CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY 130

THERKALSEN


A Brief History of the World: 
Origins of today’s cultural landscapes

Welcome to the world of cultural geography. Below you will find your first introduction to the role geography has played, and continues to play, in shaping the societies of the modern world. Don’t be alarmed if this is all shocking to you at first or a little confusing; this paper introduces cultural geography, societal evolution and many of the core concepts we will be expanding upon throughout the course. It is important that you read it carefully and try to truly understand it because it will create a base on which the rest of the course will build upon. Enjoy…
IN THE BEGINNING

Let us begin in the beginning. The world was formed 4.5 BILLION years ago. Some time after that enough water vapor producing volcanic eruption caused it to begin raining and the ocean basins filled with water and eventually salts. Life evolved from simple bacteria and algae into the more recognizable forms of today over the next 4 billion plus years. 

The human component of the story we’re concerned with began extremely late in the history of the earth; all of human history is less than a blink of an eye relative to the history of the earth, but it is this blink of the eye we’ll be concentrating on. Apes, the predecessors to humans in our story, began to walk upright about 4 million years ago, and began increasing in body size and relative brain size about 2.5 million years ago. A weak model of us, Homo Erectus- apparently beginning to use stone tools, had evolved by about 1.7 million years ago. This first 4 million years of human history was unimpressive and mostly confined to Africa. Humans began expanding out of Africa only 2-400,000 years ago and began to resemble humans as we know them only after the “great leap forward” about 50,000 years ago. At this time tools, and other signs of advancement, began to get much more sophisticated (bow and arrows, needles, spears, fishing lines, paintings, statues, etc.). 


Whether this great leap forward came about thanks to the perfection of the voice box or because of an improvement in language developed thanks to a change in brain size is inconsequential. Whatever the reason, these new humans (Cro-Magnons) wiped out the older version (Neanderthals) within a few thousand years of their arrival (because they developed better technology, language and ability to kill and out compete older versions). Around this time humans were also expanding their domain around the world. They started populating the islands of the South Pacific (Indonesia, Australia, etc) which were all connected to the Asian continent at this time thanks to the reduced sea level and new land bridges brought about by an Ice Age. As these areas were populated the large mammals, which once thrived in almost all areas of the world, were most likely hunted and out competed until extinction (this fact would have major consequences in the future.) Of the five habitable continents North and South [image: image1.png]S 4
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America were the last to become populated. 
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vides the answer to Yali’s question. Hence this chapter will offer a whirl-
wind tour of human history on all the continents, for millions of years,
{rom our origins as a species until 13,000 years ago. All that will now be
summarized in less than 20 pages. Naturally, T shall gloss over details and
mention only what seem to me the trends most relevant to this book.

Our closest living relatives are three surviving species of great ape: the
porilla, the common chimpanzee, and the pygmy chimpanzee (also known
a5 honobo). Their confinement to Africa, along with abundant fossil evi-
dence, indicates that the carliest stages of human evolution were also
played out in Africa. Human history, as something separate from the his-
tory of animals, began there about 7 million years ago (estimates range
from § to 9 million years ago). Around that time, a population of African
apes broke up into several populations, of which one proceeded to evolve
into modern porillas, a second into the two modern chimps, and the third
I'he gorilla line apparently split off slightly before the split
Between the chimp and the human lines.

Tl indicate that the evolutionary line leading to us had achieved a

into humar

subtantially upright posture by around 4 million years ago, then began to
inerense fn body size and in reladve brain size around 2.5 million years
a0 Those protohumans are penerally known as Australopithecus afri-
cans, Homo babilis, and Homo erectus, which apparently evolved into
el other in that sequence, Although Homo erectus, the stape reached
around 1.7 million years ago, was elose to us madern humang in hody

wlze, 1w bratin wlze was sl barely Balt ol ours, Stone toals became common
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Figure 1.1. The spread of humans around the world.

lurope stems from around half a million years ago, but there are claims
ol an carlier presence. One would certainly assume that the colonization
of Asia also permitted the simultancous coloni

‘ ie ion of Europe, since
Furasia s o single landmass not bisected by major barriers.

That illustreates an tssue that will recur throughout this boolk, Whenever
some sctentist claims to have discovered “the earliest X" whether X s
the earbiest human fossl o Burope, the earlient evidence ol domesticated





Around this time (20,000 years ago ) humans developed the capability to survive in colder climates (thanks to sewing, etc.) which led to the human populating of Siberia, which eventually made it possible for the first humans to stumble, following animals or searching for something, across the Bering land bridge to discover the Americas. Arriving first in Alaska about 12,000 BC and very soon after making their way down into the Great Plains of the Americas, which at that time more closely resembled modern Africa with an abundance of large mammals (elephants, cheetahs, lion, camels, etc.) roaming the land. However, within a few thousand years these large mammals also were hunted to extinction. Following these animals the hunter-gatherers explored and populated all the way to the tip of South America within possibly as short of time as 1,000 years. With the populating of the Americas all the major continents were discovered and the other areas of the world (islands, colder climates, etc.) soon followed. Thus this is where the real story begins, only about 10,000 years ago when people were living in all regions of the world.
 So the real question for us to begin this course with is why did each world culture, coming from similar origins, take such drastically different paths leading to the diverse cultures we see around the world today???? (Of course the answer, as we’ll soon discover, must be GEOGRAPHY)
HUNTER GATHERERS TO AGRICULTURALISTS 
Farmers develop more complex technology and political organization so that when the different civilizations clash the farmers have the advantage. For example islands in the south Pacific were colonized by the same group of people at the same time but followed completely different developmental paths afterword.
 
There are many reasons why the similar people, who expanded to occupy all regions of the world by 10,000 years ago, turned out so differently. Some of the factors that determined what path each civilization would take include: 1. climate type, 2. geologic type, 3. Available animal resources, 4. area, 5. isolation and 6. terrain. These 6 geographic factors combine to influence the rate at which each group of people progressed as a society. 
As an example of these influences let’s examine two islands in the South Pacific that were colonized by the same group of people but soon after followed completely different development paths. (1) Climate: the island closer to the equator had a warmer wetter climate and was thus initially more suitable for crop growth and the development of agriculture. Also influential in the development of agriculture was (2) Geology. Geology, good soil vs rocks, influenced the islands in terms of areas available for growth. (3) Animal resources: the animals which were available for domestication were similar on both islands (mostly marine animals) the eventual difference was that one island completely killed off the terrestrial population so that none were available for domestication while the other maintained small animals available to domesticate. (4) Area: the smaller island quickly became overpopulated and different groups began to clash, thus they began to develop more military technology compared to larger islands where different groups were free to develop in peaceful isolation. (5) Isolation: the more isolated island didn’t have the opportunity to share knowledge with other peoples or the necessity to develop militarily. And last, (6) Terrain: mountains, rivers, and oceanic distance influenced contact with outsiders. 
The geographic differences between the two islands influenced one civilization to more quickly shift from the hunter-gather lifestyle, standard at the time, to a sedentary agricultural one. Once this civilization switched to farming the population grew rapidly and the island became densely populated. Since farming only required a small portion of the population others were free to occupy positions, nonexistent until now, such as chiefs, priests, bureaucrats, craftsman, warriors etc. With the free time this civilization also developed complex political and social organizations and technologies. Thus, these two islands populated by the very same ancestors soon differed greatly in their economic specialization, political organization, social complexity and material products as a direct result of differences in geography. This example is extremely important because the differences that developed between these two related islands are analogous to what happened to societies across the entire Earth. The difference is that the range of variations in cultures which have developed over the globe is much greater because of the larger range of geographic circumstances throughout the earth.
ADVANTAGES OF FARMING


