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Introduction

This book was born some years ago when I happened to be reading three seemingly unrelated works of history at the same time. One was about the First Emperor of China, who put a million peasants to work building that Great Wall. Another was about Central Asian nomadic life in the centuries before the Mongol conquests. The third one was about barbarian warriors such as Attila the Hun attacking Rome in its later days.

Because I was reading all three books concurrently, I noticed something that probably would not have occurred to me otherwise. The Great Wall of China going up had something to do with the Roman Empire coming down. A provocative thought. China and Rome were two entirely different worlds and knew almost nothing of each other back then, but between them stretched the Central Asian grasslands of the nomads whence the Huns came riding out. When something big happened in China—like the construction of a wall that blocked invading nomads—it sent ripple effects through the nomadic world, which eventually reached Rome. And, of course, big events in Rome sent ripple effects the other way.

What intrigued me was not the Rome-China connection per se but interconnectedness itself as an aspect of human history. I went looking for other examples, and they weren’t hard to find. The religious practices prescribed by the Prophet Muhammad, it turned out, had something to do with Europeans acquiring the magnetic compass. The twelfth-century conquest of Jerusalem by the Seljuk Turks had subtle roots going back to crop failures in Scandinavia centuries earlier. The policies of the Ming dynasty in China contributed to the American Revolution. The nineteenth-century invention of the cotton gin in the United States devastated family life in sub-Saharan Africa—the list goes on endlessly.

Even tens of thousands of years ago, it seems, when we were isolated bands of hunter-gatherers ignorant of the many other bands of humans roaming Earth, we were, somehow, some single far-flung network of interconnected peoples. The globalized tangle that we are today is only the latest chapter of a story that goes back at least forty thousand years and perhaps as many as sixty thousand.

This book takes interconnectedness as one of the through lines of world history but acknowledges another side to the story. Even as we grow ever more intertwined, we stay ever more resolutely distinct from one another as groups. We live on the same planet but in many different worlds. What any of us humans see as the whole world is just the world as we see it, whoever “we” might be. What we know as the history of the world is actually a socially constructed somebody-centric world historical narrative. There’s a Euro-centric one, an Islamo-centric one, a Sino-centric one, and many more. How many more depends on how many collections of people on Earth think of themselves as a “we” distinct from “others.” Any two world historical narratives might have the same events and yet be different stories because the shape of the narrative depends on the teller of the tale. To say that one of the many possible somebody-centric world histories is the real history of the world is like saying that one of these maps depicts the world as it really is.

The shape of the narrative is what it all comes down to in the end. History deals in facts, of course, but in history, those facts fundamentally serve a narrative. When we construct our story, we are inventing ourselves. That’s what we were doing in those caves, long ago, gathered around the fire, passing on to our children what we remembered about our grandparents and reminiscing about life-changing adventures we’d shared and arguing about which of us really killed the bear and drawing conclusions about the meaning of life from the stars we saw above—for when ancient folks looked up at the night sky, they didn’t just see stars, they saw constellations. They said, “There’s a bear,” and they said, “Hey look, a mighty hunter,” and their companions nodded, and as long as everybody in the group saw the bear and the mighty hunter, there they were.
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It’s all too easy for us modern folks to say the constellations weren’t really there. Yes, it’s true that those constellations existed only in the minds of the people looking, but then, everything we see and know as human beings is in some sense a constellation: it’s there because we see it. We exist as constellations of people. We’re immersed in constellations of ideas. We live in a universe of constellations, which are themselves made up of constellations. In the social universe, constellations are as real as it gets.

Social constellations form intentions and set the agendas of history: countries, families, empires, nations, clans, corporations, tribes, clubs, political parties, societies, neighborhood groups, social movements, mobs, civilizations, high school cliques—they’re all constellations. They do not exist outside culture. The mighty hunter dissolves upon closer examination into random individual stars. The same is true of social constellations. Clan, country, movement, mob—get up close to any of these and all you see are individual human beings and their ideas.

