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I ••• U~freezing the Ice Age 

In Jnd out of iiail'IS: the pr?~eaiz possibiliiies of 
I - . human poltttcs . 
I . - . 

I 
I 

fr-----' 

Most societies im.agine a mythi~ . age of creatig~~~ Once u~on a tim 

_ the· story goes~ the world was·-different: fish ~nd birds could _t~lk, a~~ 
mals could turn into humans and_huin,~l!S }nt~ anim~Is. It was possible, 

- in st_Jch·a time, for thiJ!gs to come i~to bei_ng t!1a! w~r~ entirely__new, in 

··a way that cannot ~eally happen anr.-111:or~( fire;., ~r-coC>king, or the 

- · institution of marri~ge, or the keeping Qf p_ets::·In th~se·--_Iesser.days, we 

· are .;educed to end~es~ly repeating the :gr~at g~sture~ : of that time: 

_ -lighti*g our y~n pa_rticular £.res__, arrangi!)g o~! :9'Y~ · p-articular ~ar­

riages, feeding our part~<;ular.peis_.:.. :Vithoui ~Ver.being· ~ble (0 change 

the world jn quite_ the.sani~ --way~ . ·.: - -~-: t·- - ·.: ·;·>:·:· ~ '_:~ ~ 
. In some _ways, accounts of ;human origins' play_ a:_§imilar_role for us 

today as.myth did for ~ncient 9reeks or Polynesians: ~r-the J?reamtime 

for indigenou~· Australians: T~kis ~~t to cast_ aspefsio'ns '6ri' the scien­

tific rigour or value of these accoiui'ts~ It is:siriiply_ to observe· that the 

two fulfil somewhat si~ila~ functions. ·If we think o~ a scale 9£, say, the 

· . last 3 million years, there actually was an age i_n which the lines between 

(what we today think of as) human and ·animal were still indistinct; and 

when someone, after all, did hav~ t~_light a fire, cook ·a meal or perform 

a marriage ceremony for the first time. W~ kriow diese things happe~ed. 

Still, we really don't know how. It is very difficult to resist the tempta· 

tion to make up.stories about what might hav~ happened: stories which 

necessarily reflect our own fears, desires, obsessi~ns and concerns. As a 

result, such distant times can become a vast c~nvas for the working out 

of our collective fantasies. . -_ . _ . · 

This canvas ·_ of human prehistory- is distinctively modern. The 

renowned theorist of culture W. J. _ T. Mitchell once reiyarked that 
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dinosaurs are the quintessential modernist animal, since in Shake­
speare's time ~o one knew such creat~r~s had ever existed. In a similar 
way, until qmte recently most Chnst1ans assumed anything worth 
knowing about early humans could be found in the Book of Genesis. 
Up until the early year~ of the ~ineteen~h century, '~en of letters' _ . 
scientists included - still largely assumed that the universe did not 
even exist prior to late October, 4004 Be; and that all humans spoke 
the same language {Hebrew) until the dispersal of humanity, after the 
fall of the Tower of Babel ~ixteen centuries later.1 . - _ 

At that tim~ t~ere was as yet no 'prehisto~y'. There was only his-_ 
tory, even if some of that ~story was wildly wrong. The t erm 'prehist~ry'-
only came into·common use after ~he dtscoveries at Brixham Cave in_ 
Devon in r 8 5 8, when stone:axes~ which eou:ld_ only. have -been fash­
ioned by humans, were _fo~1:1d alongside rem-~ins ~f-cave bear~ wooily 
rhinoc~ros and oth~r extin~t sp~cies; all -together under a s~al~d casi.ng . _ _ 
of rock. This, and.s~bsequ~r t~rdiae-oiogical fi~dings, -_sparf ed a com- _ 
plete rethiclcirig of ·existing~ ~yrderice.~5uctdenly, 'th~ -bottom dropped 
out of human history:'2 -- --- i.-- --: ;·-:- -· - 0 ~- - - "-_ .-. ," • ··-_-: - • • ; .:. -- - -: 

The proble~ is th~t ~~:hlit; ry~ t~rji{-~ut:t~-b~ ait e~ ~eU:el~ -l_ong 
period of time: moi;e-t:hg.n ·f miJlto~ years,:""'during .w,hic4, ~e know. our 

. ancestors were, at least_~orriedmes;~~~ii}ist:6ne .tq.pls: Fo~ m_ci&t 9f_ this _ 
perio_d; -evidence is --~xtre_mely~liriiitea;- Th~re ;{e _: phases· oJ literally_ 
thousands of years fo~ which the_only: eviclen~e of hominin activity we - . . 
possess ·is a .sfngle tooth; and perhaps-a-handful of pieces of shaped _ 

. flint. While the technology we aiecapable of bringing to bear on such . 
remote pe;iods. impr"oves dramatically each detade, there's-only so 
much you ,an do: with. sparse material.. ·As a result, it's difficult to 
resist the temptation to fill-in the gaps, to claim we know more thari 
we really do·. :When scientists do this the results often bear a suspi­
cious resemblance to those· very biblical.narratives modern science is 
supposed to have cast aside. - . · . - , _ · . . · - : · -

Let's take just one example. Back in the 1980s, there was a grea~ 
de~l of buzz about a 'mitochondrial Eve_'·, the putative common ances­
tor of our entire species; Granted, no one was claiming to have actually 
found the physical remains o(such-an ancestor; but sequencin~ the 
DNA in mitochondria - the tiny ':ell-motors-. we inherit from our 
rnothers·~ demonstrated that such-an Eve ·must have exi~ted, perhaps 
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as re~endy as 1 20,000 years _ago. And while no one-irna . 
ever find Eve herself, the discovery of a variety of othe fgJn~d \Ve•d 
rescued from the East African Rift Valley (a natural 'pre r ossl} skull 

. . . . . . servatio s for Palaeohthic remams, long smce swept to oblivion in n trap• 
'd . rnore ex settings) seemed to provi e ~ suggestion as to what Ev . Posed 

. . . . e tnight h looked like and where she ~ught have lived. While scient' a\'e 
. . ists COnf 

debating the ins and outs, popular magazmes were soon . tnued carry10 ies about a modern C(?Unterpart to the Garden of Eden h ~ Stor. 
' t e or1 · incubator of humanity, the sayannah-womb th~t gave life to gJna1 

bl ·11 h h' . . us all _ .. , Many:of_us proba y st1 ave somet mg resembling this . · 
. . - . d. M . - Picture of human origins in our mm _ore recent-research, though h h . . - , ass ow . 

. couldn't possibly · be. accurate. ~In ~act, · biologi~al _ anthropolo . n It 
. .. . ·•1 d - . .. gists and 

geneticists ·are .now_ conv~rgmg on_ a? _ent1rJ. y--..:~fer_ent: ~icture. Rather 
than everyone startmg o~t- the same, ~J:ie-!l 1 •sp~rsi~~ · f: om -~as: Africa in 
somt:Tower:-of-B~bel m~~e_nt t~ b_~f O~e _tlie~d~~-ez~ei:i~tions a~d peoples 

· of the earth, early human ·popuJ~tio~s-m _A.fn~a ~ppe.~r hi. haye been far 
_ more physically diverse ~an:~n~hing_~w~~ar~J a_fAiliai.with fod;y. _ 

. --W~ modern~~ay -~uman! _tend;t o . ei ~gge"i:a_ti ~ O?C; iliff~~e~~es. Th~ 
results.of such exaggeration.are often catastr.opnic.~ Betw~en_w~r. slav-

- .• · • • • - , -· . • . ·. •. • • _;,,c: ' 

ery, im_perialism and sheer. day-to~days,racisffoppressiori;'"theJasi,several 
centuries have see~ so.mu~h ;:liu~~n:; -~ff~-;ing jJ st ified by minor dif­

' -feren.ces i~ . huma.:i-a_ppearan~e ·fh~F ~~,-~;n_-; e~~ili :-forget -··just how 
• • • -- •· ·• , c_ . ._/>. .. • • • .- ~ . •· -· 

- . . minor these differ.enc~s. really --ar~1,By : any biqlogically.>meaningful 
. standard, living ·humans· ar~:-bar~ly~·cl1sting~ish~Ble_; :Wliether. you go 
to Bos~ia,.Japaq;-Riranda o.r-ti~; Baffiri-island; ; yo-~ ca~ expect to see 
people with.the _sam~ sn:iall ano gra~il~-fac_e~, -~~in, gl~o~l;r skull and 
rouglily the same.distrib~tion ·of-body hair. Not only do we look the 
same, in 'many .. ways w_e act the s·ame a~ -~ell .(for instance,-everywhere 
frorir the Austialian outb~ck-to Ama:i~nia;· r~lling one's eyes _is a way 
of.saying 'what an idiot!~) • .The -same applies. to cognition. We;~ig~t 
think differept ·groups of. humans realize. th.eir cognitive capacities_in 
very"differentways 7" and to some e~tent of ~ourse, we do- but agaI~, · - - - . . · -' - -· · 1 basis 

- much of this perceived difference results from our having no.rea 't - . d ~ 
for comparison: there's ·ni human language, for instance, tha~ oe ~ 
h · - · - enJOY ve,, 

_ ave nouns, verbs and adjectives; and while humans may la· 
different forms of music and d~nce there's no known:hum~n popu 

' · · -tion that does not enjoy music and dancing :at-all. . - ·, 
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. . d few hundred millennia and all this was most definitely Rew1n a 

ot the case. h' d'd . d d t· . Af . n t of our evolutionary 1story, we 1 m ee 1ve m nca -For mos h · 1 h h b' 1 . . t the eastern savanna s, as previous y t oug t: our 10 og1cal b t not ius h f u ere distributed everyw ere rom Morocco to the Cape.3 
ncestors w . d . l d f a . f · those populations remame 1so ate rom each another for 

Some 
O 

en hundreds of thousands of years, cut off from their nearest tens or ev 
. by deserts and rainforests. Strong regional traits developed.4 relanves · The result probably would. have. struck a m~dern_ observer as some-

hin more akin to a world mhab1ted by hobb1ts, giants and elves than 
:n:hing ;e have direct experience of today, or in the more recent 

St Those elements that make·up modern humans - the relatively pa . 
uniform 'us' referred to above - seem only to have come together quite , 
late in the process. In other words, if we think humans are different 
from each other now, it's largely illusory; and even such differences as 
do exist are utterly trivial and cosmetic, compared _wit~ what must have 
been happening in Africa during most of prehistory . . ··. ~ · ·_ 

Ancestral ,humans were not only ·quite different _from ea~h other; 
they also coexisted with smaller-brai~ed, moi-~ ap~-like species such as ' 

. Homo naledi. What were these ancestral societies like? .At th1s point, at 
least, we should be honest and° admit that, for the most part, we don't 
have the slightest idea. There's only s·o much you.can r-etonstruct from 
cranial remains and the occasional piet e of knapped flint-· which.: is 
basically all we have .. Most of t_he time we don't even _really ~now what 
was going on below the·neck, let ·alone w1th pigme·ntation, diet or any­
thing else. What we do know is that we are composite products of this 
original . mosaic of human · populatio~s, which· interacted· with- one 
another, interbred, drifted apart arid came together mostly in ways we 
can still only guess at.5 It .seems reasonable to assume that-behaviours 
like ~ating and child-rearing· practices, . the presence or absence of 
:ommance hierarchies or forms of language and proto-language must 

ave vari~d at least as much as physical types, and probably far more. 
· Perhaps the only thing we can say with real certainty is that, in terms of a . . ncestry, we are all Africans. . 