The geographic factors mentioned above led to one very important societal transition. The change from a hunter-gatherer lifestyle to agriculture was the first, and possibly most important, step leading to the differences in cultures we see across the world today. As certain peoples developed into agricultural society before others they gained certain advantages and began along a different developmental path than others. 

Lets examine how transitioning to an agricultural society effected civilizations.  One advantage that came from the development of food production is that it can support large numbers of peoples. Many more people can live and flourish in a single location when farming is adapted over hunting and gathering. This simple advantage of force in numbers meant that agricultural societies had a first dominant advantage over hunter-gatherers. Agricultural societies were also the first to domesticate animals which led to a steadier source of protein, and more importantly these animals were important sources of power and fertilizer.  Because people now could stay in one place and rely on a steady source of food they were able to grow and produce denser populations. With farming these societies also gained the ability to store food for use during hard times. 
Food storage created the necessity for the creation of a new job: the food guards. Even cultivating excess food did not require the work of everyone. Unlike hunter-gatherers, who all participated in collecting food and surviving, agricultural societies had the possibility of much free time spent in more location. Hence full-time specialists in other areas (like the food guards) were created. Two specific types of specialists that first developed were Kings and Bureaucrats. Hunter-gatherer societies were essentially egalitarian because everyone had to work to secure food and the survival of the whole group. On the other hand, in agricultural societies once food is secured and stockpiled political elite can gain control of this food, assert a right to taxation and engage in full time political activities (not least important of which was planning wars). These more complex political units are also able to develop and feed full time soldiers and organize more successful wars against other peoples.  The stored food can also be used to feed people freed to become priests (who come up with the religious justification for the wars), artisans (who makes the swords, guns and other technologies), and scribes (who can preserve much more knowledge than any collective memory can).
Other advantages of an agricultural lifestyle include other uses for crops (making rope, clothes, blankets, gourds, etc.). Animals first domesticated in military societies also served other purposes (ex. horses used for military purposes, sheep for wool, etc.). This domestication of animals, was extremely important for another reason, as we will see later, it is ultimately what led to the development and transmittal of the extremely important germs which decimated and helped to conquer entire civilizations. The advantages gained from the transition to a sedentary agricultural society allowed some societies to flourish and dominate others thus geographic variation in when, whether, or even if peoples of different continents became farmers and herders can explain to a large extent the subsequent differences and contrasting cultural fates.
WHO WERE THE FIRST FARMERS?
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Why didn’t all people become farmers simultaneously? The simple answer is that not everywhere is well equipped for agriculture; it’s hard to grow crops in the middle of a desert. However, even some places well suited for agriculture did not develop it, so why didn’t these places take the advantages farming route? Let’s examine where, when and how food production developed in different locations?  Food production only arose independently only in five parts of the world (all others learned from these source regions). The five areas include: the Fertile Crescent, China, MesoAmerica, the Andes, and the Eastern United States (there are other disputed areas of independent origin but these are the accepted locations). In other locations across the globe crops and agricultural knowledge was introduced to the regions by neighboring people. In some circumstances the exchange was gradual and peaceful where the native people simply incorporated the new crops into their lifestyle. In other circumstances the invading population forced agriculture upon a population or was able to defeat native hunter-gatherers thanks to their knowledge and use of agriculture. In both circumstances farming was introduced before native people had the opportunity domesticate their own plants/animals and thus the invading species became dominant. 
The people from these first five regions who first domesticated plants thus had a head start towards developing the other aspects of modern civilization (technologies, ideologies, etc.) and these people became the haves and they were bound for future confrontations with the have-nots who had not begun farming yet. This earlier switch to farming ultimately led to advantages in military technology, literacy, population expansion, exploration and even the germs which allowed civilizations (like the Europeans) maintain a successful advantage when they confronted others still in the hunter-gatherer society stage (like the native Americans).

How did the first civilizations begin to shift from the hunter-gatherer lifestyle to the farmer one? The first people had no model, no other farmers, to imitate so how did they end up with what we term an agriculture lifestyle? In most cases an agricultural life sort of evolved gradually over time. Many of the earliest farmers simultaneously collected wild foods and raised cultivated ones. Over time out of preference and necessity certain crops gained an advantage and became more popular domestically than others. 
Five factors tipped the scale away from a mixed lifestyle to a strictly sedentary agricultural lifestyle. First, the resources of hunter-gatherers, the foods and wild animals began to decline forcing new ways of life. Coupled with this an increased availability of domesticable wild plants provided a greater opportunity for sedentary agriculture. Third, New technologies began to develop that made agriculture more attractive (sickles, grinding stones, etc.). The fourth development was a rise in population. This was a cyclical relationship, as population slowly grew farming became a better technique to serve a denser populated area and as farming was improved many more people could survive much more securely in a smaller area and round and round. Finally, farming grew and spread because of its advantages. When farmers did evolve and their populations exploded they were able to move into and take over the territory of hunter-gatherers thanks to their increased numbers. Thus, the native hunter-gatherers were either displaced by the food producers, or they survived by adapting to a food producing lifestyle. 
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the world’s largest landmass, and it’s also very diverse ecologically, with
habitats ranging from extensive tropical rain forests, through temperare
forests, deserts, and marshes, 1o equally extensive tundras. Sub-Saharan
Africa has fewer candidates, 51 species, just as it has fewer species in most
other plant and animal groups—because it’s smaller and ecologically less
diverse than Eurasia. Africa has smaller areas of tropical rain forest thar
d’m and no temperate habitats at all beyond latitude 37
degrees. As I discussed in Chapter 1, the Americas may formerly have had
almost as many candidates as Africa, but most of America’s big wild mam- ,
mals (including its horses, most of its camels, and other species likely 1o
have been domesticated had they survived) became extinct about 13,000
years ago. Australia, the smallest and most isolated continent, has alwars
had far fewer species of big wild mammals than has Eurasia, Africa, or the

Americas. Just as in the Americas, in Australia all of those few candidates
P

=

TaBLE 9.2 Mammalian Candidates for Domestication

Continent

Eurasia  Sub-Saharan The Australia
Africa Americas

Candidates 72 51 24 1
Domesticated species 13 0 1
Percentage of candidates

domesticated O 18% 0% 4% 0%

A “candidate” is defined as a species of terrestrial, herbivorous or omnivorous, wild

mammal weighing on the average over 100 pounds.