Culture is a world we invented and keep inventing, a world that would disappear without us. Social constellations are not like rivers or rocks, they do not exist in the physical universe, and yet they have an existence as real as floods or landslides. They must, for they do things in the physical world: build bridges, make wars, invent cars, send rockets to the moon. Any individual human who is part of such a constellation can drop out without the constellation winking out of existence. All the individuals in a social whole can be replaced by other persons without the constellation losing its identity and continuity. Every American who existed one hundred fifty years ago is dead and gone, yet America still exerts clout. Every Muslim alive in 1900 is dead now, but a palpable Islamic entity still influences real events. When we talk about history, we’re talking about events that happened only in the cultural universe, and in that universe, social constellations enact the drama; they’re the characters strutting the stage.

Forty thousand years ago, such social constellations were imagined into existence by small groups of people who knew each other personally and what they saw together was who they were together. We’re not fifty people in a cave anymore; we’re eight billion people spread all over the world. None of us can have the perspective of all eight billion. Each of us is part of some smaller social world and bound to the perspective of our own world. We don’t see the same stars, and even if we did, we wouldn’t see the same constellations: what we see up there reflects who we are down here, and down here we’re not all one group. History keeps happening because of that fact: we’re not all one group.

When I was in high school, I ran across the word defenestration. I had to consult a dictionary to learn that this odd word meant “throwing someone out of a window,” and it puzzled me that such a word even existed. After all, there is no term for throwing someone off a balcony or through a doorway or out of a moving car, so why defenestration?

The answer (I discovered) goes back to something that happened in Central Europe four centuries ago. In 1618, one fine day, a group of Catholic lords came to the city of Prague, where most of the people were Lutherans. The Catholic lords had come to deliver a message from the Holy Roman Emperor: Lutherans, the emperor said, must stop building churches on royal land. The Lutherans listened, and then hauled two of those Catholic lords to the window and threw them out. The meeting room was on the third story of the building, so the drop from there to the ground was seventy feet. This was the famous Defenestration of Prague.

Amazingly enough, both lords survived. The stage was then set for interpretation. What did their survival mean? Well, it depended on who you were. Catholics saw the event as a miracle, proof that God was on their side. Lutherans focused on the reason why the lords survived: they landed in a deep heap of dung. The Catholics and Lutherans were both Christians, but when they met, they didn’t see fellow Christians or fellow Germans or fellow anything. When they looked at the same event, they didn’t see the same event. Even sitting in the same room, they were living in different worlds, and those worlds existed only in culture.

It wasn’t just Catholics and Lutherans. Back then Europe was teeming with diverse groups of Christians who saw themselves as “us” and other European Christian groups as “them.” Lutherans and Calvinists were both Protestants, but Protestants themselves consisted of many mutually exclusive groups, each with its own worldview. In the tinderbox of us and them that was seventeenth-century Europe, the Defenestration of Prague kicked off the Thirty Years’ War, a horrific struggle in which some eight million people were killed or died of starvation, many of them noncombatants. But the contenders weren’t individual people, ultimately; they were social constellations.

Could groups involved in such savagery ever reconcile? Could their descendants ever look upon one another as anything but the other? It must have seemed unthinkable four hundred years ago. And yet today, a Lutheran family descended from Germans might live next door to a Presbyterian family descended from Scots, in some small town in Minnesota, without either of them necessarily even knowing what kind of Christian their neighbors are, much less caring. A Catholic and a Protestant might join the same book club without worrying about defenestration and have lively conversations in which religion never comes up.

It’s not that differences between these groups have evaporated. Their doctrines remain as different as ever. It’s just that somehow, over time, they’ve become different parts of the same culture, some single, amorphous, larger, shared us. Examples like this abound in every civilization. Small worlds sometimes do merge into larger worlds; or small worlds intermesh to become distinct parts of single larger wholes, and how this happens is a riddle that can be unraveled only in the cultural universe. Maybe someday two families who live on the same street and send their children to the same kindergarten won’t know or care whether their neighbors are Lutheran Christians or Wahhabi Muslims.