Modern h fir · · · d i umans st appeared in Africa. When they began expan -ng out of Afr' · l · su h ica mto Eurasia, they encountered other popu auons 
c as Neanderthals and Denisovans - less different, but still 
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different - and these various groups interbred. 6 Only ft · 

Populations became extinct can we ~eally begin talki' a er those · . ~ ng ab 0th 
human ~us' .inhabitmg the planet. What all this brin s 0ut a sj11 '1 
how radically different the social ~nd evelj physic gl. ·home is ~e, 

- . . a_: Wor]d 111st 
remote ancestors would have seemed to us - and th· - . . of 0 . . cl ts Would ~t been true at least down to aroun 40,000 ~t. The ran hat 

. h . . . l'k . ge of fl ' fauna surroundmg t em was qmte un 1 ·e-anything that . 0ra and 
All of which makes it extremely difficul! t~_draw_analo e~1st8 

today, 
. - simply _nothing _in the historical or ethvographic re€Qro t_.hgI~s. There! . - - ~- . . .. . . at rese b 
- -a situation in which _ differen~-~ubsp_e~ie~_-ot~um~_n) nterb~ed ~ les 

acted, co-ope~ated,_but s?~_et!~~s_ also_ ~•!l~d:·e~~~h _?.~~er~ and-:v:te~. 
_. there wer~, the arc~a~qlqg1c~l e? 1,e.~:e.1s~9~~-!~•~ -~ti~ _spojadic ~o; if 
_ whether remote pr~-~1stor~ w~~-f~aUy~any~lu11& lt~~--th~t-oin· 7_ est 

- ~e onl~ r~g ~e E~~-ie~soiii ~ly.:_~~~f:~?~!lt~:~~~Jal~~rg~: . · 
_ ~ amo~~ 011r.e~r1i~_~t ance~t?~r~tf:PJ !Jt'l~tt<~rf~ci-~iv~JI~-~~-e~tiao;;;~ 
~ _ ~rily :, diver~e. ~E~9r:.-~~r~~s ~~g~~,~}[;d?~\1l~f5r~~~f of -~atural 
<, ·en~irolli?en~s~ f~~~ ~~?~S'!la~d-~. -~~<J::!f~P!f_~}i~t~(f~Jc{~9~ntains and 
. sav~~nnah'. Thef 'ieie i~_r, ! :i( T§'r~t~rj[~Iyi~Ji ~{;~~h_ai :h~ans are 
today;"~rid~pres~m~bly. theµ-.~s.ofial~ai_ffei t!p.c·¢s;were0 evetigreater than 

.. their physicaroiies. hrotliet~otds';i}ie~(i~9J;1:igifiaff-£d~m0Ihuman 
--~~"tyf_-~S~ar~ht~ttJ90'.9ti~~;~~~:~~nJy%~[~¥1m~~~~~:;i~-~mn!i-m;~g, 
: . whe_ther the: res~l~~nt_ m-yth$". ia~~)~f fo~J?ft}_<jJJe~"apf Ja:ntasies that 

e.merg~~ in _the._'f96os;,~earec(14\~~~~i1fit~~ 9,~sei£Yc~n~ss _by movies 
_ like Sta!Jley.ICiiori~k's·-2-og}/ A:~Pdv~JldjiSS:,eyt o;tiffa~ ~tic' ape'; or 
even the highly aniusing buY faii'c_ifii'itt~~tape,::(the:_thei rr_t!iat con· 

·_ -sciorisness·, ·.emerg~~- frorri\ thi ,:-a~id~rttaf~ngistion:-~o( ~psyc~e_delic 
mushr~o~~)-~MYJKs Iike_.tlie~-~rit~itit~'roii'Tub~.wat~h~rs t~ this day. 
-We should be c1ei; :. t4eJe!~ :1)_othtn~ .)V(~ng-~ith myth~:: Likely as 

not, the.tendency ro=ma~e·upjto~ies ab~~t;,the .-di~ra:11t past as a way 
of reflecting-on tlie nature of.our-;SI>;ci;s .is itself,-like-art and poetrY, _! 

one ofthos·e d~sri~~tliliu.min•t;aits ihat oega_~·to ·crystallize in ~e~P ., . . - . . - . . . feJI11lllSt 
· prehi~tory. ~d rio_A?~bt _ so~_e ?f -~hese· stori~~ -~ fo~ i~st~ncein collec· 

theories that see d1st1nctlf human ~ociability as :ongm~tmg_ t 

tive child-rearing'· practices ~ ca~-indeed tell us ·something_JJI1portanh 
~b~ut the patlis _1ha1. c?nvefged. inimodj ,..; _humanity.•:::;;, 
msights can only ever be partial because there _was _no Gard. ·. _ 
and a single Eve never existed;.,.,_ · · · - - · 

. -
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' WHY THE SAPIENT PARADOX' IS 
A &.ED HERRING; AS -SOON AS WE 

WERE HUMAN, WE STARTED 
DOING HUMAN THINGS 

H~roan beings, today, are a fairly_uni~orm species. This uniformity is 
in evolutionary terms, particularly old. Its genetic basis was not, .

11
. . . established around half a m1 10n years ago, but _1t ~s almost certainly 

misguided to think_ we could ever specify• a single, more recent point 
in time when Homo sapiens 'emerged' - that is, whe~_all the various 
elements of the modern human condition conv~!"ged,· definitively, in 
soroe stupendous moment of creation. ~ _ · ·.. . _ 

Consider the first direct evidence of what we'd now call complex 
symbolic human behaviour,_or simply 'culture'. Currently, it dat~s baek 
no more than 100,000 .years. W~ere exactly on the African continent 
this evidence for culture crops up is detefmined largely by conditions of . 
preservation, and by the count~ies th3:t hav~ so far been most accessible 
for archaeological inve~tig3:tion. Roel< shelters around the coastlands of 

. South Africa are a key source, trapping prehistori~ sediments_that yield 
evidence ~Lhafted tool;-and the·---expressive:. use of shell a~d ochre 
ar·ound 80,00; -Bc,9. Compirably ancient~fi~cls are· ;lso ~own from 
other parts· of Af~ica, but it's p.~r°?ri.titJ;ter, around. 45,900 yea~s ago - · 

. .. by which:time our species was busily._ colonizing·Eurasia - -that ·similar 
. evidence startit apj:,ea;ing mu~h·m~!e-widely,:-and in gre;ter quantities: -

. · .In the 198os _and .1990s it-was-widely ~ass~med that something pro­
found happe.ned, some: kind of ~udden creativ~ effl(?re'scence, around 
:45,000 years ag.o;:vario~~ly f~(e~red to in the literature as the 'Upper 
Palaeolithic Revolution'· oi- even the 'Huinan Revolution' .10 But in the 

· last two decades it has become· increasingly dear to researchers that 
. this is most likely an illusion, cre; ted by biases i~ our -evidence. - -
·· . · · Here's why. Much of the evidence for this 'revoiution' is restricted 

_ to a single part of the world: Europe, where it is associated .with 
. ~eplacement of Neanderthals by Homo sapiens a.round 40,000 BC. It 
mclude_s more advanced toolkits for hunting and handicrafts, the first 

· ~lear evidence for the making of images in bone, ivory and clay -
including the_ famous sculpted 'female figurines',11 dense clusters of 
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carved and painted animal figures in caves, often ob 
. served . 

breathtaking accuracy; more elaborate ways of clothing d With 
d . an de 

ing the human body; the first atteste use of musical instru corat. 
bone flutes; regular exchange of raw materials over great ~~nt_s like 
and also what are usually taken as the earliest proofs of 

1st
~nces, 

. f d b . l social . equality, in the form o gran una s. · . 111. 

All this is impressive, and gives the impression of a· lack 
chrony between the ticking of our genetic and cultural clock 1°£ syn. 

. s. t see 
to ask the quest10n:. why do so many-tens of thousands of year Ills 

between the biological origins of humanity and the widespread s 
st

and 
. f · ll h · f f b h · b · appear ance O typ1ca y uman orms o e av10ur; etween when w b · - · -. e ecallJ. 

_ capable of creating culture a_nd_when we finally got round to do· . e 
What were· we actually doing in the interim? .Many resea~chermhg It! 

. - . _ s ave 
; -puzzled·-0ver this and have even-comed· a phrase.for ,it· 'the s . . _ · - -- · ap1ent 
_ pa~adox'. 12 A few go so far as to postulate som~ late mutation in the 
. ·: human brain to explai~ the app~rently-superi?r ~ult~al Cal)acities of 

~ _ Upper Palaeolithic Europeans, but Sl!ch ~views can_·no longer be taken 
. ·seriously . . ·- :_ : : . '. --.·:··. - ~ _' :·~ .- :_-=~ '., /:_. __ ·>? ·_•: 0 ·.-.>_-l- ·_ ... ~ ... ' . 

In fact, it's becoming-.increasinglfcleai tliai th~ ·whol<r problem is a 
mirage .. The -ieaso~ archaeological~evid~nce. from· Eu~ope .is ·so rich is 
that E~~pi~~ governments tend-to: b~ rich;. ~n4 ~hai"European pro• · 

- fessional institutions, -lear~ed ~sode!ies: ana.:university·· departments 
have been-purscing-prehistory fai-0 loii'ger 01it~e-ir-o~n .... doorstep than 
in other parts of the world. With ea:ch~ ·yea; 'that passes; 'new-evidence 
accumula_tes for -- earli behavioural c"dmplexity . el;ewhe~re: not just 

· Af~ica, but also the Arabia~ Peni~sufa; Southea·st .Asia a~d the Indian 
subcontinent.l3.Everi as ~~e write;· a. civ~-~fte _~n:the=coast of Kenya · 
called_ Panga ya Saidi is·yielding evidence ~i shell beads and worked 
~igments. stretching .back · 60,000 ye~~s; 14 and research on th~ islands 

· · of Borneo ·and Sulawesi is opening vistas ·on to an unsuspe~ted world 
· of cave art, many thou-sands of yea~s older. than the famous.images ~t 

Lascaux and ·Altamira~ on the other. side of Eurasia.15 No doubt still 
~arlier examples of complex pictorial art will orie-day be found some· 
where on the contiu'ent of Africa. · · . _ . · . . ,. . · - , . ·. I 

If h. h ft · ts in1t1a anyt mg, t en, Europe was late to the party. Even a er 1 · 
1 · - · b- - c _ the 

co omzation Y modem humans - starting around 4 5 ,000 B . d 
Co t . - ·11 hi · l coe,n5re _ n _ment ~as st1 t ·n1y populated, and the new arnya 5 
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!beit fairly briefly, with more established Neanderthal popula­
there, ah selves engaged in complex cultural activities of various . ns (t em 
t1° 16 Why there appears to be such a sudden cultural efflorescence, 
sorts)l. fter their arrival, may have something to do with climate and hort ya l . h h s a hy. To put it blunt y: wit t e movement of the ice sheets, demogr p · 1· · · h h · opulations m Europe were ivmg m ars er and more con-human p . 

d aces than our species had encountered before. Game-rich fine sp 
· ll and steppe were bounded by tundra to the north and dense va eys - . 

tal forests to the south. We have to picture our ancestors moving coas - . . . . between relatively enclosed environments, dispersing and gathering, 
eking the seasonal movements of mammoth, bison and deer herds. tra . While the absolute number · of people may still have been startlingly 