As agricultural lifestyles became more common other societal differences began to evolve. Perhaps most important of these may have been the growth of germs. Many diseases are linked to animals and thus to the domestication of animals (which is linked to farming). Most of the human diseases we are familiar with originated in animals, some of the most deadly and recognized include: smallpox, tuberculosis, malaria, plague, measles, cholera and the common flu. In fact most past wars were won by the side that possessed the worst diseases (thus able to pass these on to unprepared enemy hosts). These diseases developed in places where farming had become the way of life (able to sustain higher populations) and close contact with animals was common (sleeping with cows, etc.) and they spread and flourished in areas with high population densities where lack of sanitation was common. Cities could only sustain their numbers early on because many people were moving in from the countryside to replace the vast numbers who died from disease daily. This meant that Europeans and other early agriculturalists had a much higher chance of developing bad diseases to pass on because of their long farming history and filthy cities.   
How did Agriculture developed

The first farmers discovered farming by accident. It was actually the plants that tricked humans into domesticating them. Some plants simply rely on wind or water to spread their seeds, others trick animals into carrying their seeds by hiding them in tasty foods which are then eating so that the seeds can then be deposited later after digestion. In much the same unconscious way the first human latrines became the testing grounds for the domestication of crops. Over time animals and humans began selecting and breeding only the most desirable plants, unconsciously. This occurred simply because the hunter-gathers (who grew into farmers) learned to pick food from only the most productive plants (i.e. the biggest berries, the most lush, etc.) and decided to choose the best tasting and most nutritious of foods available. Thus, the seeds of these plants were spread through picking, eating and digestion, while the seeds of less desirable plants were not spread as efficiently and eventually died out. Thus, the first plants were domesticated through simple choices by hunter-gatherers along the lines Darwin recognized as “natural selection.” So then why did some crops become domesticated [image: image4.jpg]SPACIOUS SKIES AND TILTED AXES * | 77

Figure 10.1. Major axes of the continents.

saw in Chapter 5, there were no more than nine areas of the globe, perhaps
as few as five, where food production arose independently. Yet, already in
prehistoric times, food production became established in many other
regions besides those few areas of origins. All those other areas became
food producing as a result of the spread of crops, livestock, and knowledge
of how to grow them and, in some cases, as a result of migrations of farm-
ers and herders themselves.

The main such s of food production were from Southwest Asia
o Enrope, Egypt and North Africa, Frhiopia, Central Asia, and the Indus
"Valley; From the Sahel and West Africa to East and South Africa: from




much earlier than others?
The Importance of the Fertile Crescent 

As Jared Diamond explained, the Fertile Crescent, area between the Tigris and Euphrates river in the Middle East, “appears to have been the earliest site for a whole string of developments, including cities, writing, empires and what we term (for better or worse) “civilization”. All those developments sprang, in turn, from the dense human populations, stored food surpluses, and feeding of nonfarming specialists made possible by the rise of food production in the form of crop cultivation and animal husbandry. Food production was the first of those major innovations to appear in the Fertile Crescent. This area had many advantages that allowed it to lead the way in farming and thus all other areas.” 
The first advantage the Fertile Crescent is, of course, its geographic location. Lying within the Mediterranean climactic zone, a climate characterized by mild, wet winters and long, dry, hot summers led to the growth of plants that evolved a special adaptation growing large reproductive seeds and berries, concentrating on these edible parts and wasting little precious energy on growing tall or growing bark, leaves or other non edible vegetation parts. 6 of the 12 world crops grow in this manner. The second advantage is that these crops were already abundant and highly productive; early farmers had little work to do to domesticate these crops. The third advantage was that many of those crops are self-pollinated so they flourished and were domesticated much easier than others. Compared to other Mediterranean climate zones the Fertile Crescent also had other geographical advantages including a larger size (leading to a greater variety of plants), a greater climatic variation (also leading to a greater variety), a greater range of altitudes and topographies within a short distance (leading to many different environments and staggered harvest seasons), greater availability of domesticable animals and lastly surrounded by desert people of the Fertile Crescent had less competition from the surrounding hunter-gatherer lifestyles than other areas.
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close to cows and their feces, urine, breath, sores, and blood. Our intimacy
with cattle has been going on for the 9,000 years since we domesticated
MC time for the rinderpest virus to discover us nearby. As Table
11.1 illustrates, others of our familiar infectious diseases can similarly be
traced back to diseases of our animal friends.

.
IVEN OUR/ PROXTMITY 0 the ani
constantly bombarded by their microbes. Those invaders get winnowed by

;n—a—g—;e’l_/m;} we must be getting

natural selection, and only a few of them succeed in establishing them-
E selves as human diseases. A quick survey of current diseases lets us trace
E N out four stages in the evolution of a specialized human disease from an
animal precursor., -

““The first stage is illustrated by dozens of diseases that we now and then
pick up directly from our pets and domestic animals. They include_cat-
scratch fever from our cats, leptospirosis from our dogs, psittacosis from
Wﬁ, and br\llcg}l_g)_sgm;y&a_tgl\e. We’re similarly
liable to pick up diseases from wild animals, such as the tularemia that
hunters can get from skinning wild rabbits. All those microbes are still at
an early stage in their evolution into specialized human pathogens. They
%tﬂl don’t get transmitted directly from one person to another, and even
Y \their transfer to us from animals remains uncommon.

In the second stage a former animal pathogen evolves to the point where
it does get transmitted directly between people and causes epidemics.

TasLe 11.1 Deadly Gifts from Our Animal Friends

Animal with Most Closely
Human Disease Related Pathogen
Measles cattle (rinderpest)
Tuberculosis cattle
Smallpox cattle (cowpox) or other livestock with
related pox viruses
Flu pigs and ducks
Pertussis pigs, dogs

Falciparum malaria birds (chickens and ducks?)




 As a result of these factors the complete change from a hunter-gathering lifestyle to a sedentary agricultural society occurred relatively quickly (from one type to another in 3,000 years: 9,000-6,000 B.C.).  Conversely, in MesoAmerica there were only two possible domesticable animals (dog and turkey) and many less and more difficult to harvest, longer growing plants. Thus, in Mesoamerica domestication didn’t arise until around 3500 BC (?) and a complete change was not seen until around 1500 B.C. Thus, right away the Fertile Crescent had a huge head start in the evolution of society (2,500 to 4,500 years). It should be mentioned that this head start is a direct result of geographical difference not biological. The differences between the beginning of domestication in certain places resulted entirely from differing availabilities of wild plants and animals and when new more productive crops arrived from the outside they were immediately adopted in most of these less fortunate places. Much like the adoption of writing, the societies that never developed agriculture independently may simply not have had ample time to. 
 