Or maybe not, because even though, yes, we’re getting ever more interconnected, let’s not overlook the way we’re doing it: by coalescing relentlessly as social clusters, clumps, and constellations. Ideas and information don’t just ripple through the human sea; they travel from culture to culture, and when they cross such borders, some things change. And some things don’t. And sometimes borders blur and a bigger cultural something comes into existence, in which parts of both cultures are included, and in which the ghosts of earlier, smaller cultural constellations still live and breathe.

Consider one small example. Chess is played all over the world today, but in the sixth century, it was played only in India, where it was invented. Back then, according to legend, there was a king who fervently believed in free will. Dice games irked him; he wanted a game in which players controlled their own destiny. A savant named Sissa rose to the challenge by inventing a game that depended entirely on strategic thinking, the kind of thinking that makes for success in war. The king was so delighted he offered the inventor gold, but humble Sissa only wanted wheat as his reward: one grain for the first square on his game board, two for the next, four for the next, and so on. The game was played on a board divided into sixty-four squares, and when the king tried to comply with Sissa’s request, he discovered that doubling the amount of wheat for each of the sixty-four squares added up to more wheat than the kingdom produced in a year—as Sissa well knew, for he was a mathematician, and mathematics was one of the glories of Indian culture at that time.

Sissa’s creation reflected his cultural context in many ways, big and small. It was a game for four players, each of whom had eight pieces. One represented the king and one his top general. The rest of the pieces stood for the four divisions typical of Indian armies at that time: chariots, cavalry, elephants, and, of course, foot soldiers. The game was called chaturanga, which means “four branches or limbs.” In politically fragmented India, a simultaneous war among four combatants struck a chord.

From India, however, the game moved to Persia, a monolithic society locked into an epic struggle with an equally monolithic Rome. Persia was permeated by a worldview that saw polarity as the fundamental principle of reality: light versus dark, night versus day, good versus evil, life versus death—that’s what the world was all about, said the Persians, and the world they were thinking about existed only in culture, that socially constructed realm.

Sure enough, there in Persia, chaturanga turned into a game for just two players, each of whom had sixteen pieces. The board was redesigned to feature alternating squares of light and dark. And the game picked up numerous bits of local color. The very name chaturanga changed into the similar-sounding Persian word satranj, “a hundred worries.” The general became the vizier, a chief political adviser—every Persian monarch had one of those. Chariots were no longer used in war, so the chariot of the Indian game became a rukh, a gigantic, ferocious bird of Persian folklore.

By medieval times, the game had found its way through Spain into Western Europe. And look what happened there. The vizier became the queen. The cavalry turned into knights. The elephants became bishops. Europe had no folkloric bird like the Persian rukh, but rukh sounded like roq, which was French for stone, so the pieces formerly known as rukhs now became stone castles.

Yet even as surface features were changing, the internal structure of the game endured: the order among its parts, the template, you might say. The number of pieces remained constant, and they moved the same way. Elephants were bishops now, but there were still two of them, and they could only move diagonally. Chariots became castles, but chariots moved, and therefore so did castles. The king remained the most precious piece on the board, and the whole game was still about protecting one dude who hardly did anything. Check was still check, and checkmate, checkmate. The pawns remained pawns because, apparently, every society has lots of those. And the strategies that worked in India worked just as well in Persia and in Europe. Sissa is long gone (beheaded, perhaps, after trying to claim the kingdom’s entire annual output of wheat), but the mathematical ideas of sixth-century India remain solid planks in the edifice of human knowledge today.

What happened to chess happens to pretty much everything in human culture. We’re all one humanity, but we never stop creating whirlpools of exclusion. As we interact, ripple effects pass from one human whirlpool to another, and in the process some things change, some things don’t, and sometimes, something new comes into being—in general, something bigger.