·sman 11 the density of human interactions seems to have r:adically ' 
. increased, especially at certain times of year: And -with ·this ·came 

remarkable bursts of cultural expression.18 

WHY EVEN VERY SOPHISTICATED · 
·RESEARCHERS STILL· -FIND WAYS ·TO 

CLING ·TO ·THE -· lDEA-- THAT -SOCIAL 
INEQ_UALITY HAS -A~ '·OJ!._IGIN' 

As we will see in a moment, the societies that resulted in what archae­
ologists· call the Upper Palaeolithic period (roughly- 50,000-15,000 

- BC) - with their 'princely' burials and grand communal buildings -
seem to completely defy our image-of a world made up of tiny egalitarian 
forager bands.· The disconnect -is so profound:that some archaeolo­
gists have begun taking the opposite tack, describing Ice Age Europe 
as populated by '.hierarchical' or even 'stratified' societies. In this, they 
make common caus·e with evolutionary psychologists who insist that 
dominance behaviour · is hardwired in our genes, so much so that the...rnoment society goes beyond tiny bands, it must necessarily take the form of some ruling over others. . - · 

Almost everyone who isn't a Pleistocene archaeologist - that is, 
~ho is not forced to confront the evidence - simply ignores it and car-ries on l be exact Y as they had before, writing ·as if hunter-gatherers can 

assumed to have lived in a state · of primordial innocence. As 
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Christopher Boehm puts it, we seem doomed to.play out a 

· · 'H bb · h k ' n endJ 
recycling ·of the war between· o es1an aw s· and R ess 

. h . oussea . 

doves': those wlio view humans as e1t er mnately hiera h· Uian 

. . . . re icaJ 

mnately egalitarian. - · 0r 

~oehm's own work is revealing in this regard. -An evoluti 

anthropologist and a spec;ialist in primate studies, he argues ihat :a.ry 
d 1.c • • I ·. d t - . hiie 

humans O 1~ave an mstmctua ten ency· o engage m domina 

submissive behaviour, no doubt_iriherited from our simian ance nee. 

- --~hat makes· societies jisti~ctively human_ is_ our ability-to mak:t:~: 

. conscious · decisio_n _n?~ to act ·that way. Cardul_ly. working through 

: •. -_ ethnographic accounts of existing egalitarian foraging bands inAfrj 
, . . _. . ca, 

_. · Sout~ Am~rica a_n~ Southe_a~t Asia:,.~?~~-identi~es a.~hole panoply 

. -~ _ qf tactics collectively ~mplo_yed to b!~g ~qul~_-~e,_ braggatts and bul­

. · -. lies down to earth - :ridicule~ shame, s4unnmg. (~n~-_:,ip ~the~ case of 

· : _ _ .inveterate .sociopaths,' sometimes even.outdgh! a.ssis~frratlori)1~ ~ none 

: . _--: of whicn have any parallefa!llong ·other'pri11J.ates/·~~ ~: "·-~~-: :~· - . -

· -. - - -~:F9r ins;ance,_ whi!e_ gorillas -d~ ri~t. ih?df ea~l( orperJoi ·beating 

. · - ·_ ··their· che~ts; hl:Jm~n-s do~-~:o =-regularly::¥~eg mcir~ ~trjking)y~ while the 

-_. -~ Pl:Jllying behavi~ur piigh(well~~e\ ~sti~9giaf~~>upt}t=buJly1J& is not: 

__ : . / ._it's ·a -~ell~thought-out strategy,·-and_ forag~r sotietiei\YhO engage in it 

. - display what Boehm i~ll{ ~,t;~i-faT\nt~llig~ijJ'L~taJ~S~~t~:·say, they 

understand what-their so~iety~~ight lo·a'~-lik~---if thtfdid'things-differ­

ently: if, for instance, skilled·liµnteis_ ~~fe_n;t.~ysteii{atic~!ly.belittled, 

or if elephant nieat-was ~ofporti6ri~d -o~t~tcf die·gio~p-by someone 

ch~seii ats.rando~: (~~- opp9sed to.' the. pers~~~ ho"· acttia1fy "killed 

the beas!), .This·; he concludes; is the 'essence· of politics:-:-the ·abiiity JO 

. '. reflect-consciously; on-different· directions one's-·society could t~e, 

Jf ,_,and to make expli~~r arg~~nt~ _why .i_~~?~l~ _ ta_ke __ on_~ path rather 

than another.·I~ this.sense; one could say Anstotle was nght wh~n he 

oescribecrEu~an be!ngs as<'PiiI{~fral ani~ - since this is ~recisely 

what other pr!mates never ·do,-at least not' to our knowledge.· · · · 

· T~is is a brillianf and if!1 portant iir~u~ent - but, like so · many 

· authors, !3oehm seems strangely reluctant to consi'de.i'it~ fuJI implica· 

tions.Let'sdo_sonow.-- .. • _._ .\. ': ·.. .. -:: ,-.. · 

. If-:-the_ very es;e~ce ~f-our huma~ity. con~~st~ .of the fa~t that we are 

self-~onscious p9litical-"actors,· arid therefore·capable.of embracing a 

wide range ofasocial ~rz:a~ge~ents, would that not mean ~-~~an 

.,. - - -------·· ··---
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eings sho~l~~tually _ha~e e~plor_ed _a wide ra,!!ge of social _c!_r!._a~ g~­

beiits ;;er t~,:_g~ _t_e.:.l'_a!!.. of o~r histo~y? In .the end, confusingly, 

~ -h- ssumes that all human bemgs until very recently chose instead 
B~ma . . 

How exactly the same arrangements - we were stnctly 'egalitar-
to fo f · b f h' h' l . , thousands o genera tlons e ore ierarc ica societies began to 
ian ior . h 

ear'_ thereby casually tossmg early umans back into the Garden 
app · O l . h h b . . f . 
f Eden once agam. n y wit t e egmnmgs o agriculture, he sug-

0 t did we all collectively flip back to hjerarchy. Before 12 000 
ges s, . . . . . . ' 
years ago, Boehm msists, humans .were basically egahtanan, livil_!g in 

what he calls 'societies of equals, and outside the family there were no 
, , 20 

dommators. .. 
So, according to Boehm, for about 200,000 years political animals 

all chose to live just one way; then, of course, they began to rush head­

long into their chains, and ape-like dominance patterns re-emerged. 

The solution to the battle between 'Hobbesian hawks and Rousseauian 

doves' turns out to be: our genetic nature' is Hobbesian, but our polit­

ical history is pretty much exactly as described by Rousseau. The result? 

An odd insistence that for many tel).s of thousands of years, nothing 

happened. This is an. unsettling conclusion, e~pecially when we con­

sider some of the actual archaeological evidence .foi the-existence of 

'Palaeolithic politics'. 

IN WHICH WE OBSERVE. HOW GRAND 

MONUMENTS, PRINCELY BURIALS AND 
OTHER UNEXPECTED FEATURES o :­
ICE .. AGE SOCIETIES HAVE UPENDED 

OUR ASSUMPTIONS .OF WHAT HpNTER­

GATHERERS ARE LIKE, AND CONSIDE 
: ·. WHAT IT MIGHT MEAN TO SAY THERE 

WAS 'SOCIAL STRATIFICATION' 

SOME ~o,ooo YEARS AGO 

. . 

Let's start with rich hunter-gatherer burials. Examples can be found 

~cross much of western Eurasia, from the Dordogne to the Do~. They 

include discoveries in rock shelters and open-air settlements. Some of 
th

e earliest come from sites like Sunghir in northern Russia and Dolni 
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- Vestonice in the Moravian basin, south of ~rno, and d 
._ h ate fr 

between 34,ooo and. 26,000 y~ars ago. W at we find here 0m 
cemeteries but isolated burials· of individuals or small grou are not 

d · ·k· d d · ps, thei 
bodies often place m stn mg postures an . ecorated - in som r 

almost satU:rated - with ornaments. In the case of Sunghir thate cases, 

·many thousands ~£_beads, laboriou~ly worked from.~ammoth::nt 

_ and fox teeth. Ong~nally, s~~h-bead~ _~<:mld_~ave de~oJated clothi; 
made of fur -~n_d aruma~?kms:. ~ome-of the_ ~ostJav_1sn·~ostumes ar! 

·; ·. fro~ the conJO!ned b~r~al~ ?f ~o boys, flank~d h_Y great lances rnade 
__ _- _ :of-straight~ned·rnammotl\_:tqs~s-:!_-- ._. ~ .- .- -.:' _._ ,...:_· ·:>_,. .. -- ~- "'. ._. 

-- :-----~-A! po~~i":~es~tj~c~/ o~e tril?l_e ~uri;l c~nt~i1:~ t\yo.y~mng ~en With 
·, ;-_.,,,-_· -__;-~laporar-e-· ~ead_di:esse~,:= posed ~ither .s~de;;.qf~a-~ -o!?er· aja~,. all !fing ·on 

'": : -~-:-~ a_b_e:d.o(~~il st~in~4=~red _,~?h,_, ocJ?-_r_e.2z:9 {_~~ip.i!_~r;~~ti9~jty-ii ~ gr~up 
_--~---7' 

0
- 2f ~~ye~burials lll?:e~rthe~ on _tlt~-.::c~~st; of;Ljgu1i~=;··n~if ~!he··modern .. 

. __ :-:~ ::---lio~der b:em7e~n~Italy ,ancJ~f i:a1:~f;_~onipl~t~~- l?_o.~e~ <itr9~~g_ o~ ~dult 
· .. -;:_; .- ~--:~eii;-iti~h1qifig ~one_ e_sped~l!y-lay1s_h_ 1iiteriiie!Jt-.!<Ji own_· to_. a~~ha~olo"' 

.. ~ --~~-:·/~·gi;i:s ;as ii-Princlpe]5h$~Pi-in[4 f ~ereJ?.id~ ~i\€·~ti;i:kj~g ::p; s~s ·and 

:~ -· >. -. ~s_uffu~-e-g;\vit~:jewefi~i:y~~~~!ti<l{rtg~_;!it?c!s1ina4e-. 6-(·JI?-~!~~~~~heH and 

:- - _:·-··· -dee~ canines_,:a~·\velt ai &l;fd~·::cjt Je~qtl~"il:iijt~)// fri~fipe __ l>~ars that 
-~~ -· :;-~:: ~iiarne oeti·use }e\ ·afs9~{,riried _;v}th:·wh~(l~9l<s" t~"f)j~ fu~JJ~:eye .like 

: - ." > ror,al_reg~liJ:~t f)i~t\2~ptie; -~Ht jn~tfe:_-~ito~i~a~a\u(~f pat~~lle-;ddress 

~ _ . ·: lovi~g\Y-. fas4ioi~cJ 1r6ni' perforafft.s~ell~~nd , ~e~r:?eetl{ M~':ing fur-

- _ __-~,ther-~est::t9 the __ Dorefogiie,-~~~J ~coµnte~ -~~-i 6,i@s{i~c!r~old ~uri_al of 

_ .. - -:· ~ a . young~wo·n{a:~,: tli_f sg-called. ~La,dy ~6f:-~ain1:.:~e~m~in-d~·-hi:.Ri_v~ele', 

. -_::_--_. whic}i.cch1;aig~:i --ricn[assernblage- of- stomacli~-and 2elvi2 o·rriaments . 

c- --. !.1:la:de:of shelFilifistig-teeth.:The teeth' ar~\ ikeri fro~-deer };iimted in 

· -:-·. ~lie-Sp_aiif~K~a~q~{~6unicy:1~0-miles-away.~-~ .-- :: -~-_-: ~: ~;~- _ _.:_:= ~: ·_ . -~ . 