A necessary accompaniment to agriculture is animal domestication (an animal selectively bred in captivity, modified from its modern ancestors for human purposes) and in this arena the Fertile Crescent also had advantages. Part of the reason that Eurasia was the main area of animal domestication is simply the fact that, as a result of a diverse ecology, it was the continent with the most wild candidates to begin with. Animals in other regions failed to be domesticated as a result of one of six reasons. 1. Diet: some animals require far too much food to be domesticated or eat too much meat. 2.  Growth rate: some animals simply grow too slowly to make efficient sense. 3. Captive breeding problems: some animals won’t breed in captivity. 4. Poor attitudes: some animals are angry or naturally attack humans. 5. Tendency to panic: some animals behave erratically in captivity. 6. Social structures: successfully domesticated animals lived in herds with a social hierarchy and overlapping range areas-rather than exclusive territories. Thus, in conclusion, most species don’t make good candidates for domestication. Eurasians happened by chance to live near many more species of domesticable large mammalian herbivores than did people of other continents. (Incidentally, The five major species that did become domesticated and important include the cow, sheep, goat, pig and horse.)
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Jared Diamond wraps up the initial development of these civilizations well, “In short, plant and animal domestication meant much more food and hence much denser human populations. The resulting food surpluses, and (in some areas) the animal based means of transporting those surpluses were a prerequisite for the development of settled politically centralized, socially stratified, economically complex, technologically innovative societies. Hence the availability of domestic plants and animals ultimately explains why empires, literacy, and steel weapons developed earliest in Eurasia and later, or not at all, on other continents. The military uses of horse and camels, and the killing power of animal derived germs, complete the list of major links between food production and conquest” 
DIFFUSION AND GEOGRAPHY
Let’s take a brief break now from our examination of origins to the one of the diffusion of agriculture, culture and other technology and ideas that were to be developed. One simple geographical fact helps to explain the diffusion, or lack of diffusion, of agriculture and ideas: axial orientation. The axial orientation for Eurasia allowed for much easier diffusion of everything than other continents. The major axis of Eurasia is East-West as compare to the North-South orientation of the Americas and Africa. Examining the spread of food production (which only developed independently in a few places) helps explain why this difference is so crucial.

The rates and dates that food production spread at vary considerably. Again Jared Diamond summarizes first the rapid East-West spread of agriculture “from southwest Asia both west to Europe and Egypt and East to the Indus valley (at an average rate of about .7 miles per year); and from the Philippines east to Polynesia (at 3.2 miles per year.) At the opposite extreme was its slow spread along north-south axis: at less than .5 miles per year from Mexico northward to the U.S. Southwest” and “at .2 miles per year for llama from Peru north to Ecuador.” 
Why did the rates of exchanges differ across different continents? Let’s examine how geography influences this. Locations found along similar lines of latitudes share similar solar energy receipt, thus they have the same day lengths and seasonal variations. And to a lesser degree they tend to share similar diseases, temperature and precipitation regimes and biomes (habitats). Thus, east-west spread is much easier because plants and animals are being diffused within climates very similar to that of their native homes. As opposed to North-South axis in which diffusion across latitudes requires plants to cross different climatic barriers thus adopting to try to live in very different climates. 

There were also other geographic variables, such as topographical and ecological regions, that effected the successful diffusion of food production and ideas. For example, ideas and domesticate crops had extreme difficulty crossing physical barriers such as large deserts, high mountains, large oceans, impenetrable forests, etc. Thus, the major geographic differences occurring across different continents directly affected and determined the emergence of farming, the contact between peoples, the spread of goods and ideas and the entire history and evolution of the human experience. 
WRITING 
Another hugely important cultural development that facilitated the diffusion of goods and ideas and created a competitive advantage: writing. The development of writing systems made it possible to transmit knowledge in far greater quantity and detail from more distant lands over longer periods of time than ever before. Even more recently writing has been an integral part of any recent colonial conquest: commands of kings were conveyed in writing, maps and written sailing directions were transmitted, explorers were motivated by the written accounts of earlier adventurers and they learned what to expect as a result, entire empires were administered through written documents. 


Writing was developed and spread in a similar fashion to other cultural complexities. Three strategies emerged to develop written languages; they differed by the size of the speech unit denoted by one written sign. The first idea used a symbol to represent a single basic sound, the second idea a symbol for a syllable and the third idea used one symbol for an entire word. Imagine trying to come up with a writing system without any idea or blueprint to work from, where could you possibly begin? This task was extremely difficult, which is one of the reasons not everyone did it, it was in fact so hard that this completely independent writing seems to have only occurred in two separate places (Sumerians in Mesopotamia and Mexican Indians). Most likely every other writing system ever created has borrowed, adapted or at least been inspired by an already existing system. These first writing systems developed out of necessity in order to keep administrative counts and then grew in much the same fashion independently. Other places and peoples of the world either could not fathom creating a writing system or did not have adequate time to work one out on their own before the idea was diffused from one of these first two. 

The writing systems that did develop and diffuse were found only in agricultural societies. No writing system was ever adapted by a hunter-gatherer society because they lacked the free time created thanks to the stored supply of food, which could be used to feed full time scribes and they also lacked the need to create writing systems (sedentary agricultural societies needed writing for purposes related to the institutions that developed as a result of that lifestyle).  Thus, food production, and the years of societal evolution that followed, was an absolute necessity for the development of writing. This is supported by the fact that the only places to independently develop writing systems (Fertile Crescent, Mexico and China) were also the locations where food production first arose. Other places that acquired writing systems borrowed from or were inspired by the travelers sharing the knowledge of writing from these first places. The only places that never developed writing were the ones that never came into contact with any writing societies. Thus, the diffusion of writing depended directly upon the geographic connections between places. Places isolated by oceans, hard to cross jungles or deserts, or other hard to cross geographic features developed in a much different manner. 
THE SPREAD OF TECHNOLOGY

With the development of agriculture and writing societies were ready to concentrate on new types of technology that could assist them in expanded their geographic limits and their ability to conquer other societies. Technology that led to the dominance of one culture over another was mainly invented in Eurasian societies. It’s important to point out that the location of these developments does not stem from any biological differences between the people of these societies, instead it is due as usual to geographic differences. Examining technological advances and inventions shows us that most result from a cumulative effort, that is the people viewed through history as genius inventors almost always stood on someone else’s shoulders. Most inventions are simply improvements on existing products or clever new uses for old worthless inventions. The real trick by the inventors is their ability to convince society of their need to adapt or accept new technologies. 

The first factor influencing acceptance is the relative economic advantage a new technology offers. The next consideration is the social value or prestige offered from the adaptation of a new technology (ex. Designer jeans). The third factor is the degree to which the new invention is compatible with already existing societal norms (people are stubborn and don’t like to change even if for the better if it is difficult; ex. QWERTY keyboard). The last factor to consider is the ease with which the advantages of new inventions can be observed (ex. Guns were obviously very advantageous and thus were quickly adopted by those who viewed their use). 

