with the ominous line
“the watchers are guarding the coasts”; another from the same
site, written in evident haste, seems to be describing human
sacrifices meant to forestall an emergency, but then trails off,
unfinished. At Ugarit, a rich trading city on the Syrian coast,
archaeologists found a batch of clay letters lying in a kiln
where scribes had intended to dry them before they were filed.
Ugarit was sacked before anyone could come back and get the
texts. These letters from the city’