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Jack Conrad gives his assessment of some of the main 
theories and asks what apes can teach us 

Human beings have been the product of essentially the same genetic toolkit since the 

first pre-modern Homo sapiensemerged in Africa around 500,000 years ago. Our own 

sub-species, modern Homo sapiens, also arose in Africa - some 200,000 years ago. In 

all likelihood our ability to acquire and transmit abstract ideas, including religious 

ideas, results from the rapid growth of brain size, not least in the frontal cortex, which is 

associated with pre-modern Homo sapiens, and which makes us capable of symbolic 

thought, furious creativity and “extraordinary” feats of deception.[1] 

Some geneticists go further. Much further. They claim to have located religious belief in 

our genes and the biological mechanisms of heredity. Dean Hamer, director of the gene 

structure and regulation unit of the US National Cancer Institute, stunningly revealed in 

his book, The god gene (2004), how he had finally cracked the age-old enigma of 

religion. At least that is what his canny publicity machine declared. 

Vesicular Monoamine Transporter 2 (VMAT2) was confidently named the ‘god gene’ ... 

for pretty tenuous reasons. The VMAT2 protein is responsible for transmitting 

dopamines from one part of the brain to another and this induces feelings of pleasure, 

happiness and general harmony with the cosmos. Dopamines are released during 

trances and other such ecstatic religious experiences (and by psychotropic and 

hallucinogenic drugs). 

There are two versions of VMAT2 and they “differ only in a single position”.[2] People 

with one version apparently tend to score a little higher when it comes to what Hamer 

calls “self-transcendence”. But it hardly follows that belief in god is VMAT2-determined. 

Doubleday, Hamer’s publisher, seems to have chosen the title of his book and with the 

same provocative certainty asserted in the subtitle that faith was “hardwired into our 

brains”. Good marketing, doubtless. But, frankly, both claims have as much scientific 
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validity as the existence of ‘gay’, ‘criminal’ and ‘xenophobia’ genes. Not surprisingly, 

arguments used to back up such wafer-thin propositions remain unconvincing. 

Hamer’s research conclusions mainly wrest on psychological questionnaires received 

from hundreds of siblings originally collected for a study on cigarette smoking. When it 

came to VMAT2 and “self-transcendence”, there was less than a 1% variation. 

Statistically inconclusive to the point of being irrelevant. There is, it would appear, no 

credible evidence of a direct, one-to-one correspondence between any of the estimated 

20,000-25,000 genes inherited from one’s parents and “one’s height, weight, metabolic 

rate, sickness, health, or any other non-trivial organic characteristic”.[3] 

Hamer’s book was squarely aimed at a mass market and significantly he chose not to 

submit his findings to an authoritative, peer-reviewed academic journal before 

publishing. Nevertheless, under heavy fire from a wide variety of scientific critics and 

researchers, Hamer backtracked considerably. His book, let us note, actually made far 

more modest claims about VMAT2 than the publicity blurb promised. Despite that, 

showing how its editors rate the credulity of their readers, and greatly enhancing 

Hamer’s sales figures, Timemagazine ran with the startling “god gene” news on the front 

page of its US edition.[4] Not that this was connected in any way with the deal struck by 

Doubleday and Time Warner in 2000 which merged their two book clubs under a joint 

venture called Bookspan. A partnership which lasted until 2007, when Bertelsmann, the 

German owner of Doubleday, took over sole running. 

NeoDarwinism 

The usual approach from members of the neo-Darwinist school is to explain religion - 

and much else besides - by extrapolating from the ways they imagine our ancestors were 

evolved to behave in their ‘garden of Eden’ on the African savannah[5]hundreds of 

thousands of years ago.[6] 

Too often this simply means naturalising today’s common sense by projecting it back 

onto the distant past. Religion is considered innate, like war, private property, sexual 

inequality, social hierarchies and markets in goods, labour and services: an 

unmistakable ideological echo of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), the philosopher of rising 

bourgeois society. In a world of finite resources, he confidently pronounced, the natural 

condition of humanity is the competitive striving for individual wealth and self-interest 
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through lawful trade - something that relies on peace and an all-powerful state to 

enforce it. Without that, what follows is war, “and such a war, as is every man, against 

every man”, Hobbes bleakly warned in Leviathan.[7] I am equally reminded of Edmund 

Burke (1729-97), the apostle of modern conservatism. “We know, and - what is better - 

we feel inwardly, that religion is the basis of civil society ... we know, and it is our pride 

to know, that man is by constitution a religious animal,” he bumptiously asserted.[8] 

Not that neo-Darwinists universally fawn before the market, advocate the strong state or 

extol the civic virtues of religion. A good number are militant atheists and would 

consider themselves to be on the left. More to the point, when it comes to explaining 

religion, while there is money-making charlatanry, vulgar materialism and sheer 

nonsense in spades, there is honest scholarship, worthwhile theorisation and genuine 

insight too. Wheat can be separated from chaff. 