. - . --<Stfdf findJiigs-have-cotnpletel:f alter~4 the ·sp~ci~hst'·v}ew _~~ human 

_;: _ :~· soei~ties j~ pr~~~t~ry.-Tlfe perid~lurn has· ~~wig ·so_ far away_ from the . 

:: ;_ - :· i old_ .Il(?tion of egalitarian bands tliat some. archaeologists nqw argue 

/ - ... , t!ia_t, t~o13.sai{d~~of ~ears bef~~~ pie or_igiris of Jar~iiig, hu~~n. societies 

-~ \ were.~lie~dy, divi5!._~cl-.along·lines ofstanis/cla~s and inherited po'Yer. 

-. .- --- As_ we'll ~ee, -Jtiis is 4_ighly_ unlikely, b·ut· the ~vidence _these a·rchaeolo· 

.. : gists point} o is (eal enough: _for instan~e, the extraor.di~ary outlays of 

labour .. involved -in making g(~Ve goods_. ( I ~,ooo work ho?rs for the 

Sllnghii ~eadS • :llo~e, by ~ome -es_tirnates\ !he higlily _advince_d i:~ 
standa_rdized. methods -of product10n, •possibly suggesting specia 
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· le· or the way in which exotic, prestigious materials were aftspeop ' . . er ted from very distant locations; and, most suggestive of all a anspor b . . . ' tr where such wealth was uned with children, maybe imply-few cases 24 kind of inherited status. · · -jog some f . _ ,Another unexpected _res~lt o recent_arch_aeolog1cal _research, caus-
ny to revise their view of prehistoric hunter-gatherers is the · g ma - ' 10 

ranee of monumental architecture. InEurasia, the most famous appea -
mples are the stone temples of the Germu~ Mountains, overlook-exa . . 

. ·the Hirran Plam -m southeast. Turkey. In !he 1990s, German 
- :!haeologi~ts, working o~ the p~ain's :1:orthern frontier, began uncov- .. 

ering extremely ancient remains at a place known l~cally _as Gobekli _ 
Tepe.25 What they found has since ~ome to_ b~ -~egarded ·as an evol_u­
tionary conundrum. rhe main . source_ .<?f puzzlement is a group of . 
twenty megalithic enclosures, initial\y. raised_ thererarou~_d 9000 ·~BC, - · 

and then repeatedly mo~ified.over ma~r ~centurjes. !hes~ inclosures . 
. were established at a time ~hen the surrotip.ding plain was a mixture: . 
of wooclland and·st;ppe, -te~ming with;_:-~1.ld pli nt and anim~l,speci~s- -· 

- . -that colonized the-Middle?East as t4~~la~-tJce~'Age:was d;a~ing·to a -· 
· . cl7i;e encl~su:; ~~·ckb:k~ T:~~.L!a:i~~fr~: ~:inp~ise gr.~ ---

. T-shap~d pillars, s_o~~-oye; s~te~n-fe~t-~igh arid weighing up to a _· 
ton, whic_h 'Ye.r.e h~~n from::t~e __ ~Jte's) in{~~_tone. b_edrock~-or. ne·arby _ 
quarries. The "pi:llars,:;tle; sr ;c{~~n tota"t;-were r_aisid into so~k~t_s_·and 
linked.by- walls-of-rgugh Storie~ ~acn--.is:~;unique w~i-k.of SC_!llptuie, . 
carved with images : fr~m;··" the_ -~drld ~ 9t :.- dangerous· :iar~iv~res~ ~nd· -
pofsonous repjiles, as well as game specieJ:-waterfowl and small scav:-" ~ 
engers.-~imal form~--pr-Qject fr~m the rock in ~:irying _depth~ ot(elief: · -
some hover C(?yly on·. the; surface, oth~rs-:-emerge boldly into three 
dimensions . .These ~ften nightnia~ish creat~res follow divergent ori-. 
_entations, soine ·marching to -the horizon, oth~~s working their. way 
~own into the earth. In. places: the pillar itself becomes a sort of stand-
mg body, with ~uman: like limb~ and clothing. - · 