The social and economic organization of a society also influences its receptivity of new technologies. For example, societies that had abundant, cheap, slave labor or forced servitude had less of a need to create technological solutions associated with labor shortages or high wage societies. Societies with patents or property laws encourage invention more than those without. Inventions are also more likely if the society rewards, economically or socially the inventors. There are other factors that also may make a society more likely to invent or receive technological innovations including, the scientific outlook of the country, the tolerance to diverse views, the religious tenants of a society, etc. As we can see there are a lot of factors that influence when and where a new technology may be developed and whether or not it will be accepted. Societies differ across the globe and across time and these variables influencing technology differ over space and time. The only constant that influences this extremely important concept of human history, why some societies developed the technologies that they used to conquer others, is geography. 

We can assume that since the factors mentioned above (and many more) cannot be predicted or quantified singularly that we can simply lump them all together as a random variable. So, along with this random variable (being the combination of any one or all of the above at any given time) what other factor influenced the invention and diffusion of technology? Most technology is not invented locally but rather adapted or borrowed and improved from other societies. When a new technology is developed it spreads in one of two ways: 1. a society sees a neighbor’s new technology and is receptive and able to adopt it as their own or 2. A society lacking an invention finds itself at a disadvantage because of a lack of technology and soon becomes overwhelmed or replaced by the society possessing the advantageous technology. Diffusion of new technologies may take place through peaceful trade, espionage, emigration or war.

The geographic location of societies determines how readily they may receive new technologies. Societies that were most susceptible to receive new technologies were located on major continents because of the ease of the spreading associated with east-west axis and the great number of different societies. As technologies are exchanged back and forth between societies further and faster innovation is encouraged and a snowballing effect results making a large number of closely located societies an integral variable in the development and expansion of technology. Technological development is an autocatalytic process, that is, it is a process that speeds up at an increasing rate with time. The more technology that is developed and adapted the more new technology that can then possibly be additionally developed and adapted.  This is possible because the development of new technologies make it possible to imagine an even greater number of new things through recombination. 

In the past inventions made great leaps on two visible occasions. First was the leap that resulted in our making of stone tools (between 100,000-50,000 years ago), probably resulting from some genetic change in brain functioning. The second great leap occurred thanks to the development of sedentary lifestyle (as early as 13,000 years ago). Sedentary living was a necessary first step to innovation because for the first time it allowed people to accumulate nonportable possessions. Before this time societies only created and kept what they could carry as they traveled from place to place; thus there was not a lot of demand to create new things that would add to the load. Sedentary living and food production also made it possible for the first time for societies to employ specialized workers in tasks other than food production. New inventors could spend their time innovating while being fed by the peasants employed in the production of surplus food. 

As a general rule, technology develops quickest in large productive regions with large human populations (thus many potential inventors) in contact with many competing societies. Three factors, (1) beginning of food production, (2) geographic barriers to diffusion, and (3) population size differed in Eurasia and the Americas and thus led to distinct technological differences. Eurasia is the world’s largest landmass and the location where food production began the earliest (Fertile Crescent). The orientation of its axis (east-west) allowed for the fast spread of technology to societies at similar latitudes and other topographic barriers were less important here than in other places. These combinations of circumstances meant that technology developed first in Eurasia and accelerated and spread the fastest on that continent. On the other hand, the Americas are significantly smaller than Eurasia and they are very geographically fragmented. The north-south axis orientation made it difficult to diffuse new technology across latitudes and climates, and other barriers, such as deserts, rainforests, and the tiny size of the isthmus connecting the two continents, also contributed to this problem. Thus, technological innovation lagged behind in the Americas and did not accelerate nor spread as quickly. 
These initial differences had huge repercussions. Because technology catalyzes itself, as it increased at an increasing rate Eurasia only got further and further ahead of the Americas. By 1492 the technological advantages of the Europeans far exceeded the societies native to the Americas and this ultimately proved to be the decisive factor in determining which societies would conquer others and spread their cultures. Therefore, the rise and spread of European culture resulted directly from specific geographic differences (not biological as some would lead you to believe).
SOCIETAL TRANSITIONS

Before we move on to our individual examinations of regional civilizations let’s pause to examine the transitional stages societies progress through.
The idea of the modern state that we are all familiar with is an incredibly recent invention. As recently as 1500 A.D. less than 20% of the world was marked off by boundaries and organized into states governed by laws and run by bureaucrats. These first states are the ones who ended up dominating the modern political world, driven by the spread of their political and religious ideologies. So how is it that these societies progressed from small groups known as bands to tribes to chiefdoms and finally ended up in today’s large states?


After millions of years of human evolutionary history we ended up living in societal groups that anthropologist’s label “bands.” Bands differ from states in a number of ways. Bands have no permanent place of residence, they are not sedentary. The land they use is shared by the entire group, not distributed individually. There is no economic specialization and there are no formal institutions to resolve conflicts (police, courts, etc.). And within bands there is no formal social stratification, they are more egalitarian. This is the way that humans have lived for most of our history; the developments that ultimately led to the creation of states only took place in the last tens of thousands of years. The next progression of society is the tribe. It is similar to a band in relative egalitarianism, lack of bureaucracy, and lack of formal social stratification. However, tribes are different in the size of their population and their type of lifestyle. Tribes have a much larger population (thus have more than a single family living in any community) and live in fixed food producing settlements. In order to organize into larger settlements and feed everyone it was actually necessary first to become food producers, thus the first places to grow into tribes were the first places to adapt farming (Fertile Crescent). 


The next progression was the chiefdom. These arose first in the Fertile Crescent (thanks to a head start in farming) around 5500 B.C. and later in Mesoamerica around 1000 B.C.  Chiefdoms were even larger in size than tribes. This basic fact required an entire change in social organization. For the first time the group of people living together was so large that there were people living in the same community who did not know each other; the concept of a stranger was developed. And with this development people had to learn how to encounter strangers regularly without attempting to kill them. A solution to this problem was the idea of a chief. A chief was the one person in the chiefdom who could exercise a monopoly on the right to use force. A chief settled disputes and made major decisions. Eventually, the post of chief became one that was handed down hereditarily. Chiefs eventually developed the conclusion that they were above others and thus began a social hierarchy where chiefs were at the top, with priests and craftsman below all the way down to food producing peasants and slaves. Another important shift within chiefdoms was a shift from the common reciprocal exchanges (A gives to B something, B gives back to A something), to a redistributive economy. In a redistributive economy there were still reciprocal exchanges but now the chief also collected excess goods which he could redistribute throughout the community. Eventually chiefs realized they needed not redistribute everything and they began collecting things and keeping them instead of redistributing, this idea became known as paying a tribute to your chief and it was the precursor to our taxes.