There are three main, often bitterly opposed, scientific schools. Religion as individually 

adaptive; religion as individually non-adaptive; and religion as benefiting the group. Not 

that a synthesis is impossible to achieve. After all, with the origins of religion, I am 

convinced that we are also dealing with thetransition from nature to culture. A 

qualitative leap where we would expect laws to be superseded and yet continued. 

Let us begin with religion as being individually adaptive. 

Richard Klein and Blake Edgar reckon that a single, “fortuitous” genetic mutation 

occurred around 50,000 years ago - ie, in the Upper Palaeolithic/Late Stone Age - and 

that this completed the modern brain.[9] A “revolution” akin to the mental changes 

wrought by the mysterious crystal monolith on Moon-Watcher and other apemen in the 

opening chapter of Arthur C Clarke’s2001: a space odyssey. Klein and Edgar focus not 

on VMAT2, but Forkhead box protein P2 - a gene associated with vocalisation in extant 

human beings, apes, mice and song birds. A tiny mutation in FOXP2 - there is a two 

amino acid difference between humans and chimps - triggered, it is claimed, the 

capacity for language, symbolic culture and religion, along with the ability to fashion 

complex tools, execute sophisticated cave paintings and mount large-scale hunting 

expeditions. A remarkably advantageous package which rapidly spread the altered 

FOXP2 gene throughout the population and allowed humans to increase in leaps and 

bounds. 
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Rather foolishly Steven Pinker, the experimental psychologist and popular science 

writer, hitched his reputation to this ‘discovery’. However, what the Klein-Edgar 50,000 

date meant for modern Homo sapiens who left Africa and possibly managed to reach 

Australia some 60,000 years ago is left unconsidered or brushed aside. Ditto the wacky, 

sci-fi idea that all scientists need do is introduce the human version of FOXP2 into a 

chimp and that this would produce speech. A far bigger problem exists for the 

Klein-Edgar theory, though. As it turns out, our version of FOXP2 first appeared not 

50,000, but more like 1.8 million, years ago and with Homo habilis or ergaster.[10] 

More soundly, surely, Paul Bloom contends that children are “psychologically primed 

for religion” because it is advantageous in evolutionary terms to be gullible when 

listening to the stories (instructions) handed down to them by their parents: ‘Don’t stray 

into that forest because otherwise the jonjy wonjy who lives there will gobble you up’. 

Fear of imagined spirits keeps children obedient, out of trouble and alive. 

In a similar vein, James McClenon argues that those possessing extra “suggestibility” 

had an evolutionary edge over the less suggestible. Eg, the risks of giving birth would be 

lessened if expectant mothers “accepted the efficacy” of the shaman’s potions, spells and 

spirit messages.[11] Mortality and morbidity rates were thereby significantly reduced. In 

other words, religion adds to reproductive success - and therefore thepropensity 

towards religion is passed on in our genes. 

Scott Atran plausibly maintains that humans were “naturally selected” for their ability to 

respond quickly and emotionally to the array of dangers they faced: “The evolutionary 

imperative to rapidly detect and react to rapacious agents encourages the emergence of 

malevolent deities in every culture, just as the countervailing imperative attached to 

care-givers favours the apparition of benevolent deities.”[12] Religion is seen by Atran 

as a beneficial by-product of biological development - what Stephen Jay Gould famously 

called a spandrel in an audacious borrowing from architectural terminology - a 

morphological, cognitive or behavioural contingent that acquires a rationale, 

momentum and consequences of its own. 

Then there are those who consider religion maladaptive. Courting notoriety, as ever, 

Richard Dawkins goadingly likens religion to a dangerous virus. Smallpox.[13] He also 

explains religion as a ‘meme’ - ideas are supposedly passed on in discrete parcels. Jokes, 

theories, rumours, religious doctrines, etc. Memes for him are the “new replicators”.[14] 
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Daniel C Dennett pugnaciously champions the exact same approach. Prepared to accept 

the role of folk religion as embodying practical knowledge, his main contention is that 

organised religion depends on “secrecy, deception and systemic invulnerability to 

disconfirmation”.[15] 

While harbouring a certain Pavlovian sympathy for the belligerent atheism of Dawkins 

and Dennett - doubtless due to a formative Church of England education - politically I 

recoil from their elitism. Eg, Dennett breezily names atheists “brights”, with the 

inescapable implication that believers are dull, uneducated and in urgent need of an 

emergency course of corrective scientific instruction by an enlightened educator such as 

himself. More, one has to ask, if it is mal-adaptive, why does religion appear throughout 

recorded history and in every culture, and why today are the ranks of devotees counted 

in their billions? The ubiquity of maladaptation and the prodigious numbers of the 

maladapted fails to add up in Darwinian terms. 

