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CHAPTER 1: PREHISTORY

1.3 QUESTIONS TO GUIDE YOUR READING

1. 

2. 

3. Homo sapiens

4. Homo sapiens

5. 

6. Homo sapiens 

7. 

1.4 KEY TERMS

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Abu Hureya

Beringia

Çatalhüyük

Dolni Vetoniçe

Holocene

Homo erectus

Homo habilis

Homo sapiens

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Ice Age

Jericho

Neanderthals

Neolithic

Paleolithic

Pleistocene

1.5 HUMAN BEGINNINGS IN AFRICA 

The fossil record in Africa clearly establishes that a human lineage diverged there from African 

Homo sapiens) began to 

and turn hominids into big game hunters and gatherers. Paleoanthropologists once theorized 

has cast some doubt on that theory. In fact, bipedal hominids may have lived in the forest for 
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1.5.1 Climate, Hominin in Evolution, and Migrations

about modern humans and their more 

“hominids” here because it covers all of 

modern humans). The earth cooled, 

producing more fragmented environ-

ments. As already mentioned, some 

hominids may have stayed in the trees, 

but those that left the forest began to 

thrive in grasslands. These savannas 

and prairies expanded during the 

Miocene, the geologic era lasting from 

24 – 2 million years ago. This grassland 

expansion prompted baboons and 

hominids to move out of the forest.

million years ago), another series of en-

vironmental changes made these grass-

lands even more prevalent, leading to a 

transformation that geologists call the 

“turnover-pulse hypothesis.” Animals 

joints and arched feet survived on the 

this favorable grassland environment meant the “development of several closely related species. 

Africa.” 3

genus—homo Homo habilis

The Pleistocene

3  Lauren Ristvet, In the Beginning: World History from Human Evolution to the First States (Boston: McGraw Hill, 2007), 4.

Map 1.1 | Early Hominid Fossil Sites

Author: Corey Parson

Source: Original Work

License: CC BY-SA 4.0
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colder climates, those that remained developed physical adaptations. Homo neanderthalensis 

Holocene period has seen its 

temperatures accompanied by a corresponding change in vegetation distribution. Reduced rainfall 

4 

Like neanderthalensis, Homo sapiens, Homo erectus, Homo habilis, and other 

hominids all reacted to changing climate conditions. Homo erectus and Homo habilis migrated, 

neanderthalensis had some use of language and tools and buried their 

dead. For millions of years, in fact, hominids had been using slivers of volcanic stone and cutters 

division by gender among neanderthalensis

to hold, break, or strip objects.5

Homo sapiens sapiens, 

our species, survived. Paleoanthropologists attribute this survival to larger brains, durability, and 

ability to adapt to changing environmental conditions. Based on migration patterns and archaeo-

logical evidence, Homo sapiens sapiens -

thy boats, create art, have organized religion, and live in any climate.6 

1.5.2 Homo sapiens Migration

Homo sapiens 

and cutting. Despite those initial limitations, 30,000 years later Homo sapiens 

almost every environment on earth and had a presence in every continent except Antarctica. Homo 

sapiens 

single factor to all Homo sapiens 

migration to arrive at a more sophisticated level of development. Homo sapien migration acceler-

4  Ibid., 3-5.
5  Almudena Estalrrich and Antonio Rosas, “Division of Labor by Sex and Age in Neandertals: An Approach !rough the 
Study of Activity-Related Dental Wear,” Journal of Human Evolution 80, (March 2015): 51-63. 
6  Ristvet., 24-26.
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hominids. 

or across the straits of Bab el Mandeb to the Arabian Peninsula.” 7 Evidence exists of Homo erectus in 

Morocco, Chad, and Algeria, and it appears that they eventually left Africa via the Arabian Peninsula. 

After leaving Africa about 1.5 million years ago, choppers, handaxes, and spheroids found at sites 

like Ubeidiya in Israel put Homo erectus in the Levant. Some scholars argue for the existence of a 

second migration out of Africa and into the Jordan Valley 500 to 600 thousand years ago. 

Asia 

Some evidence suggests the presence of Homo ergaster and Homo erectus as having occurred 

in Java over a million years ago. Chinese Homo erectus 

years ago. Homo sapiens began to leave Africa around 40,000 years ago, and hunter gatherers 

appeared in China by the end of the last Ice Age

central Asia began to melt. 

7  Clive Gamble, Timewalkers: Prehistory of Global Colonization (Bath, Avon: !e Bath Press, 1993), 125-128.

Map 1.2 | The Spreading of Homo sapiens

Author: NordNordWest

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: Public Domain
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Europe

Animal bones and pebble tools place hominids near Rome just before the beginning of the 

Middle Pleistocene

bovid, rhino, and horse appear” 8 in Europe. Around the same time, the cheetah, saber-tooth tiger, 

and dirk-tooth cat declined in the region, making more carcasses from the aforementioned species 

available to hominid foragers. 

Australia, Papua New Guinea, Sahul 

-

as it is more arid than the coasts, and the evidence for tools overland is not as advanced as that 

for the coast. 