The next societal progression resulted in the development of the type of society we are familiar with, the state. These arose in Mesopotamia around 3700 B.C., and around Mesoamerica around 300 B.C. States differed from chiefdoms in a number of ways. Early states still had a single, usually hereditary, leader (King) who exercised a great monopoly over all decision making. And even today, although most leaders do not gain the post by lineage (However, the possible Bush, Clinton, Bush, Clinton presidencies is interesting) it is still a very few select individuals who make the decisions in any country, a very few who know all the secrets and rule the world. The central control of states and the redistribution of tribute, or taxes, is much greater in states than it was in chiefdoms.  Economic specialization is far more extreme today than it has ever been. The levels and details of administration and the number of bureaucrats are far greater in states than it was in chiefdoms. Formalized institutions to deal with internal conflict are much more developed within states (police, courts, judges, laws, etc.). The most important difference is that today’s states are organized on political and territorial lines as opposed to the usual kinship lines that defined all other previous forms of society. This is an important distinction because it affects all other aspects of life. For example, family could no longer be the basis for fighting or protection and thus ideas of patriotism and religion had to be developed. Also, decisions about which fights to pursue are no longer decided on by a society, instead now these decisions are in the hands of a single individual or a select few.

So, why have almost all societies progressed into states, how did small noncentralized societies develop into large centralized ones. The answer again can be traced back to geography or population geography. Evidence suggests that complex societies result in places consisting of large regional or dense local populations. Let’s examine how Large or dense populations develop in association with social complexity. These larger societies demand intensified food production, which in turns demands societal complexity which leads to intensified food production and this cycle persists in a self catalyzing fashion. Next, this excess food production allows for the time to create new economic specialization and social stratification as we have already seen. Food production also allows for a sedentary lifestyle which as we have also seen leads to the accumulation of possessions, the development of technology, crafts and public works. Thus, as food production increases societal size increases and vice versa and as these increase the features of complex societies become possible and common. Large societies cannot remain fixed in the small egalitarian societal organization of bands or tribes because of the problems inherent in large societies. For example, the problem of conflict resolution between strangers becomes necessary. Also, it becomes impossible to rely upon communal decision making when the community consists of thousands of individuals. Large societies must also redistribute goods since there will be specialization and a more densely populated population does not have an equally distributed population density.
Smaller societies thus develop into larger more complex societies and eventually states in one of two ways. First, surrounding groups may decide voluntarily to merge as a result of a threat from an outside source (ex. American colonies banding together to create a state to counter the force of British). Or second, smaller societies may be combined by force (ex. The Incan empire that conquered others and incorporated them into their larger state). So, it is ultimately conflict that leads to the combination of small societies and the creation of states. However, fighting and war has been a fact of life throughout human history so why are states a recent development? The answer comes back to the size of the population. In the past when population densities were low defeated societies could simply move to occupy a new space. Recently, in densely populated areas, defeated societies have nowhere to flee to and thus victors use the defeated in two ways. Thus, the defeated may be taken and used as slaves or the defeated may simply be incorporated into the victors society forced to pay tribute to the rulers.  The states and cultures that exist around the world today passed through the stages outlined above.
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THEORY APPLIED
Greater Australia

We’ll switch now from our hypothesized conclusions regarding the reasons cultures evolved along such different lines to see if these concepts prove true in actual situations. We start our examination with the continent of Australia because it may have the best controlled variables. During the last ice age sea level dropped to a point that Australia was connected by land with the surrounding islands, including New Guinea. The Australian continent was settled around 40,000 years ago by Asians when the sea distance between the continents was least. During this time the same societies wondered Australia and New Guinea. When the ice melted Australian oceans isolated Australia from Asia and from New Guinea. 10,000 years later the people and cultures of Australia and New Guinea differ greatly. This offers a perfect example to prove these differences resulted from geographical differences not biological because we begin our examination with the same populations on each island.

The people of Australia and New Guinea are so different now as a result of lengthy isolation from each and the extremely different environments their societies developed in (the same reasons most of the worlds differences exist). The geographic differences that existed between the two places are as follows. New Guinea lies almost on the equator, is mountainous and extremely rugged, and is covered with young fertile soil. On the other hand, Australia extends into temperate zones as far as 40° from the equator, is extremely flat, and is covered in by far the worst soil of any continent on earth. As a result of their geographic locations and features their climates are also very different, New Guinea is one of the wettest places on earth and varies climatically very little throughout the year, while Australia is one of the driest places on earth and stretching farther from the equator means that its climate can have large seasonal variations. In general, Australia is essentially a desert and New Guinea a rainforest. The environmental differences are the reasons that the cultures progressed in two distinctly different directions. 

As a direct result of its environment New Guinea initially became more successful. Farming began in the highlands, while lowland people found rich hunting and gathering environments on the coast and in the swamps. These societies grew and became the largest in Greater Australia (Australia and the surrounding islands, including New Guinea). As a result of these larger and denser populations New Guinea became the location with the most advanced technology and political and social organization. However, New Guinea never grew large enough to progress because the area of agriculture in the highlands was not large enough to support a very large population, they had no mammals to domesticate and they were isolated. 


Australia had, like New Guinea, also hunted all its suitable domesticable animals to extinction and thus had none available. People of Australia found it impossible to develop agriculture because it is so extremely dry, the variations in climate from year to year are so great and very few native candidate plants for domestication even existed. Thus, nomadism made sense, moving from place to place wherever the environment was rich at the moment. As a result the population of Australia never came close to that of other continents and thus the advances that took place elsewhere (writing, metal tools, political organization) never occurred there. Other societies surrounding Australia that did develop these things did so as a result of their climactic advantages; thus when they did come to explore Australia they did not settle it and diffuse their advances because the climate was so unattractive they quickly moved on.

The climactic advantages that New Guinea enjoyed also helped when European explorers came conquering. Europeans never colonized New Guinea to the same extent that they did Australia for three reasons. First, Europeans were not familiar with or immune to the diseases that developed within New Guinea’s tropical environment and were thus killed by them as they tried to conquer. The mountainous and differing terrain also made expansion here more difficult. Last, and most important, the climate of New Guinea did not allow Europeans to install the same type of crops as they had at home. This climate supported a completely different staple of crops than Europeans were used to. Exasperated, European conquerors moved on to Australia where they found much greater success. Coming from a similar latitudinal geographic location, explorers were used to the diseases aboriginals had to offer and actually brought them new ones which acted to wipe out large portions of the native populations. The similar climate also meant Europeans could bring and introduce their own crops and domesticated animals. As a result Europeans took over the continent, using their guns to kill those in their way or forcing the surviving aborigines to the parts of the continents that they found too undesirable to live on (deserts). Thus, European Australians did not create their lifestyle and culture on the Australia continent; instead they imported it from home where it had been evolving for thousands of years. Meanwhile, the aborigines and native New Guineans developed a completely different culture adapted to suit the geography of the region (these “natural” cultures still exist across greater Australia today). 
China 

Let us now turn our exploration to the region surrounding Australia. How did the islands of Indonesia and the Chinese mainland come to be populated with the people and societies we see thriving today? Today China appears to many to be culturally, linguistically and politically homogenous, however this was certainly not always the case. Differences in Chinese climates caused differences in culture across Southeast Asia as civilizations developed over the past thousands of years. However, much like the diversity of all Native Americans has been subsumed into one culturally, linguistically, and politically homogenous people state, originally devastated and conquered by Europeans (The United States), Chinese history has shown a progressive conquering and spread of one culture over others. The repopulation of China can also explain the existing cultures of most of the rest of current East Asia. 