Forty thousand years ago, we existed only as countless small autonomous bands of hunter-gatherers, widely distributed throughout the wilderness, roaming a world almost entirely unaltered by our existence. Hardly anyone ever met anyone they didn’t already know, except at birth—and yet somehow, even then, with no awareness of the fact that we were all interconnected. Today, every habitable inch of the planet is inhabited by humans; no place on the planet remains unaltered by our activity, no life can unfold in isolation from the general flux and flow of human activity, any human action anywhere can have consequences for any other human anywhere—yet somehow, interconnected though we be, we’re still grouped into many different socially constructed microcosms that stand in for the unknowable totality of the world itself.

From the bird’s-eye perspective, we might consider human history as the story generated by the expansion of these microcosms in the cultural realm and the interactions that occur when they intersect or overlap—interactions that produce everything from psychological confusion, social chaos, and war to cultural efflorescence, religious awakenings, and intellectual breakthroughs. Most significantly, however, even amidst the conquests and enslavements, the rapes and murders, ideas mingle and interleaf until new and more comprehensive conceptual frameworks emerge. We see this in social and economic developments, in warfare, in technology and invention, in religion, art, philosophy, and science. We see it in the course of empires and the spread of ideas. We see it in the occasional overthrow of one global paradigm by another.

The human web has been thickening for tens of thousands of years and will surely go on doing so. In one year, ten years, a hundred years, if we are still around, our lives will not have become less intertwined but more so. More so is the trend, the relentless trend. There does seem to be some single human enterprise going on, but it’s too big to see. Or at least, we cannot see it yet, any more than the ancient Chinese could see how they were affecting ancient Rome or vice versa. We all want to be part of something bigger than ourselves, but the something bigger has never yet been humanity as a whole. The trajectory looks like it’s moving from many to one, but trajectory alone cannot tell us if that’s really where this story is headed, especially since we certainly aren’t one big happy family yet—or one big anything for that matter.

To get any inkling of the road ahead, we have to look at the road that stretches behind us. How did we get from where we were to where we are? If ever-increasing interconnectedness is the through line, what is the shape of the narrative so far? What are its themes and turning points? What have been its chapters and stages and key events? In short, if history is a story that we’re telling one another, what is its plot?

That’s the story I went looking for all those years ago when it first occurred to me that the rise of China had something to do with the fall of Rome. And this book is the story that I found.






PART I

Tools, Language, and Environment


Alone among the creatures of Earth, we humans use tools and language to deal with our environment effectively as groups. Language makes stories possible, and mythic stories are what knit human groups together. In our earliest days, our mythic narratives were spawned by geography. We formed webs of meaning with people in our immediate environment. Where we lived was who we were. Through constant intercommunication, we built up shared assumptions about deep matters such as time and space, life and death, good and evil. We lived and died in symbolic landscapes woven of our ideas, and as far as we knew, those landscapes were the world itself. Meanwhile in some other environment, perhaps only a few hundred miles away, people who were clustered around some other great geographical fact and were working as one to wring their nourishment out of that environment were living in a different symbolic landscape, one that they had built collectively.









1

The Physical Stage

(15 billion BCE to 50,000 BCE)

One day in the fall of 1940, four French teenagers were roaming the woods near their home in southwestern France, searching for a legendary buried treasure they’d heard about, when their dog, Robot, suddenly scurried into a depression formed by an uprooted tree and began pawing at something. The teenagers rushed over hoping—but no: it wasn’t an old treasure chest; it was only a small dark opening in the ground.

So, they did what teenagers do, what I might certainly have done: they squeezed through the opening to see where it led. They had flashlights with them, which was a good thing, because the hole went down a long way before opening at last into a cavernous room; and there, flashing their lights around, they saw, on the walls and even on the ceiling fifteen or twenty feet above their wonderstruck eyes, bigger-than-life paintings of buffaloes and deer and other animals, rendered gracefully and realistically in black and red and ocher and yellow. They’d found one of the world’s most spectacular galleries of Paleolithic art: Lascaux cave.