The creation of these_ remarkable , buildings implies stric.tl~ co­
ordinated activity on a .really· large ·scale, even more so if__multiple 
~~~ures were co~structe_d simultaneously, a~rdin_~Q__aP ove~all 
wh° (a cu~rent PQ!..nt of debate).26 But ~he larger·_question. remams: 

0 .made-·them? While -groups of_ hu~ans ·not too.far away had 
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already begun cultivating crops at the time, to the best of 

ledge those who built Gobekli Tepe had not. Yes, they h our know. 
h l . arvested 

processed wild cereals and ot er pants m season, but ther . and 
. e is 00 

pelling reason to_ see_ them ~s ~pr~to-farmers', or-to suggest the coni. 

any interest in onentmg their livelihoods around the domesf : had 
- . . l tcatton 

_ crops. Inqeed, there was no part1cu ar reason why they should . of 

- the availability of fruits, berries, nuts and edible wild .faun . 'given 
· · 

3 Inth· 
- · vicinity. (In fact, !h_ere · are ~ood reaso_ns · to thin~ the -build eir 

Gobekli Tepe were-different, in some quite startling ways from ers of 
· , . . - · . - . ' nearb 

gi:oups w_ho w€re begmnmg to take up fa~mmg, but this will h Y 
. . -- . - ave to 

-~ait for_ a late~_ ch~p~er; _for the mom~n~,_ we're fust in~erested in the 
- monuments.) -· -·. - ~. ··· .. __ . -· _,_. : - . _. 

·; ~ _ .- -~ To so~e,· .the ;aisef locati9_n- aiid · ~rie~tati~n · ?{ the ~~buildings. at 

· _-· :- . -. . -._Gobekli Tepe.suggest an astronomical or. c_~rc;mo~eE~ic function; each 

- ·.-... _. chain of pillars align,ed with _a parti_c~lar'~ycle" qf cel~st}al movements. 

-- _- ;, - ·, Archaeologists rem_ain~ scept~ca!, p~inttng f .Ut'_~hat !hi st~~dure~ may 

_. :: .. - : once :.have-been r~9fed, __ ~~d,::th~Ltnei!t la_y~ur ~ as ·suoject t~ many 

'. ~ --_ . ~ alterations over tim~·:But wha( has mostly iritrigµec:l-scholars of dif­

~-_;. · : -,J~re~t discip)in~s ·.so fa£ · is: s~in'.~rhiig . ~J;i; ~:th~ _ .. app~r~ntj,~oof they 

·_. -~ ·~ . offer _that_.'~unter-(gath~rer . s'°qcietis h~d evolved)j.n~titutions ,to sup-

.- -
1 

--:· port iitajor p~blk'·wqrk~, projects; a·na !1100:unierital ~(?I1Structions, 

-- -·and. ~hus· had ~ complex ·social hie~rchy.- pri6tt~ 'their adoption of 

_: fa~g.'27, Ag.tlri, .~friatter~ are -~n~t: ,SO SiJJ?.ple,~ -beca~se .' these two 

. phen~m~na _,- -_hierar~hy -:1nd · the , ni;asure _. of-"t{me. :- ~ were closely . 

· interwoven. :a . .:'" _-: ' -_ <-- _.._,'."_.,:_ .:c,:---,_ > ·. '.': -.. 
~ - / 

- .. . ,_ .... ,,.-"?-- . 

. Whil~ ~;~~~li_,J"~~-; i~ ~;~~ pr~s_;n-~ed ,~s ::n ~~~inaly, -there is in fact 

a _great ·deal . of. evidence. for -monumental construction_· of different 

sorts among hunter-gathe!ers . in .. earlier-periods; extending back into 

the.Ice Age. , -: · - . - . ~-- . _ , - · _ 

. In . Europe, between -2 5,,000 and I 2,000 years ago public works 

were already a feaiu~e of.hu~an habitation· across an area reaching 

from Krakow to_ Kiey. Along this transec~ of the glacial fringe, remai~s 

of impressive circular structu~es have been found thai'are clearly dis­

tinguishable :frm~-ordin~ry camp.:dwelli~gs in theirE,k_(the Iarge~t 
- . · - - · uah· 

~ere over thi~ty-~me feet in- diameter)~~a~,!~ 

ties an~ gromment locations in the Pleistocene landscape. Each Wi:1' 
.. _ ... ~ ' . ·• ' ,... ' - -- ~ . ... 
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d on a framework made of mammoth tusks and bones, taken 
erecte h · l h · h ny tens oft ese great amma s, w 1c were arranged in alter-frorn rna 

. sequences and patterns that go beyond the merely functional 
oattng h ld h 1 k cl · ·k· to produce structures t_ adt wdou ave

1 
oo e q_mte stn mg to our 

and magnificent m ee to peop e at the time. Great wooden 
eye~~sures of up to 130 feet in length also existed, of which only the 
;:t-holes and sunken floors remain.28 Gobekli Tepe too is likely to 
have had its wooden counterparts. . · 

Monumentality is ~lways·to some degree_a _relativf: c~ncept; that's / 
Say a building or structure is 'monumental' only in comparison to \ to , . . l other buildings and structures a viewer has actually expenenced. : 

Obviously, the Ice Age produced nothing on the scale of the Pyramids 1 

of Giza or the Roman Colosseum - but, by the standards of their day, 
the kind of structures we've been describing can · only have been 
considered public works, involving sophisticated design and the co­
ordination of labour on an impressive scale. Research at the Russian 

_ site of Yudinovo suggests that 'mammoth houses', as they are often 
called, were not in fact dwellings at-all, but monuments in the strict 
sense: carefully planned and constructed to commemorate the com­
pletion of a great mammoth hunt (and the solidarity of the extended 
hunting group), using whatever durable parts remained once car­
casses had been processed for their meat and hides; and later covered 
with sediment to create a durable marker in, the landscape:29 We are 
talking here about really staggering quantities of meat: for each struc­
ture (there were five at Yudinovo ), there was enough mammoth to 
feed hundreds of people for around three months. 30 Open-air settle­
ments like Yudinovo, Mezhirich and Koste.nki, where such mammoth 
monuments were erected, often became central places whose inhabit­
ants exchanged amber, marine shells and animal pelts over impressive 
distances. 

So what are we to make of all this evidence for stone temples, \ 
princely burials, mammoth monuments and bustling centres of trade 
ancl craft production, stretching back far into the Ice Age? What 
are they doing there, in a Palaeolithic world where - at least on some 
ahccounts - nothing much is ever supposed to have happened, and 
uman so . . b 1 . h f ch· ciet1es can est be understood by ana ogy wit troops o 
unps or bonobos? Unsurprisingly, perhaps, some have responded 
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~ by ~ompletely abandoning _ the . idea of an egalitarian G 1 . . . h. h b . o den ,. condudmg mstead that t 1s must ~~e - een a ·-society d . "ge
1 

d - d . - d orn1n by powerful lea ers, eve?- __ ynast1_es - · an , therefore, that ated 
•aggrandizement and coercive pow~r have .always been th Self. . 1 . . - - e endu . . foJces · behind h~man social evo ution. · B~t this doesn,t reali ring 
. h -- . . . - ·.~ . y Work e1 t er. - · · , · · - · - · · -: · · - ~ 

. Evide~ce of institutional _inequality -_in Ice Age societies h. . - · · - · - , w eth 
gra,.~d burials <?r mon~~ental buildings~ is sp9radi~.-_Richly _c·o_sttJrn:r 
bunals-_a~pear_ c~~tun~&, ~~~. ?ft_~n hund~e~s _of ~ul~s/;ipart. Even i 

_. _ we pu!_ t~1s down, ~o the p~tch1_ness_ of !he ev1~! nce~ Y,,~-st~ll, ~ave to ask 
·.. w~~ !~e ·e~~de_n5~ 1s so ~a!chy ~~ ~h~ ~-~st pla~~::__,a~t~( al!, if a_ny of these 

-. Ice.Age ~P-!lllCes' _had ~e~a vt;,4 ,h~e? -~a y, ~ ~~Qnze· :A:ge: Oet _alone R~ . , . _ . __ . . . - _ • . --- ~ . , _ na1s-
~- "_::~ _sa~c~_:I!aHa~)~p_rµices~~ ~e~d a_lso~~e Ji?dint "all_' t~e; u~~~~-- trappfogs of 
·_= .· _ :-~ ~ ¢entralize~: ~o~ e~:~fQ:~i~~~;!ops~? t_of~~o~f~~~>P~l~~f:t;:l!lstead;·:0ver 
~ · -_ ~:: teris _ of thousa~ds._pf f~'lfs,~wt ~e~ Il19~~-m_~~tf ~~t?Iagnj ficent hur­
-- -:. - =ials; bud ittle· ~lsi to~t?_d_~cat~.!~~~iiwt!f-p!J \~ttt<j~teti~s, lfralone 

anything rempte}y· ~~~e~pli~~~s~t~~t\ t~::·-un~tcytiji15~~i th/ early 
record of h urµan 's<1~i!3-rlif7) s"-pa"ft:e~!_lf d~in=:~lii~~~~t~9g~,;sfa~caJo fash­
ion we first ~fve_~ ~o ,Ac(~~w~Jvi_r~f s-ofu:e?J~~g_?riliitii~?~11c~ptJons 

-"-_,, •bout 'pr~J~t~v~:~i;~!ti rt~(?{~:_ 
·. ~ -_ · _:., : IN :.W-HI C H~"W"E~_;:BT.S-P ©. S-Et:-0 ~R :T;TN"G ERIN G --- .. _ .. -·.-:- _·, - - - -: ..;:-·-. ,,-, . . . ·. , _..,-,,·';=-·-::"· ., .· -.. ' -c -- , :-c•• ·,·:' ~ 

·. --~ : : ,£ S S·U:-MPT-10 NS ...:~ H~-T~:-•.-~::e=R-lM.t'f.lVE -~=-F O-LK 
·. ----~_: -~ ·_--. ~i-: -:. WE~RE-~--f<i MEjf:6\v':!1ricfAI1A:B13-E. ~() :p ·\ · 
. :_:. __ ~- -:~· CONSCl(~Jus; .. RE°F-LE°:ci)iio if'-~·:.1 ii:rf- DRAW. - - ... - .. . . . ~ . ·. . . . -- . - .,~ ·. • : _,' .· ..... - . . . 

·--_-·::· :.;.:, ;~ATTENTI O·N•---~T.C>:~THE'~:HI STOR] CAL~: 
: :- <~~~:-~~ --1MP-bRTANc·E~-_-o~F ,-:fcc.ErfT·R-f c}TY --- --.. . - - . . - ~ -.... .,- ·. , : 

Jn\~e · ;asf ~hapt:r,· J :~~::ted \hat" th} ;;~;,y ~,i~ilJ, ;,e~ent of 
. ~ -. Rotj~sea~'s iegacy-is~po(io riiu~h t he idea ~f th~ 'noble savage' as that 
· .. : of t_he~'; tup~~ sava_ge' .-We may i,_;;e· gof river--the' o~err. raciS!fl ~f m~~t 
_ -: · -ninet~enth::centui-y Europe.ai:i-s; ·o-r_: at le'ast _we -think we-have, h_ut its 

not _unusual -to find _eyen very ~ s~phisticated co11temporary thmkers 
-. -~ ho feel.it's more -~P1irop;i~ e. t~ --co~par~ 'oandf ·of hunte'r-gatherers 
. _witli.., ch~ps o~-baboons·- than-:With ·anyone-thef d-~ye( oe likely t~ 

- m~et:_ Go_nsider t~e fol!owirig p-assage froip °r~e histori.~n _Yu val _Noa 
--=-- - ~ - - - - • -. -::. ., :: - - . 
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., S piens: A Brief History of Humankind (2014). Harari starts 
J-Iara~t 

5 
a erfectly reasonable observation: that our knowledge of 

ff w1th a p 1 1· · d d . 1 o n history is extreme y 1m1te , an soc1a arrangements ly hurna · 
ear bl aried a great deal from place to place. True, he overstates 
roba y v 11 k h' P. (he suggests we can rea y now not mg, even about the Ice 

his case · · · 11 k Th h. 
b t the basic pomt 1s we ta en. en we get t 1s: · _ Age), u 

. The sociopolitical world of the foragers is another area about which we 
know next to nothing ... scholars ca~not even agree on the basics, 
such as the existence of private property, nuclear families and monog-
amous relationships. It's likely that different ba~ds_ had different I 
structures. Some may have been as hierarchical, tense and violent as the 
nastie;t chimp_anze~ group, while others were · as lafd:-back," peaceful . _ 

1 

and lascivious as a bunch of bonob_os. _ 

So not only was everyon~ living in bands until farming c_ame along, . 
but these _ban4s were · basi~~lly ape-like in .. character. If this seems 
unfair to the author, remember . that Hara~i"tould just :as easily have 
written 'as tense and violent as· the nastiest biker gang', and 'as laid­
back, peaceful and lascivious as a hippie _c@mrriune'. One. might have 
imagined the obvious thing to compare -one g~oup of human beings 
with would be .. ·. another group of huma_n beings. :Why, then, did 
Harari choose chimps instead of bikers? It's hard to escape t~e impres­
sion that the main point of differenc;e is that bikers-rhoose to live the 
way they do. Sue~ choices i!Ilply political com~ciousness: the ability to 
argue and reflect about the proper .way to live - which is pre~isely, as 
Boehm reminds ust what apes don't do. Yet . Harari, ·like so many . 
others, c~ooses to compare early humans· with apes anyway; 

In this way, the 'sapient parado~: returns. Not ·as -something real, 
b~t as a side effect of the weird· way we read the evidence: insistii;ig 
eithe_r that for countless millennia we had modern brains, but· for 
so~_e reason decided to li~e like monkeys anyway; or that we had the 
ability to over · · · · d · l · · · come our s1m1an mstmcts an orgamze ourse ves m an 
endless v · f · 
h 

anety o ways, but for some equally obscure reason only ever 
c ose on · · p e way to organize ourselves. • . . . -