Chinese ancient history reads like much of the more recent colonialism escapades. Similar to what happened to Native Americans and Africans once their respective continents were “discovered” by Europeans, in China one invading group came to dominate and control groups who had previously inhabited certain areas for thousands of years. The reasons for the dominance of one group of another are the same as we have seen throughout this paper. The dominant group happened, by luck of geographic location, to be the one to develop food production earlier and along with it larger societies and the accompanying political organization and technological advantages. This early farming group then spread across land occupied by others with the help of guns, germs and other technology. In China the group that came to dominate all the others evolved in Northern China and then expanded south. 

The North Chinese became more dominant simply because they were the first to develop a sedentary food producing lifestyle. They were in fact one of the first civilizations in the world to develop this way of living. Thus, the size of their population grew exponentially and these people had a huge head start in developing technology (including: paper, the compass, wheelbarrow, and gunpowder). As this society expanded it came into contact with many other diverse cultures living in the different climactic regions throughout China and this exchange of ideas and technology increased the rate at which the inequality between different cultures grew. The geographic advantages of large navigable rivers (Yellow and Yangtze) running along its advantageous east-west axis aided in diffusion. 
As a result of favorable geography China became unified politically early in its history and has remained relatively stable much of the time since (at least since 221 B.C.), as opposed to geographically difficult Europe which has yet to fully unify. The societies of China also had influences elsewhere as the people of Southern China set out to colonize all of the surrounding regions including the Southeast Asian archipelagos.

Polynesia, Indonesia and the Philippines

Much like Europeans have replaced much of the non-European people they encountered during colonization, the food producing people of China also almost completely wiped out and replaced the native hunter-gatherer people who occupied most of the Polynesian islands before they arrived. So why was it that Austronesian speaking farmers from South China were able to fully replace the original hunter-gatherer population of the Philippines and Western Indonesia? For the same reasons that Europeans exterminated most of the native societies they encountered elsewhere.

The Chinese farmers had the advantageous of much denser populations, superior tools and weapons, more developed maritime knowledge, and epidemic diseases (derived directly from farming and animal domestication). When they encountered hunter-gatherer societies these advantageous allowed them to assimilate them or more often completely wipe them out and take over their land. Thus, much of the Polynesians today are direct descendants of the first Chinese farmers, however, over long periods of time, due to environmental differences people and cultures did progress in separate manners on separate islands. This is the history for most Polynesian islands, however, not all of them. For example, the people of New Guinea were not replaced when the Chinese culture landed on their islands and this illustrates an important point. New Guineans were not replaced because they too had developed agricultural societies and thus the Chinese did not have the same advantageous over them as they had over other hunter-gatherer Polynesian societies.  Jared Diamond summarizes, “Depending on their geographic homeland, East Asian and Pacific peoples differed in their access to domesticable wild plant and animal species and in their connectedness to other peoples. Again and Again, people with access to the prerequisites for food production, and with a location favoring a diffusion of technology from elsewhere, replaced peoples lacking these advantages. Again and again, when a single wave of colonists spread out over diverse environments, their descendants developed in separate ways, depending upon those environmental differences.”

So why did Europeans not conquer these islands like they did other places when they arrived? Again this is a direct result of geography. The environments of these islands were so different as to not allow regular European farming techniques and the climates produced diseases unfamiliar to Europeans that wiped them out for a change. Thus, they only ended up conquering the islands far from the equator (New Zealand, Hawaii, etc.) which had environments that they were familiar with. This is the reason why the Polynesian islands remain occupied by East Asian and Pacific people even after the wave of colonization which replaced most other peoples and cultures of the world.
The Americas!

The most salient population, or more accurately, repopulation, of a continent to us is that which took place in the Americas. We’ve learned throughout our history that Europeans “discovered” America and rescued the few heathens living there, teaching them how to be civilized. However, this view is not exactly accurate. The Americas were populated by a great number of diverse and advanced cultures long before Europeans ever arrived, so why was it that when Europeans did arrive they took over the continent quickly and easily. To understand let us examine the differences in European and American Societies at the time of discover (circa 1492). 

As we’ve seen the most important factor in societal progression has been food production. The major difference in this regard was the availability of large domesiticable mammals. Europe had them, the Americas didn’t (due to possible earlier extinctions from overhunting). Domestic animals are important for many reasons including: creating a reliable source for protein, clothing, land transportation, powering plows, and fertilizing crop fields with manure. American societies did have small domestic animals (chicken, dogs, rabbits, etc.) but these paled in comparison. Societies that did become farmers were also much more widely spread in Eurasia, while they did exist in the Americas they were much fewer in number and more dispersed. As we have seen, this was a result of less possible domesticable crops to begin with and the difficulty of diffusion of these crops because of axial orientation and ecological barriers. This initial difference in the number, density and types of food producing societies led to exasperated disparities in germs, technology, political organization and writing. 

Germs are the most obviously linked difference. As we saw earlier the major killing germs of the world are directly linked to, and transmitted, from animals. Europeans, having close contact with domesticated animals for hundreds of years, encountered these diseases early on and eventually built up immunities to them. However, since the American societies never domesticated large animals they built up no immunities and when Europeans brought these diseases they absolutely wiped out American societies (see: smallpox blankets). This was such an important factor that often Europeans found they had few left to conquer when they arrived at a settlement because their diseases had been spread ahead of them destroying entire regions of people before they even arrived.

When they encountered the Native American population that had been flourishing the diseases that they spread to them were far more influential in eventually supplanting them than military power. For example, with the help of disease the Mexican Native American population declined from around 20 million to about 1.6 million just under 100 year after meeting their first Spaniard. (This trend is not limited to the Americas and evidence of it can be found throughout the entire world colonized by Europeans.) 

Differences in technology were the next important advantage leading to Europeans conquest of the Americas. These differences were a result of Europe’s longer history, earlier food production, dense populations and competing societies. These factors led to the development of metal tools, military technology (weapons, strategies, horses, etc.), animal power, wheels, and sea faring technology. By this time most of Europe had also been transformed into states. States had the organizational capability to order and oversee conquest and the propaganda machines necessary to encourage it. Lastly, the fact that more people were literate in European societies was important because it facilitated political administration, guided economic exchanges, encouraged military conquest, and most importantly writing allowed for the transmittal of more knowledge over longer time than was possible in American societies.