Spectacular but not unique. Cave paintings like this have been found all over the world since 1868, and they are still being found in hundreds of sites, from Spain to Libya to Indonesia. In many cases, the paintings in a given cave were made over the course of thousands of years; people were coming there to paint, generation after generation. But the oldest of them were made about forty thousand years ago, and the odd thing is, those earliest paintings were already quite sophisticated. What hasn’t turned up are transitional products. It’s not like Stone Age painters spent a few hundred generations learning to doodle and then a few hundred making blotches vaguely suggestive of animal shapes and then finally figuring out how to make recognizable horses and hunters. Instead, it seems that around thirty-five to forty-five millennia ago, people rather suddenly started making sophisticated art. And it wasn’t just paintings. In Asia Minor, paleoanthropologists have dug up complex jewelry made around the same time as the cave paintings. In southern Africa, they found decorative stone knives polished to an elegance still unmatched. In Germany, an amulet-sized bone sculpture of a woman turned up with spindly arms and legs but huge breasts, buttocks, and vulva.

Why did human beings achieve artistic prowess so abruptly? There were other tool-making primates living at the same time as our Homo sapien ancestors, and they made the same range of tools, more or less, but theirs didn’t change much over thousands of years, whereas ours took a sudden dramatic uptick. Something must have happened around forty-five thousand years ago, but what was it? What could it have been?

Coiled inside the answer to that question is our human story.

Every story has a setting, and in our case the setting is the physical universe, so let’s start there. Physicists tell us that the physical universe was born about 13.32 billion years ago, which may sound like a long time until you consider that if all those years were dollars, there wouldn’t be enough of them to build three modern aircraft carriers, so in some ways, even according to physicists, the universe is rather young.

It all began, they say, with an explosion from a point without dimension. Incidentally, many religious scriptures say something similar. Until this big bang, there was no space, so it would be meaningless to say this point was small. Also, with this explosion, time itself was born, so it would be meaningless to begin any sentence with the words “just before the big bang.” There was no such thing as before; there was only after.

In the aftermath of the big bang, the expanding mass of simple matter congealed into countless trillions of stars, all moving away from all the others, though not away from some central point, for everything, including space itself, was expanding (and still is). From our perspective, the universe began to get interesting roughly 4.54 billion years ago, when Earth came into existence, one of eight clouds of astral dust coalescing in this region of space around a local star. Due to the gravitational attraction of every particle to every other, each cloud gradually pulled together, spinning like an ice skater, closer and tighter, until it compacted into a round body turning on its own axis and revolving, like its seven sister planets, around the sun.*

In its youth, our own dear Earth was a hot ball of lava. Over the course of a billion years or so, its outer layer cooled into a crust of rock. Then the rains started, and the rains went on until the whole planet was covered with water.

Mixed into this water were a few simple molecules, such as methane, carbon dioxide, and ammonia, molecules with a chemical propensity to link up if they bumped together. When this happened, they formed more complex single units. It’s true that only a limited number of new combinations could form randomly out of those first few types of molecules, but as new combinations came into existence, the number of next possible combinations increased as well. Thanks to the ever-expanding set of “adjacent possibles,”* the material universe kept growing in variety and complexity. There was no chance that those first few simple molecules bumping together could accidentally form a frog or a bird. Frogs and birds weren’t adjacent possibles. But bump together to form slightly more complex substances such as amino acids? Lipids? Nucleotides? Sure. Not only possible, but inevitable.

In any closed system (physicists tell us) the amount of disorder tends to increase. Apparently, that’s the law. Books shelved randomly by random people don’t accidentally end up in alphabetical order; that’s just not the default direction of physical reality. Overall, the current is always flowing downhill, from more order to less order until there is no more “down” to go, at which point the current pools up as pond and ceases to exist at all. That’s called entropy. But the laws of physics also declare that entropy can be held at bay or even reversed for a while within a closed system—if some outside energy can be tapped. Water always flows downhill—unless a pump comes into the picture. Fire always dies out—unless fresh wood is fed into it. A neat room gets messier—unless someone puts a little effort into tidying things up. Presumably, this cannot happen in the universe as a whole. Why? Because, by definition, nothing lies outside the universe as a whole. To paraphrase the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, “The universe is everything that is the case.” Since there’s no outside from which the energy could come, entropy can be held at bay only in a small closed system situated within that larger environment.