/~haps the real question here is what it means to be a 'self-conscious 
pt 

O 
ittcal actor'. Philosophers tend to define hu~an consciousness in erms of lf . se -awareness; neuroscientists, on the other hand, tell us Y:'~ 
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spend the overwhelming majority of o·ur time effectively on 

working out habitual forms of behaviour without any autopilot 
· _ - sort f , 

scious reflection. When we are capable of self-awareness . , 0 con, 
· · d f · h ' · d f ' its Usu I 

for very bnef per10 s o time: t e wm ow o consciousn , a ly ess d . 
which we can hold a thought or work out·a problem, tends to be Urtng 

on average for roughly seven seconds. Wha_t neuroscientist ( 0Pen 
. h"l h s and. 

must be said,_most ~~ntempora~ p 1 osop ers) almost never noti tt 

however, is that t~~ g~eat -~xcep~10n to this.is \:Vhen we're talkin ~e, 

someone e~se. In conversation, we can ho!d thoughts and refl g 0 

p~oblems sometimes for:~our_s on en~. This is_qf course ~hy soectfton 
,.. - · · · -- · · ··- 0 en 

even if we\e tryi~g tQ figure SOilJ.~~hipg ~mt by_"qurs~Ives; we ima . , 

_· arguing wit~_ 1r_ ~xpJainjng _it t? s?-~~o~e-else. ) Ju!Da~_ t~ou~: 

_ :- i1:_1herently dialogic_. Anci~nt philosoi:h~5~~ ~~~de~ --to be k_eenly·a~are 

_-· ·-- -~f ?11 t_his: t~at's why,.whether-t~ey>w~re.i~ ._China,.In~if or:Greece 

· _. ·· they ten4~d-to write th~ii books in fh~_"forrrr or ~i_al6gues.:Human' . . , ,_ --~ ___ __ s 

.-~:q ~ere· only fully~ self :co~scious _ wh~n-ai:-?ui~g •with- o~e:anoihei, gying 

_-. 1_· to sway each other's vie~s, or. worl<ing_oR~a·.c9mqio~(p_roblem. True 

~ :-~~ ~:_ it!di~idualse~~C?nse~~~sness, _me~n':\[~1~-,~'Y~~-~;_i~_3:g_!~e?. ~"s SQmething 

~~ --. th_at~a fe~ wtse_sages coul4p~rhftp~~fchie.ye·t~g~ugh-!<?ng study,_exer­

-~- ~, cise,_~iscipline )ni_d_ ~eair-;;i:ion:~·c};' fs""'it~-~~:r~-~:{)~~-;~r~:;:::_i-:.°::::~:_'-- ·_ -
~~-~:,_What we.;d rio~-~ ll "poUtiC:aU:onjcio~~~fs~s~i as}l~ays .assumed to 

-, - eoine•fi~;t:·1n this se-nse,_theWiste~iiptiilos~phic~l.-t~?dit19ii°i1a:·s taken .. 

~""a rather -unus~al directio~; ov~~::ti~~J; sGfiw:E~:iii;ie~s~--k6u~d .the 

. ·. ;a~e:_~~e··?sJJ ab~~-d~~e4'cll; i&g~{ :i;j iJ:tf1{i 1Lrii~~~f of ;rjting, it 

.. -. also"" oeg;n iniagi_nl~i th~) i_oJa\eq,i~tfoiiaJ;" selfcJ~;cigus~~dividual 

-. -~not.as a~rare·,Jc4ie~~~e~t / s~m~tlii~g 'typJiailr-;~a¢e~~j,fish~{ -: if at 

·'. -all - aft~i: lite~aliy y~ais of livjf1g is9l_ated}ir~~:ca~epr m9nast!c cell, or 

- • on top :of a pillar~iff~ a_: dese~t►s~rn~~liere; ·.15,ut~t s~tlic( ~orm~t default 
_,- -_;tat~-of human.beings ;nf-Whe~e:.: .. ·-· --: ~-~---- E ~---/-~~~~ _/~- _:_;_/ ,_-

., ::-Ev~n stranger, over the i ourse -~}i h; _~ei~~~~nth:.;ii'd''ni~-~~enth cen: 

· turies · it: was.·political s~lf-co~scio~s.ties~ _-that,EdropeaiJ:·philosophers 

came· to·see -as-some kinc(~f-~mazinghist~rical 1chieve~ ~nt/ ai a phe­

nomenon ~hi~~-only really. beca~e poss{b.le\ vfr4. the~EIJ.lightenment 

- itself an~ t~e:s~bsequent-Ainerican-and French Revolutions.-Before 

that, it was assmne4; people bli~dly·foilo~ed tr.i°ditions, or what rbey 

aSSl.\med to be the will of God. Eve~ ·when· peasants" or pppufar rebels 

_ rose up to tryJo.overthrowoppre~sive tegi~es th~y-co~ldn't a~mit.tbeY 
- ..... . - . ~ -
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. but convinced themselves they were restoring 'ancient 
doing so, -- ... - - ·-

were , acting on some kind of divine inspiratfon-:ToVictorian 

custo:;;~tieffi)fion of people self-consciousfy imagining a social 
...-.--:::J1 ectua ' d h . b . . . b . 
r JJlrc,, to their liking an t en trymg to rmg 1t mto emg was 

der more d d 
~r 1 not applicable before the mo ern age ~ an . mo~~ were d~eply 
siJJlPd yd to whether it would even be a good idea m their own t1me. 
d'vi e as 
_
1 All this would have come as a great surprise to Kandiaronk, the 

teenth-century Wendat philosopher:-statesman whose impact on 
seven h · d' d . h . h L'k ean political thoug t we 1scusse mt e.prev1ous c apter. 1 e 
Europ - 1 f h' . K d' k -d 

North American peop es o 1s time, · an 1aron 's Wen at 
many · - -. 

• nation saw their society as a C(?nfederation created by conscious a~ee-

nt. agreements open to continual renegotiation: -But by the late me , . 
~h and early twentieth centuries, ma1!y ip. Europe and A~erica (7 

had reached the point of arguing·t4at so~eone lJ.ke Kandiaronk cou{d_. -~ 

never have reallr e~isted-in th~ ~~st_place. 'Pri~itive'_ folk, ~hey_argued; J f 
were not only incapable_ of poht1q1l-s~lf-consc1qusness, t4ey were not " ~ 

. . . -,· . - u 

even capa?_le of fully coi:i~~iousJ~ought on_ the i~di:i~u~l-!evel - or at· :2.:) · 
least conscious thought worthy_of the name.-That 1s, Just as··they pre- 'l ~ 
tended a -'r<!tionaLWest~rn-indi':'~dual'j say,, ·a ·· British_trajn .guard or -[ ~ 
French colonial official) could-be.as~umed ·to be_fully self-aware all the (0 /::: 

time (a clearly-a b~urd _a~suinpti~n),. they-~r~~~d _th~(a.rir_one ~lassified ~ 1 · 
as a ' rimitive' or. 'savage'~operated· with a ' re-lo ical eoralig or ·j. [_ 
lived in a myt olo'gical dreamworld.-' At nest; -they : .. were·· mindless ~ - ~ 
~dfrn:h~~{ t~adition; at~.worst, they were -

incapable of fully conscious, critic~I-t4ought-~f any-k1nd.: -. . _ 

Such theo'ries might b~ considered the high-water-~ark of the reac­

tion against the in-digenous - critique of"-E~opean ; society. The 

arguments attributed to figures like Kandiaronk could be- written off 

as sim~le projections of Wester~ 'noble savage'-fantasies, because real 

savages were assumed-to live in an entirely different mental universe. 

~owadays·_no reputable scholar wo~ld make such claims: everyone at . 

east pays hp service to the psychic unity of mankind. But in practice, 

_ ~s we'~e seen, little·has changed: Scholars still write as if those living 

n earlier stages of economic· development a~d especially those who 
are classified ' 1 · · , - ' · · II 11 
th as ega 1tanan , can be treated as 1f they were htera y a 

e sam r . 
show e, ·. ivmg in some collective group-think: if human differences 

. _ up in any form - different 'bands' being different from each 

95 

~ 



THE DAWN OF EVERYTHING 

other- it is only in the same way that bands of great apes 01 . h 
. . . . tg td 'f 

Political self-consc10usness, or certamly anything we'd I fet 

visionary politics, would have been impossible. now call 

And if certain hunter-gatherers turn out not to have been 
1 
. . 

perpetually in 'bands' at all, but instead congregating to create tving 

. 1 . . f grand 

landscape monuments, stormg arge quant1t1es o preserved food 

· l · d. 'd 1 l'k 1 and 
treating part1cu arm 1v1 ua s 1 e roya ty, contemporary schol 

. ars are 

at best likely to place them m a new stage of development: they h 

1 £ ' . 1 ' ' 1 ' h ave 
moved up the sea e rom s1mp e to comp ex unter-gatherers a 

l . d b · ·1· · B h · ' step 
closer to agricu ture an ur an c1v1 1zat10n. ut t ey are still caught i 

the same Turgot-like evolutionary straitjacket, their place in histo n 

defined by their mode of subsistenc_e, ~nd their role blindly to ena: 

· some abstract law of development which we understand but they do 

-not; certainly, it rarely occurs to anyone to ask . what sort of worlds 

they thought they were trying to create.31 .. 

Now, admittedly, -there have always been exceptions to this rule. 

Anthropologist~ , who spend years talki!]g' to indigenous people in 

their own languages, and watching them argue with one another, tend 

to be well aware.that eve~ those whp make. their -living hunting ele­

phants ·. or gathering lo~us· buds _ are just as . sceptical,· imaginative, 

though(ful and capable of critical analysis as those who make their 

living by operating tractors; martaging re~·ta~rants or chairing univer­

~ity departments. A fe~, ·such_ as the early-twentieth-:-century scholar 

Paul Radin in his 1927 book Pri,.,;itiv~ Man·as Phi/osoph'er, ended up 

concluding that at le~st those he_ kne~ best - Wi~nebago and other 

Native North .Americans .... were act~ally, on . average, rather more 

thoughtful. . -

Radin himself was considered s~mething of an oddball by his con­

temporaries (he-always avoided getting a proper academic job; ~e 

legend_. in Chicago was that when once ·given a teaching fellowshi~ 

there, he was· so intimidated before his first lecture that he immedi­

ately marched out to a nearby high~ay and contrived to get his leg 

broken by ~ car, then spent the rest of the term happily reading in the 

hospital):. Perhaps _not coincidentally, what really struck him about 

the 'primitive' societies he was most familiar with was their tolerance 

f · · h' 
· n of 

0 eccentncity. T 1s, he concluded, was simply the logical extenstO 
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e rejection of coercion that so impressed the Jesuits in Que­
that sfarnh noted a·Winnebago decided that gods or spirits did not 
b I e ' .. 
ec, ' . t and refused to perform rituals meant to appease. them, or 

)ly exis . . . - -
rea if he declared the collective wisdom of the elders wrong and 
even d hi' s own personal cosmology ( and both · these things did, 
· vente -10 . ularly happen), such a sceptic would definitely be made fun . 
quite reg ' . d f ·1 ' h - I . . of, while his closest friends an . am~ y m1g t worry es_t the go~s p~n-
. h him in some way; However; 1t would never occur to them to pumsh 
:im, or that anyo_ne s~ou~cl-try !O for~e: hi~ in!o co~fo~~ity_ - fo_r · 
instance, by' blammg ·him' fe>t a_- ?ad . hunt ·~n~ therefore _r~fusmg to 
share fo~d with him until he agree"d _to perf~rm i:_!ie l!S~alritual~r.. ""-. 4.. 

There is every reason .to believ~ that s~eptics· and· non-confor!1llsts / ~ 
e~stinevery human soci~ty; wh~t_varie~ is how:others ~eactto_themY . ~-o,­

-Rac1In was · interested in -the -in1ellect~al = COJ.?;Sequences, -the · kind · of . <::. 

.. speculative systems o~ tljo~g~f~?~h:oji~of.:syric:-chai;acters might cr_e:._ , 
-ate. Others have note4 _tn~ politic~~ 1fuplications. It's often-·p.eople who :. 
are j~st slightly odd ~ho~b~com~'!e·;aer~f the truly :odd can· bec9me­
~piritual figures, but; ~venSno~e,--th~y.ca11-a_iid _9£tftt ~() s~rve.as·a kind__ /f 
of r~serve of-potential-talent:a:nd insiiffitnat ·~~nb"i"caltecfo_n·i~ the··:_ 

1 
· 

eveiitof a crisis or unprec~dented. forn of affairs{Tlfomas ·Beidelman/ C I 

for mstance, ooserves_ that a:morig the early~~enti~th:.ci nt~cy .N~er :--a~ ·· 
cattle-keeping:peopli of· South _Sud~n; fi mou~ -f~r ·theJ ~ejection" ~L --­
anything that-_resembleti gove~nhien~-~-fh~ie wJr~ -politi<;:1aris~ and vil- -
lage 'bulls' ('6p.eratQr-types;_ ~ e'_~ ·n0w~eatf1he~) .wli~ playedJ ast and 
loose with the r:ules;· _out i lso 'earth ·pfiests-'.j~J10':inediated local dis-
putes, and finally-pi:-oph~ts: Th°e"polit1c1a:n~ :~ ere often: uncortv~ntional:_ -
for instance, it.was n9t uricommon.for~the local 'bull' actually to be -a 

· wqrrian whose par_ents had declare4-her, a ·man for social -purposes; the 
priests -weie always outsiders to:-the regiori; but" the · prophet was an . 
al~ogether_ more -extrehie kind of figu~e. He might dribble, drool, main- . 
tam a vacant stare, act like ari epileptic; -or -engage in lo rig but pointless 