These things all were in the process of developing in the Americas or possibly would have in the future but they never had a chance to independently after the arrival of Europeans. Thus, as we’ve seen time and again, Europe simply had a head start. People had been evolving in Europe for about 1 million years at this time, while the first people didn’t cross the land bridge to America until around 12,000 B.C. This initial disadvantage meant that American societies lagged behind in every other area of advancement. Along with this initial disadvantage the fact that America had few possible domesticable plants and animals did not help. And when they did discover some useful plants or animals or invent some new technology it was much harder to transmit this new technology to other societies. In the Americas to contact and exchange with other societies people had to cross vast distances and latitudes, meaning they had to cross through extremely different climate zones. Along their journeys they also found more ecological barriers to deal with (ex. Amazon rainforest, Dorien Jungle, Andes Mountains, Mexican deserts, etc.). The ultimate result was that few people and even fewer crops, animals, ideas or technologies survived these diffusion journeys. 

When the drastically different American and European societies did collide the consequences were catastrophic. The first to try to populate the Americas were Norse from Norway. After island jumping across the North Atlantic they landed in Northern Canada. However, they were unsuccessful because of a lack of resources and an unfriendly climate. The next groups that tried were more successful (from their vantage point). Spain succeeded in colonizing the Americas because the new lands lie at latitudes which they were familiar with and thus could grow crops and were familiar with most of the diseases. They had also developed the technology to get there and the states to support and demand expansion. 
Columbus landed in the West Indies in 1492 and the murder, warfare, enslavement and extermination began. Extremely quickly, within 40 years, the two most advanced societies of the Americas (the Aztecs and Incas) had been conquered. Other smaller societies were destroyed more gradually as new colonizers saw some economic advantage to be gained and this continues into the present (see Amazonian societies). In North America the result was either a complete extermination of most indigenous people or a forced migration onto only the worst possible type of land that new “Americans” could currently find no use for. In other places, originally more indigenously populated, many of the indigenous genes live on however, the original cultures are still being decimated. This repopulating of the Americas has been the biggest population shift in human history and it all has all resulted from 10,000 year old inequalities growing out of differences in geography (mainly location, crops, animals, axial orientation, topography, etc.). 
Africa

By now you are probably beginning to think about Africa and wonder how culture and life evolved there. Rethinking what we have already learned we could conclude that Africa should have been the first to develop and gain the advantages we have spoken of. The continent was the first to evolve anatomically modern humans, so it has had the longest time to evolve societally. It covers a wide range of climactic and topographic areas, so there would have been many distinct cultures to exchange ideas and encourage progression. However, as we know from history Africa was not the continent to gain the advantages and explore/conquer Europe; it was in fact exactly opposite. To figure out why Europeans conquered Africa and not vice versa we need to start at the beginning. 


First, we must dispel the common rumor that all people living now or who have ever lived in Africa look similar to the black Africans we have come to regard as the only people of Africa. Africa has long been a genetically and phonotypically diverse continent, home at one point to five of the world’s six major divisions of humanity. It should not surprise us that a wide variety of humans evolved here since Africa by far spans the most degrees of latitude and thus contains the most different climactic zones of any continent. So, why is it that Africa came to be populated by one group more than any other? (By now you can probably guess the underlying reason that group expanded and overran others)

Africa was at one point divided into races loosely referred to as Blacks, Whites, African Pygmies, Khoisans, and Asians (the only other racial division of humans is Aboriginal Australians).( I should remind everyone of all the problems associated with classifying people by “race,” for instance, that there are no clearly defined races, race is an arbitrary term, etc.) However, for our purposes it will be useful to briefly think in these outdated terms. Although all were once widespread among different parts of the continent, Black Africans today make up by far the largest portion of people living in Africa. This is the result of the expansion of Bantu speakers into the areas of all the other races over the past thousands of years. The reason that Bantu speakers (Black Africans) were able to thrive should come as no surprise.


A quick examination of the crops suitable for domestication in Africa shows us that they all existed natively only in the areas occupied by Bantus. Thus, by accident of their geography, the Bantus were the first to domesticate crops, become sedentary farmers and develop all the advantages that came along with this lifestyle. Thus, this group of Bantu Africans came to dominate all other African groups for the same exact reasons that Europeans came to dominate American groups. Today other groups survive near their ancient homeland only if there happened to be land undesirable to the expanding Bantu. So why is it that this group who domesticated plants and had such an evolutionary head start was so easily colonized by Europeans?


It turns out although Africa was able to domesticate plants they had far fewer varieties available and far less arable land to work with. Thus, Eurasian domestication became much more successful that African. This allowed Europe to develop higher population densities, which led to more competition, which led to greater technological advances, which were easily diffused throughout the East-West continent. Meanwhile in Africa the few plants made life difficult and a north-south axial orientation made the diffusion of plants and ideas slow and hard. Thus, there was no snowballing effect and no rapid societal progression in Africa so that when Europeans arrived, thanks simply to accidents of geography and biogeography, they had progressed further as a society and were able to dominate the Black African Bantu societies that had dominated the others until that point. Gaining a foothold first in climactically similar locations Europeans quickly expanded (again with the driving force of competition) to colonize much of the continent.
CONCLUSIONS

Differences in world cultures today can ultimately be traced back to Differences in environmental and geographical factors. Four of the most important differences include: wild plant and animal species (all other developments are based upon start of food production). 2) Diffusion and migration rates within a continent 3) diffusion between continents, isolation. 4) Differences in area, size and population density.


Why did the Fertile Crescent not continue its initial advantage, or China? Why was Europe more successful in the long term? As the advanced societies of the Fertile Crescent grew and grew they eventually depleted their natural resources. As a result of the environment of the region they were forced to move west looking for new land and resources. Then those were depleted and so on, until right now the center lies in Western Europe where resources are naturally replaced faster. China lost it initial lead because it was so easily connected (for reasons of topography, coastline, etc.). China has been united under single rule for most of its history, unlike politically fragmented Europe. This led to much competition between states in Europe with no single ruler to stifle innovations. In China there has been one ruler deciding on what inventions to expand and what to disregard and not as much competition forcing progress.

Disclaimer: although this geographic determinism theory is very true in the long run in the large view there certainly are cultural idiosyncrasies throughout that effect development all the time and these should not be wholly disregarded. This paper has simply offered a view as to why some started quicker, leading to why some are ahead of others now by examining the macro factors, it is certainly important to also remember and analyze the micro scale factors. However, even the most important people or trends have not proven as important in determining the cultural history of the world as geographic factors have. Moving on throughout this course we will now examine the cultural landscape of the world in terms of the individual variables outlined above.



























***Much of this information was originally formulated by Jared Diamond in his book Guns, Germs and Steel. For further analysis or review of many of the figures found below please refer to that text.

Or the book A Short History of the World by Geofrey Blaine
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