 

Peopling the New World 

Beringia over land. Around 12,000 years ago, mammoth 

hunting became more common and supported larger populations on both the Asian and American 

sides of Beringia

descendants making it as far as Chile and Argentina. 

-

near Pittsburgh, and Page-Ladson in Florida. As recently as 2015, excavations at Monte Verde and 

8  Ibid., 135.
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Chinchihuapi have strengthened the “possibility of an earlier human presence on the continent” 

to as far back as 17,000 BCE. This date has continued to move back in time as archeologists 

their ephemeral nature, but nonetheless may have been present before more sedentary groups. 

populated comes through 

unique in its ubiquity and so-

phistication. The Clovis point 

10,500 years ago, this discovery 

common in North America by 

then. From Beringia, humans 

moved at a rate of roughly 10 

miles a year until they reached 

Tierra del Fuego and fully 

the exception of some tropical 

areas mentioned above).9 

The Arctic 

The Arctic colonists expanded rapidly across Alaska, through Canada, and into Greenland, 

assisted by their arctic “small tool kits” that included the important toggle headed harpoons to 

Polynesian origins 

The origins of Polynesian humans are still very much in doubt. Groups of Polynesian mariners 

9  Dillehay TD, Ocampo C, Saavedra J, Sawakuchi AO, Vega RM, Pino M, et al. (2015) “New Archaeological Evidence for 
an Early Human Presence at Monte Verde, Chile,” PLoS ONE 10(11): e0141923. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141923: 208. 

Map 1.3 | Geomorphological Context of the Monte Verde Site 

Author: Tom Dillehay

Source: PLOS

License: CC BY 4.0
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have been found there. Based on linguis-

tic and technological similarities among 

Polynesian cultures, some scholars 

 “made” from groups from throughout

certain identity, they began to colonize 

about and beyond 1,000 CE. 

to understand oversea migration. The 

favor and, despite population pressures, 

families, and plants, and animals. It seems that they had every intention of recreating “home.” In 

and not left to chance. 

1.5.3 Hunter-gatherers 

-

history, our food has come through foraging. Early hominids like australopithecines, Homo 

habilis, and Homo erectus ate mostly plant food. Homo sapiens became more sophisticated 

As food gathering techniques evolved for these Paleolithic foragers, so did their behavior as 

-

guishes them from other animals like chimpanzees that live in communities but feed individually. 

Map 1.4 | Polynesian Migration 

Author: David Eccles

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY 3.0
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use, Paleolithic humans became even more adept at foraging, leading to the higher likelihood of 

food surpluses. 

Tool use not only helped humans live cooperatively, but it also may have helped hominids 

. Homo habilis in fact 

Soon after individual tools appeared, the Oldowan

riverside pebbles made into poorly formed 

 10 The 

years ago by hand axes that remained 

unchanged for more than a million years. 

Many scholars argue that these small-

er-brained hominids like Homo habilis, 

homo ergaster, and Australopithecus 

innovate much beyond their simple but 

harsh their environment could become. 

used by Homo erectus about 1.6 million 

to migrants to colder climes in Europe 

Homo erectus also cooked foods they had previously 

Homo sapiens 

increase in big game hunting during the late Pleistocene. For example, excavations near Dolni 

Vetoniçe in the Czech Republic have helped reveal a society that “used mammoth remains not 

10  Ristvet, 17-22.

Figure 1.1 | Paleolithic Chopper

Author: User “Archaeodontosaurus“

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 4.0
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increases, their economic importance increases, and their childbearing uniqueness becomes more 

greatly emphasized. 

Increased sophistica-

Campsites, rock art, and 

burial sites near Lake 

Mungo in Australia reveal 

used pottery for cooking 

and had a diverse diet of 

birds, fish, and shellfish, 

a diet that seems to have 
 

11

of hunter-gatherers until 

European colonization. 

rich soil. As a result, ab-

original Australians needed 

if they continued to hunt and gather for thousands of years. Aborigines painted, developed 

11  Ibid., 27-30.

Figure 1.2 | Bull, Bird, and Human from Lascaux Cave

Author: User “Peter80”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 2.5



Page | 12 

1.6 AGRICULTURE AND THE “NEOLITHIC REVOLUTION”

-

ers.”12 She and hundreds of other scholars from Hobbes to Marx have pointed to the Neolithic 

Revolution

Most scholars agree that the Ice Age played a fundamental role in the rise of agriculture, 

13

habitats of the megafauna that humans hunted, alterations that in some cases contributed to their 

-

groups of hunter-gatherers. Homo sapiens had also begun to domesticate animals and plants 

years ago.14

permanent food source, they began to adapt their societies to increase their crop consistency and 

12  Ibid., 36. 
13  Ibid., 36-37.
14  Chris Scarre, ed. !e Human Past: World Prehistory and the Development of Human Societies. 2nd ed. (London: !ames 
& Hudson, 2009), 183-84.
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1.6.1 First farmers of West Asia [or the Fertile Crescent]

Mesopotamian and Fertile Crescent agriculture and cultural patterns dated back to the foragers of 

the nearby Eastern Mediterranean, thousands of 

15

consumed the porridge as part of their broad 

spectrum diet that also included land mammals, 

residents of this same area began to see the 

-

ly more of it. Having a constant source of these 

Lake Huleh in modern Israel. Near Lake Huleh 

year-round human settlement and an important 

precursor to sedentary agriculture. 