tasks such· as spending . hours . arranging· snells into designs on th~ 
grouotl _ in t_he bush; · or long: periods· in the wilderness; or he ~a y even 
eat excrem t h . . · 
t 

en or as es. Prophets, -as Be1delman notes, 'may speak'. m 
ongues . . - . -.. -
. h ' go m~o trances, fast, balance on tlie1t head, wear feathers 
10 t eir h · b • -· · · - . 
roofto 

5
-air, e ·a~lV~ by night ~ather tlian by day, and may perch on 

. _ P _·_Some sit WJth-tethering pegs up their- anuses.'33 Many, too, 
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were physically deformed. Some were cross-dresser . s, or · unconventional sexual practices. . g,ve11 t 
In other words, these were seriously unorthodox • 

0 

f ·h 1· . h - People impression one gets rom t e 1terature 1s t at any Nuer • 'Ibe . . . . b . . . settlelll pre-colonial times was likely to e complemented by a min ent of 
bra of "'.hat_ might ~e termed ex'.reme individ~als; on~s. :~~:u~. 
own society would likely be classified as anythtng from highi 0ur - . a· · Y ecce tric or defiantly queer to:neuro ivergent_ ~r mentally. ill . ~1 n-. . . - - . ._ .t-;Or111aij prophets were treated with bemused_ respect.·They were ill· b Y, 

illnes~·w~s _a direc~ ~~~sequence of bein_g touchec! by _God:A; a :s:~e 
wh~n great calamities or unp~ecedented even!s oc~urred - a pla e ' 

. foreign invasion - it ~_as amon~ ~~i~ ·penu~~r_a tlia°r_ eyeryone 1:k:~ 
· for-a charismatic leade~. appr.opriat~ to_ ;_!ie, -?~casi~n._ ~~~ a-result, a 

person who might otherwi~e ha~e speJ!t)is: life_ as ·something analo­
. ·- gous to the village idiot \:Vould sucJ1enly)e fo~nd to.have remarkable 
. . . pow,ers of foresight ~mcf per·suasibh; _iven) O_-~i ~~apable'•oLinspiring 
, · ne* social~movements among the yotlth_ 9~ co?{?rdip.~ting· elders across 

Nuerlano 'to put. aside. th;ir differerices_ ~anl :mq5ilize -aro~nd some 
~common go~l; _ ev~n;· s?~ etim~~:--~o~_P·~~P_Qse .. ~·e.}firilf j _if~t.~-~t ; ~sions ]f of what Nuer society might be -hke. -,-·,- . ~ ;;~: .:,: :-:1 !'-~-~ ? .... - :. : · -, 1_" . ~ _·_ -~- ·: ~ -~--::-~~;.- - ._;' ___ ._~~:-:-- . -~ -::!~-::~~~.~:.::-~:;;. ,/ -:.- -_- -: 

· :-:, .. ' ,;:_: -. -_:..,·,- ; -•:,::·.·~-<-"r- ";: - ··. 
· WHAT .. CLAUDE -tEVT·STRAUSS ~. 

LEARNED- F.ROM -THE NAMBIKWARA­·. < .· ABOU'f:·.THE· RO-LE .o°Ji-__ cHi'"EF·s, .. 
·- . ✓ "AND -.SEASONAL VARIATI_oN·s- ... 

- : · .. ·. - OF SOCIAL LIFE..:-',,_ -

Cl~ude L~vi-S;~a~ss. is on:·o~ the ~~~---:~id~hVenti;~h-century ~ntbro· 
pologists to t~ke · seriously the ide~ _ that early humans were ~~ 
intellectual equals; hence his famous ·argu~ent iri The Savage Mtn 
h h l . · . t of pre· t a~ myt o_ 0~1cal ~ho_ught~ r~ther than re_presentmg s~~e so: ce' as logical haze, 1s better conce1v~d as a kmcl of· 'neolithic scie~ 11 · sophisticated ·as our own, just built on· different principles. ~ess ~:h known-. but more·1relevant to the problems we are grappling WI 

here - are some of his ·early writings on ·politic~. - · · · the 
· In 1944, Levi-Strauss published an essay about politics arnong 



UNFREEZING THE ICE AGE 

Narnbikwara, a small po~ulatio~ of pa~t-time farmers, part-time for-

1.nhabiting a notonously mhosp1table stretch of savannah · - ~~ . . m 
rthwest Mato Grosso, Brazil. The Nambikwara then had a reputa-::n as extremely simple folk, given their very rudimentary material 
lture. For this reason, many treated them almost as a direct window 

:: to the Palaeolithic. This, Levi-Strauss pointed out, was a mistake. 
People like the Nambikwara live in the shadow of the modern state, 
trading with farmers and city people and sometimes hiring themselves 
out as labourers. Soi:ne might even be descendants of runaways from 
cities or plantations. Still, he noted, their ways of organizing their 
lives could be seen as a source of insights into more general feat~res 
of the human condition, especially as these pertain to politics. 

For Levi-Strauss, what was _t::specially instructive -about the Nam­
bikwara was that, for all that they were· averse to competition (they 
ha4 little wealth to compete over anyway), they did ~ppoint chiefs to 
lead them. T~e very simplicity of the_ resulting arrangement, he felt, -

· might expose 'some basic_functions' of political_ life .that ~remain hid­
den in more complex and elaborate systems of government' .. Not only 
was the role of the ~chief soc_ially -~nd psychologica_lly q'uite similar to 
that of a· national politician or statesman in 1 European society, he 
noted, it also attracted similar personality types:· people who 'unlike 
most of their companions, enjoy prestige for its own sake, feel a strong 
appeal to responsibility, and to whom the burden of public affairs 
brings its own reward'. 34 . - · 

. Modern politicians. play the role of.wheelers and dealers, brokering 
alliances or negotiating compromises between different constit~encies 
or interest groups. In Nambikwara society this didn't happen -much 
because there weren't really ~any. differences in wealth or status. How­
ever, chiefs did play an analogous role, brokering between two entirely 
different social and ethical systems, which obtained at d~fferent times of 
year. Allow us to explain. In the 1940s, the Nambikwara lived in what 
Were effectively two very different societies. During the rainy season, 
the · · d · d Y occupied hilltop villages of several hundred people an practise 
ho~iculture; during the rest of the year they dispersed into small fo~­
aging bands. Chiefs made or lost their reputations by acting as hermc 
l~aders during the 'nomadic adventures' of the dry season, during which 
times they typically gave orders,_ resolved crises and behaved •in what 

99 



TJ-IE DAWN OF EVERYTHING 

. would at any other time· be considered an .unacceptably auth- . 
.. . f h oritar· manner- in the wet season, a time o muc greater ease and ab 1an 

' . c l undan they relied on those reputations to attract ro lowers to settl ce, 
. - th . 1· d l l e around them in villages, where ey emp oye on y gent e persuasion 

. . · . - - and I d 
. by example to guide t!ieir f?llowe;s ':"·the cons!ruction.of hous e 
. tending-of garde_p.s. 1!1·doing so they c;:~red for.~4e sick ancj need es an~ 

d - . . d - hi Y, llled1. _ - ated disputes an never impose anyt_ ng on anyone. __ - :_ 
· _ H?~ should ~e-~hink ab?ut tfi:es~ c~lef~? They ~er~ not patriarchs 

~ . _Levi-S~~a~ss-:co~clu_ded~ .q.~!_ther ~~r~ tl\e~ petty t_Yr~nt~ (e~en t~ou~ 

r :_ . __ for . cer~am . h~t_eg< p~_r.i~_~s th_ey~_'Ye~e. ~-11-~o/e~ ~? acr_ as -such); and 
: · ;. ·: _ there ~a~ n~ ~eµs~ n:~_whic~ t~ey_-~e:~-~ve_~t~ci._._wf~ ~!sti~~i ?owers . 
. ~; ~. ---~- .Mo_rt: th?~~a~y_thmg;: ~h~y-/ese~b!~~L 1:!}_o:,cl{~ -J)<?_l_it~ci~n__s _.op_~rating 
- . _ -_.:_ tiny ein_prypmc we~are .states, p~ol!_!lg r_e~ou~ces,~.a~n_sf :.d~l~~g them out 
-:- ___ t~ :t1!ose -in . n~ed. Wha! -imPE~~~e~---~exJ-:-Stf~tis~:al,ovej ll '~as their 
. ,_ ;;~: . :politi~_al niiturity.:I~.-~s~.!h~:_c~-kfs!jkill;i~ pirecti~g:;m~ll bands of 
-~-~. ~- ;".,dry~~eas~n°~forc!_g~ri,~~>f_.-~~k_~ ~~~~P-:-_e"ec)s!on~_ 11t~rj~~{ (crossing a 
r. ~- ·. ~:-river; _directmg =ca:·hyp.t) ithat l(!_e~·qua,_l_ifi~d ~therp.~t<i 0play: the role of 
;/~~ ·. ---~eaJa"t~Js"a;n~ :cfipi~rii-;ts~li t lie} iQi 'g~: pj~i~-;=:·B~tjn~~~oi~g,-so they 
'.' _;t. , we;e_:effecti_vely ·moving .batit-i·nuJo~bi~ilclti ear, betwee:r{~liat evo­
.-~: :_ ~ ~: lutio~ah~-a-ni:hf op;;i~gists. ( i~ .the-t~~diti~~gt:t 11tg~tT.insisf oil: thlnking 
. -:--~::-_:·of ~s-tC:t~Iy \ lif(-eietif\ tages:_ of~~qci~L-tle-V5f9pefi~nt:~-frff rii hunterf and 

:. -~-.forag-ers ·t~ far~e~·rJ~ib1ck ~gaiii.~;:·~,~:~,_..--iF~\i;"· ·~~: ~\c~~~i~-i~i: 
~-. ·;· )t ;;s pre~i;ely_#1if_qy~~iffJ~~t:~a~(f~{~~~~9ij£~;r~ ':hi1f such 

: ~- -; . a_· pec~~ly;~fa~~iar ~p~li}ic~l :-fig~re
0

i;~· th~~:"~ lin)~9phisticatioii with 
. · -__ -_·~ which hi shifted.benveen~what were-in-_effect rwo·-dfffe-rent social sys- · 
:. -: -·. i~~s;-aILthe ~h1I~.:-liala~ciiig aj ense:.qf;p~~ioriaLambiti~"u\ vit~ the 
~ :. ·. -,~~on·good{These~ch(ef~-=w~'i~ in '. eyery0 ~~~s~.~s~lf-consciou~ polit­
.· . ~ i~~1 ·ac.tors:~ Aµd;it 'Y?~ di~ii fle~ihility arid ··~daptability·, that enabled 
-· . . !hem to-take such~ aistanced perspective on whichever system.obtained , 
. ~ . at any.givefr t~me: - ' . - .,. . . .. ;_. ::: ~-· ·.-. .. , :- ~ -~-~-- --· ... . ·-

:· :---~ Alth_o_ugh_:Le~i-Stra~-ss; ~ent. -&n : to .bec~~-e the -. world's t_n°st . 
--renof~~d _anthi9p~l~_gist~iid perh~ps the.-most .fa~ous intellectual in 

-

0

~ { :Fra_nc~e.,;P1~; ~arly ___ essay: on°Nambikwaia· leadership .fell into __ al~~st . . - . .. . . . - - - an 
- -:·· .. _ in~f~~fl>hs~~~i~; Ti> tliis_day~-very few-outside.the field of ~azoni . 

· studfes-~av_~.-~ea_rd_~qf'it.;One_.reas·o"u is that in.the post~war decades, . 
·: : -~ Lev~~St_rau~s _was ~ oving ih._exactlf .the·:~posit~~~ir~ctjon t~ the ~eS

t 
J 

. .:.-; of hi:, df~ci~Jige.-w:iiere he.-emphasize~F~1:riil~~ities-between th_e lives I 

---: ~-. 
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of hunters, horticulturalists an~ modern industrial democracies, 
tmost everyone else - and part1cu_larly everyone interested in for­

: •og societies -was embracing new variations on Turgot, though with 
u:dated language and backed up by a flood of hard scientific data. 
Throwing away old-fashioned distinctions between 'savagery', 'bar­
barism' and 'civilization', which were beginning to sound a little too 
condescending, they settled on a new sequence, which ran from 
'bands' to .'tribes' to 'chiefdoms' -to 'states'. The culmination of this 
uend was the landmark Man-the H~nter ~ymposium;· held at. th~ 
University of C~icago in 1966. This framed .hunter-gatherer studies . 

· in · terms of ~ new discipline· which its attendees proposed· to call 
'behavioural_ ecology', starting "with rigorously quantified° studies of 
African savannah and rainforest gro})ps ·- the ~alahari San, Eastern 
Hadza and Mbuti Pygmies - including calo.rie c ~u~ts, time allocation 
studies and all sorts of data tliat ·simply hadn't-been a~ailable to earl- _ 
ier researchers . . · 

. ~ - /-:- ~ 

The new studie& ov_erlapped==,with a suddea ~u,pswing ~f p_opular 
interest in just-these sa·me Afric; n.s.ocieties: for . insta~ce,~the famous . · 
short films about the~:Kalaha:_ri l3us~eri by the.Maish;Ils.(an Ameri- . -
can family of-anthrop~logists and fil~~~;;ker~ ), ~hich-hecame futures 
of introductory_ ant~op~!ogy· c~~lfS~S . a~d-~ educ3:tion"al ·television ·_ ---~ 
across .the world, ~long ·with -bes~-~~!ling. boo~s'-like-Colin T~rnbull's· - .­
The Forest People .. Befo"re Jong,. h was simpir- .ass~me<.L by a_lmost 

· everyone that foragers represented a ieparate stage of social develop..: 
ment, that they 'l_ive in sm~li' groups' / m_qye around a lot', reject any 
social distinctions other than those of ·age and gender, and resolve con­
flicts by 'fission' rather than arbitration or ~iolence. 35 The fact that these· 
African societies were, in .some cases at least, refugee populations liv­
ing in places no one else wanted, or ·that ·many foraging societies 
documented in the ethnographic record (who had by this time been 
largely wiped out by European settler colonialism and ~er~ thus · no · 
longer available for quantitative .analysis) were nothing like this, was 