Some four billion years ago, small closed systems of just this sort began to appear on planet Earth. They developed in places where minute cracks in the ocean floor let in heat from Earth’s still-molten core. There (or maybe elsewhere) molecules such as amino acids, lipids, and nucleotides connected up to form coherent environments wherein the laws of entropy did not apply: wherein water could (metaphorically speaking) run up hill, wherein fires could (metaphorically speaking) keep burning. These little clots of molecules were the forerunners of the first simple cells, the fundamental units of life.

Life, then, is a closed system within a surrounding environment: it has an internal order among its parts, which transforms its many molecules into a single whole. This is true of every life-form. A cell. A frog. A human being. You name it.

Life is like a constellation, then, the stars of which are molecules. The constellation is not any of its stars but the order among them all. A life-form, any life-form, must consume energy to maintain its internal structure, and the energy has to come from the outside world. Cells, to put it bluntly, gotta eat. If they don’t tap enough energy to hold together, they lose coherence. If the incoherence keeps increasing, a time comes when the constellation is no more. Its material parts, its molecules, are still out there somewhere, but the constellation isn’t anywhere. Life has given way to death.

The first traces of life appeared in the global ocean nearly four billion years ago—or maybe even earlier. Whatever the time frame, one thing is certain: life is nearly as old as Earth itself. And while any particular unit of living matter was bound to die, life as a whole proliferated and, by means of reproduction, expanded its capacity to resist entropy. That’s the story of life in a nutshell: individuals live, reproduce, and die, but life as a whole expands, branches out, and gains complexity. At least, so far, it always has.

Over the course of billions of years, single-cell life-forms evolved into countless different multicellular ones. Meanwhile, the physical stage kept shifting. Land rose out of the water and formed one big continent. That one big continent broke in two. The two big pieces drifted apart. Those two big pieces fragmented further and kept on drifting until they reached a configuration much like the one that exists today: massive Eurasia over here, gigantic Africa just to the south of it, little Australia to the east, the Americas way off on the other side of the planet, and Antarctica in the farthest south, plus scattered islands here and there, some of them so big they were nearly continent sized. There were no humans on the planet, but the physical stage for the human story was now in place.

About fifty-five million years ago, an island so big that it was practically a continent crashed into the Eurasian landmass. I say “crashed” because I am still caught up in the geologic time scale. On our time scale, there would have been nothing to notice in this period except an occasional earthquake and perhaps a volcanic eruption or two every century or so.

But on the geological time scale, this subcontinent s-l-o-w-l-y crashing into Eurasia caused Earth to crumple where they met, and that crumpled ridge became the Himalayas, the world’s tallest mountains. The birth of those mountains is significant for human history because of the effect they had on the climate patterns of this region. Winds blowing inland from the seas dropped their moisture when they hit these high slopes, and all that heavy rain created dense forests in Southeast Asia and in the subcontinent called India. Drained of moisture, the winds kept blowing south into Africa, warming up as they moved along. The warm dry air altered the vegetation of northeastern Africa. Dense forests had developed there in wetter times; now as the dry winds came blowing in, those forests began to recede.

The African forest was inhabited at that point by numerous species of animals, including primates of many sorts. Some of the primates retreated with the shrinking jungles, opting to stay in the environment they were best equipped to handle. Others, however, carved out a new way of life at the edge of the forest, where thinning brush left open spaces between the trees. Here, some primates began to live as much on the ground as in the trees. They probably got around in part like kids do on a jungle gym, by holding onto branches and walking along underneath. Meanwhile, the thickets kept shrinking. What had been forest dotted with clearings turned into savannah: grassy countryside dotted with stands of trees.