-

16 

1.6.2 First Permanent Settlements in West Asia [of the Fertile Crescent]

The transition from foraging, to collecting to cultivating took place over several centuries, but 

these gradual changes did serve to mark a very distinct era of permanent settlement during the 

15  Ristvet, 41.
16  Ristvet, 41-42.

Author: User “Crates”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY 3.0
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yearly, in the process depositing layers of fertile soil 

on agriculture for survival. Soon after they founded 

Jericho

-

at the same time.”17

9000 BCE, the settlements population reached the 

hundreds. This increase cannot be considered an 

foraging occurred gradually. For example, excava-

tions from this area have unearthed no separation 

-

produce other extensive adjustments.18

through their relatively extensive construction 

-

mountains employed selective breeding to eventually domesticate mountain sheep and goats. The 

process proved equally, if not more important, than that of sheep and goats. 

As agriculture and animal domestication progressed, settlements around the Mediterranean 

became larger and more sophisticated. By 7,000 BCE on the Anatolian plateau, Çatalhüyük 

reached several thousands of inhabitants. The residents at Çatalhüyük buried their dead, con-

19

17  Steven Mithen, A"er the Ice: A Global Human History, 20,000 – 5,000 BC. (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2003), 59. 
18  Robert Strayer, Ways of the World: A Brief Global History with Sources, 2nd ed (New York, Bedford St. Martins, 2013), 40
19  Mithen, 94.

Map 1.6 | The Jordan River

Author: User “Interiot”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: Public Domain
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These gains may seem modest by our standards, but the legacy of communal living and, ultimate-

Jericho and Çatalhüyük

This model existed for hundreds and even thousands of years in some areas, until the villages 

stopped hunting and domesticated animals. For many scholars, the abandonment of hunting 

represents the “real” Neolithic Revolution. As communities completely abandoned hunting and 

Figure 1.3 | Çatalhüyük at the Time of the First Excavations

Author: Omar Hoftun

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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20

1.6.3 Leaving Paleolithic Culture Behind 

trade) the development of class. Before agriculture, 

hunter-gatherers divided tasks like seed gathering, 

building projects like aqueducts or canals required 

-

labor required could not be met through simple task 

establishment of ruling elites, a societal grouping that 

had not existed during the Paleolithic. 

of the Neolithic. Agriculture meant larger popula-

and closer to one another. These closer quarters 

-

tion produced stores of food and valuables that could 

be seized by neighbors. During the 9,000s BCE, set-

developed during the era.21 

Neolithic. Sedentary communities invested more time 

and resources into the construction of permanent homes 

The shift in gender roles after agriculture seems to be even more pronounced, as the role of 

20  Ristvet, 66. 
21  Scarre, 192, 215. 

Figure 1.4 | Khiam Point from Nahal Hemar

Author: User “Illujanka”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 4.0
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During the Paleolithic Era, 

and until recently in fact, 

four years old, a necessity 

preventing mothers 

from joining long-dis-

tance hunting expeditions 

rapt concentration, are rel-

they are easily interrupt-

the participant to stray far 

from home.”22 Spinning, 

some of these tasks. Also, the essential tasks of preparing food and clothing could be accomplished 

of their day on them, often being assisted by men. 

-

Neolithic Women

and animal domestication expanded their roles tremendously in the Neolithic era. Neolithic 

22  Elizabeth Wayland Barber, Women’s Work: !e First 20,000 Years – Women, Cloth and Society in Early Times, (New 
York: Norton, 1995), 30. 

Brno, Czech Republic

Author: Mercy from Wikimedia Commons

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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-

ingly bore more children, either because of increased food production or to help augment it. This 

-

appear some 6,000 years ago, they appeared on it in decorative symbols of female fertility. Around 

-

-

-

1.6.4 Toward First Civilizations

searching and mining for copper and other metals like arsenic or tin to harden it and create the 

being both the food collectors and the economic backbone of individual families and societies.

for an explosion of cultural development three thousand years later in Egypt and Mesopotamia 

adopted agriculture as a primary means of subsistence, and the foundation of great civilizations.

 

1.7 SUMMARY

climates and environment led to the existence of our species, Homo sapiens
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Homo sapiens 

50,000 years or so, Homo sapiens became modern humans by improving their hunting, their 

building techniques, their community living, and their food gathering and storage. About 10,000 

discussed in later chapters.
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1.9 LINKS TO PRIMARY SOURCES

Bering Land Bridge National Preserve 

 

Dolni Vetoniçe 

 

Çatalhüyük 