o . l ccasiona ly acknowledged . .- But it was rarely treated as particularly 
relevant. The· image of tiny egalitarian_ bands corresponded perfectly 

. to what thos~ weaned on the legacy of Rousseau felt hunter-gatherers 
o~~ht to have been like. Now there seemed to be hard, quantifiable 
scientific data (and·also movies!) to ·back it up. 
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In this new reality, Levi-Strauss's Nambikwara were·sirn 
1 

. 
vant. After all, in evolutionary terms they weren't even r 

11 
p Y trreJe. 

_ . . ea y fo 
since they only roamed about m foragmg bands for s ragers 

even or . ' 
months a year. So the apparent paradox that their larger viU eight 

ments were egalitarian while their foraging bands were an agh~ settle. 

b . d 1 . . h h · · Yt tng b 
could e ignore , est 1t tarms ! 1s cnsp new picture. Th k' Ut 

. poJitical self-consciousness . wh)ch seemed so self-evident in~ ind _of 

hi f 1 1 -h 'Id · · · amb1k 
wara -c e s, - et a one t_ e w1 1mprov1sat1on expected f · 

· · · 0 Nu 
, prophets, had _ no place in_ the revised framework of huma _er 

. . · .:_ .. _,- , ns0cia1 
evolution. - - · · . · · · · _ ·.: 

.. 
1
iN WHICH··-- WE _RE'.fURN ·To· -... _. 

PRE l:l tS.T O RY, AND :~ C 0 . ~SIDER- _ 
. ' . ' -

t < .E-VI_DE;NCE· FOR·-' BO'fH-,, -EXTREME 
. _: , JNDI'VIDUALS -' : .A:'ND- SEASONAL~ · 

- - , - . - - - ~ 

VARIA·TI ·ONS .. O:F · S OCIAL ~- LIFE_.- IN ._ -
E-;;.fCE : ~GE-:·.A·ND -, B-EY9ND · ·_ 

L:. - - -. :- -

.... ·'" .... ~\-•- .. -:· _,. ...... _1 __ --,.-~ .,- . ·-: ~-- .. ~""_.~,,._,;~; ·/·~ -.: ~~~ -:.:(:.i~_ -~ ... -- -----

. ~-. The twentieth-~~~J~~y-Namoik~ara;~Winn~~ag~:dr Nuer cannot pro­

. ·vide us w_ith dir~d-wi~dows :~n-the past. W4at they ~~n· do is suggest 

_- angles of investigati~n yv.~ !Ilight_n~t"'othen~jse have thoug~t to look 

- for. After. considerirtg their social syste~s;: it seems self-evide~t to ask . 

if, in ea;ly human societie~; there is _e;idence. for..sea·sonal variations of 

- social-structui-_e; or if --higbly" anomaloti~ ·individ~als were not only 

· treated with :·respect, Jmt played i~portant .. political roles in the Pal­

aeolithic period. As it turris out; the answer in both. cases is 'yes'. In 

_ fact, th~ evidenc~ is overwhelming. : ,_ ·_ - . . 

· · Let's r~turn to those rich Upper· Palaeolithic burials, -so often inter· 

preted as evidence for the·emergence of'inequality', or even hereditafY· 

nobHity _ of -some sort. For some · odd · reason, those who make_ s~: 

· arguments never seem to notice ,,_ or, if they do, to attach much Signt 

-cance to the fact - th;t a quite remarkable number of these s~eletons 

( · d · d · ~ • · • • • h · 1 mah es that 
m ee , a maJonty) bear evidence ofstnkmg p ys1ca ano h . 

· c·ould only h~ve marked them out clearly and dramatically, from t ~~~ 
. l . ' h S h. and D01.w 

soc1a surroundmgs. 36 The adolescent boys in bot ung lf . . the 
~estonice, for instance, had pro~OlJnced congenital defornuttes; 
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bodies in the Romito Cave in Calabria were unusually short, with at 
least one case of dwarfism; while those in Grimaldi Cave were 
extremely tall even by our standards, and must have seemed veritable 

_ iants to their contemporaries. • 
g All this seems very unlikely to be a coincidence. In fact, it makes one 

wonder whether even those bodies, which ·appear from their skeletal 
remains to be anatomically typical, might have been equally striking in 

some other way; after all, an albir:io, for example, or an epileptic prophet 
given to dividing his time between hanging upside down and arranging 

and rearranging snail shells would not be identifiable as such from the 
archaeological record. We ca~'t know much about the day-to-day lives 
of Palaeolithic individuals buried with rich grave goods, ot!ier than that 
they seem to· have been as·well fed and cared for a~ anybody else; _but 

- we can at least suggest they were seen as·the u\timate individuals, about 
as different from their peers as it was pos~ible to be. -• .. -_-- ... 

What does all this really tell ~s a~out social ~nequ?-lity in the last Ice 
Age? Well, first of all•it_suggests we might have to shelve any prema-- - - - - ~ - .. 
ture talk of the emergence· q_f h~redita_ry- ~lfres. -_It seems· extre!}lely 
unlikely that Palaeolithic Europe· produced a stratified elite that just 

• happened to consist largely of hunchoatks/giants ·and dwar~s. Sec­
-ond, we don't know how much the-treatment of such individuals. after 

' • 

death had to do with their treatment in-life. Another· important point 
here is that we are not dealing wit~ i ~ase _o! soine -people being bur­
ied with rich grave goods and others being buried ·with none. Rather 
it is a case of some people being buried with _rich grave goods, and 
most others not_,being buried at all.3~-The very ·practice of burying 
bodies intact, and clothed, appears to h~ve been exceptional in the 
Upper Palaeolithic. Most corpses were treated in completely different 
ways: de-fleshed, br:oken up, curated;or even processed into jewellery 
and artefacts. (In general, Palaeolithic people were clearly much more 
at home with human body parts than we are.) • 

The corpse in its complete and articulated form - and the clothed 
corpse even more so..:. was clearly something unusual and, one would 
pr~sume, inherently strange. Some important circumstantial evidence 
reinforces this. _In many such cases, an effort was made to contain the 
bo~ies· of the Upper Palaeolithic dead by-covering th.em with heavy 
ob1ects: mammoth scapulae, wooden planks, stones or tight bindings. 
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Perhaps saturating them with clothing, weapons and 
. ornanie 

an extension of these concerns, celebrating but also cont . . nts was 
. d Th' k a1n1ng s 

thing potentially angerous.- is too ma es sense. The eth 0rne. 

record abounds with examples of anomalous beings _ hnograPhic 
• h l d urna 

otherwise- treated as bot exa te and dangerous· or on nor 
' ewayint· 

another in death. _ • . • 1fe, 

. Much here is speculation. There are any number.of other• 

d . h 'd Interpret 

ations that could be place on t e ev1 ence - though the-idea th h • 
• f . . at t ese 

tombs mark ~he emergence o some sort of hereditary aristocrac 
. . . Y seerns 

the least likely of alt Those interred were extraordinary, 'extreme' indi-

viduals. The way they were treat~d - and here ~e are speaking not on} 

about the ostentatious displ~~- of. riches,~ ~uf ~hat- their cgrpses wer: 

decorated, displayed and buned to begin. with·- l?larked them. out a 
- . . . s 

·equally_ extraordinary in. ~eat~. Anomalous i~ alrp.~st • e~ery· respect, 

S!JCh burials can hardly -be· i~terpreted a~· proxies for social structme 

among the living. On .the other hand~ they clearly Jia~e something to do 

with-all ~he contemporary evi~_erice ·fo~ .music, -s~~lpture, painting and 

complex_~rchitec~re .. _What is o~e to.l?lak~ of tli~~? --~::~: -.. ·- • 
·- ,. ._ ..... - • -:: -. • . "" . . ~ ,,,· ~ :, 

• .. - .,- ., - .-r "':."' .,.,.- -~:- _;,,_., .._ ..., ~ ~ -~•-• .._r '.--:: .... - .. ;:' 

This is where seasorialtty.ccimes·intb i:4~ p~cture: •. _· ~: -~ ~ .. -

• Almost all .the-Ice . .Age sites. with.;extiaordi~ary•;burials~ and monu­

mentai architecture· ·were-'created/ by· so_cieties tli~t ·lived a. iittle like 

Levi-Strauss's Nambikwara; dispersing i~t~ f6raging bands at one time 
- - - • I • 

of year, gathering together in c·onc~nfrated.settlements at' ':1:Qother. True, 

they- didi:i.'t gather--to plant crops; Rath~r, the large· Upper_ ~alaeolithic 

sites· are linked to migrations and seasonal h{inting of game herds -

woolly mammoth, steppe bison or reindeer....: as well as cyclical fish-runs 

and nut harvests.-This seems to be th~- explanadon for those hubs of 

activity found in e·astern. Europe at places like Do~ni Vestonice, where 

1 k • • - f ld -to feast, 
peop e ~oo adva~ta~e of~ an abun~~nce o ~i. res~urces trade 

e~gage m complex-rituals and ambltlous art1st1c pro1~cts, and would 

minerals, marine shells and furs. In western Europe, equivalents . 

b • h - • • •• d th C ntabrtall 
• e t e great rock shelters of the• French · Perigo rd an e a d 

coast, with their deep records ·of human a~tivity, which similarly forrne 

f d d
. al 3s •• 

part o an annual round of seasonal congregation an ispers • h' d 

A h l 
. . lie be in 

• re aeo ogy also shows that patterns of seas~nal variation rn Ies 

the monuments of Gobekli Tepe. Activities aro_und the st9ne te p 
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P
ond with periods of annual superabundance, between midsum­corres 

nd autumn, when large herds of gazelle descended on to the mer a . 
J-larran Plain. ~~ such times, peop~e also gathered at the ~ite to process 
massive quant1t1e~ of nuts and wild cereal grasses, making these into 
festive foods, which presumably fuelled the work of construction.39 
There is some evidence to suggest that each of these great structures 
had a relatively short lifespan, culminating in an enormous feast, after 
which its walls were rapidly filled in with leftovers and qther refuse: 
hierarchies raised to the sky, only to be swiftly torn down again. On­
going research is likely to complicate this _picture, but the overall pattern 
of seasonal congregation for festive labour seems well established. 

Such oscillating· patterns of life endured long after the invention of 
agriculture. To take just one example, they may be key to understand­
ing the famous Neolithic monuments of Salisbury Plain in England, 
and n~t just because the arrangements of standing stones themselves 
seem to function (among other things) as giant calendars. Stonehenge, 
framing the midsummer sunrise and the midwinter sunset, is the most 
famous of these. It turns out to have ·been the last in·a long sequence 
of ceremonial structures, erected over the course of centuries in tim­
ber as well as stone, as· people converged.,. on the . plain from remote 
corners of the British Isles at significant times of year. Careful excava­
tiqn shows that many of these structures - now plausibly interpreted 
as monuments to the _ancestors of a Neolithic aristocracy - were dis­
mantled just a few generations after their construction.~0 

Still more striking, the people who built Stonehenge were not farm­
ers, or not in the usual sense. They had once been; but the practice of 
erecting and dismantling grand monuments coincides with a period 
when the peoples of Britain, having adopted the Neolithic farming 
economy from continental Europe, appear to have turned their backs 
on at least one crucial aspect of it: abandoning the cultivation of cer­
eals and returning, from around 3 3 oo B c, to the collection of hazelnuts 
as their staple source of plant food. On the other hand, they kept hold 
of their domestic pigs and herds of cattle, feasting on them seasonally 
at nearby Durrington Walls, a prosperous town of some thousands of 
pbeople - with its own Woodhenge - in winter, but largely empty and 
a ando d • ne in summer. The builders of Stonehenge seem to have been n·h 
eit er foragers nor herders, but something in between.41 
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