TOOLS

The savannah is where it all began for us. Those tree-dwelling (but already somewhat bipedal) apes living just where the forest bordered on the savannah developed the ability to walk on two legs without holding onto branches, a good skill to have in their environment because it meant they could scuttle across open grassland to the nearest stand of trees and then run back to the safety of the forest if they had to. Being bipedal, they didn’t need their front legs for running; they could do other stuff with those appendages, and so legs turned into arms, and paws turned into hands, and then along came the opposable thumb, and the dexterous ability to make tools, and the bigger and smarter brains appropriate to all the new things these creatures could do.

But wait: the savannah was only one part of the story. Another factor proved just as crucial to our emergence. Northeastern Africa was geologically unstable at this time, which caused extreme climate fluctuations. Around two or two-and-a-half million years ago, this region started going back and forth between hot and cool, wet and dry. Monsoon seasons gave way to long droughts gave way to monsoons. Grasslands turned into deserts turned into swamps. These fluctuations took place over thousands of years, not millions. And thousands isn’t much. Creatures that fit their environment as perfectly as keys fit locks were in trouble. The changes were too rapid for biological evolution to come to their rescue. Erratic conditions such as these favored generalists over specialists. It was better to be adaptable than adapted.

In a world where creatures had to keep changing their survival strategies, thumbs, hands, arms, and bipedalism made all the difference. Primates with those features could do an end run around biological adaptation by fashioning tools to make up for their biological deficiencies. At first, they no doubt merely used bits of their environment as tools: with heavy stones they broke nuts, with rough rocks ground seeds, with sharp rocks brought down prey. But then—significantly—they started using the tools they found to make tools: using rocks to chip other rocks into knives, using rocks to sharpen sticks into spears. In short, they began inventing.

It wasn’t just one kind of primate doing this. Quite a number of different bipedal tool-making primates lived on this planet over the course of several million years. Some died out, others evolved into new, more capable creatures, and their tool kits kept growing. They learned to build and nurse and control fire (yes, fire is a tool). They learned to hunt as coordinated groups, which made them fearsome predators, especially because they equipped themselves with spears and clubs and nets—in short, with tools. They didn’t just kill and eat other creatures; they skinned some of them and wore those creatures’ skins over their own. Imagine how frightening they must have seemed to their contemporaries.

These new types of bipedal primates used their excellent walking skills to roam all around Africa and across Eurasia. Unlike other animals, they could establish themselves in every sort of environment because they had tools. They moved into forests, deserts, marshes, plains, mountain slopes, river valleys—and these diverse environments shaped who they were and how they lived. If history is a braid, environment is one of its three major strands. Tools are a closely related second one. There is a third strand, but it came later. Who we are and what we’ve been has, from the start, been intricately related to where we’ve been and what we’ve made and done to deal with nature in those places.

None of the creatures roaming the planet a million years ago would have qualified as human. None could have passed unnoticed in a shopping mall today. Biologically, these were not yet human beings. But the constant metamorphosis of life on Earth went on until, about one hundred thousand years ago, give or take a few dozen millennia, some bipedal primates in the world were anatomically indistinguishable from modern human beings. Scientists call these creatures Homo sapiens sapiens—Latin for “wise, wise men” (which is a rather egotistical term, come to think of it, since it was invented by us humans to designate us humans).

Was this it, then? A hundred thousand years ago? Was the curtain going up, was the human drama about to begin? I’ll venture to say no, not quite yet. The setting was in place, but the characters weren’t onstage yet. Those early Homo sapiens still lacked one thing that we modern humans take for granted, which brings us back to our starting point. Around forty-five thousand years ago, we humans began painting pictures and playing flutes and dancing. In the race for good stuff to eat, we began beating all the other bipedal primates to the scene. Something must have happened right about that time, something that triggered the rise of human beings to dominance. What was it?

The answer seems to be: true language came into being.
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