Pascal Boyer does not necessarily accept that religion is maladaptive, but likewise 

explains religion through memes. Evolution gives us mental tools which serve a real 

purpose. However, these tools have been hijacked. Religion brilliantly connects with the 

brain’s inference system, which makes “recall and communication very easy”, triggers 

our mental programmes, connects with “our social mind” and even directs our 

“behaviour.”[16] And, as such, religion spreads from one mind to another. 

Other scientists, particularly those with a training in anthropology, take the human 

group as their starting point when dealing with religion. Ultra-Darwinists feel obliged to 

attack this as heresy. According to them, the gene and the gene alone is the unit of 

selection. David Sloan Wilson disagrees. He is one of those who advocate a multilevel 

theory of selection: clade, species, deme, group, organism and gene. 

Equipped with a religious system of bonding, Wilson says, a group, can achieve miracles 

compared with one riven by chronic conflicts and exploited by freeloaders. Internal 

cohesion is markedly enhanced. Religious systems are passed down to succeeding 

generations not through genes, of course: rather stories told and retold around the 

campfire, adult example, childhood imitation, teenage initiation, collective dances and 

songs, and the thoroughly internalised habits, rhythms and tasks of daily life.[17] 
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Richard Sosis sees religion as a costly signalling system.[18] In its own way a 

phenomenon not unlike the fitness-displaying peacock’s tail or the gaudy constructions 

painstakingly put together by male bowerbirds. Individuals display their commitment to 

their fellows by being prepared to profess beliefs that are glaringly counterintuitive. The 

more opposed to everyday reality, the more effective. As is morally required, they also 

willingly undergo initiation - which can amount to torture - in order to become full 

insiders. Thereafter, as adults, they regularly give themselves over bodily to the 

collective. All in the name of the fantastic. A system of incentive and disincentive. Eg, on 

the one hand, only full insiders are considered acceptable when it comes to marriage, 

and, on the other hand, would-be freeloaders find cheating hard to pull off. 

Signals demanded by the group are very real. Not to submit to the trials of initiation, 

not to join in drug-assisted, three- or four-day-long communing with ancestral spirits, 

not to partake in gruelling farces, not to pierce, scar or tattoo the body is to invite 

teasing, withering contempt, ostracism or worse. Such signals separate insiders from 

outsiders and therefore help reproduce social cohesion. 

Robin Dunbar comes from a similar direction. Once again the crucial determinate is the 

group. Larger groups of hominids favoured larger brains to cope with the multiplying 

interactions and constantly shifting political alliances. Dunbar constructs an intriguing 

theory of higher-order intentionality - states of mind such as believing, hoping and 

intending, and recognising this in others (and their recognition of it in others, and so on 

to the fifth or sixth degree). In step with this expanding, higher-order intentionality, he 

thinks we ultimately arrive at language, culture and religion. Religion, in particular, 

enhances group cohesion and guards against freeloading. Dunbar argues that the 

decisive change ought to be dated back to pre-modernHomo sapiens. They abandoned 

the time-costly social grooming of other great apes and took the road towards culture. 

Around 500,000 years ago there was certainly a big increase in brain size. From an 

average of 900cc to a near modern 1,300cc. 

Apes 

Let us examine matters from another angle. We shall move from abstract, sometimes 

highly speculative, models, and instead turn to gorillas, chimpanzees and bonobos. The 
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mental capabilities of our ancestors can surely be gleaned from scientific studies of our 

nearest living relatives. 

Hominids are thought to have diverged from what are now gorillas, chimpanzees and 

bonobos some five-eight million years ago (it should be emphasised that all four 

lineages continued to evolve, faster or slower, till the present). However, biologically this 

divergence is quite recent. We still have some 98% of our DNA in common. 

Fascinatingly - though, with a moment’s due consideration, not too surprisingly - people 

find it possible to teach captive gorillas, chimpanzees and bonobos to communicate 

using computer keyboards, postcard-sized pictures, plastic shapes or sign language. 

Other great apes lack the physical apparatus that enables us humans to speak the way 

we do. Their vocal cords are located higher in the throat and therefore cannot modulate 

sounds to the degree we humans can. Possibly the arrangement of the inner ear might 

also prevent them from hearing the full range of human speech. But obviously there is 

far more to language than physiology. 

Humans regularly, almost effortlessly, deploy thousands and thousands of unique words 

simply by phonetically piecing together available vowel and consonant sound units (in 

English there are just 44 of them). A “digital system” and one which infant children 

instinctively soak up, master with alacrity and when necessary superbly modify. 

Furthermore, human speech is tokenistic because it has been decoupled from body 

language. True, we smile, frown, cry, laugh and sigh. Very important for inter-personal 

relationships. However, when it comes to communicating on an everyday level, getting 

over routine information, technical data, news items and in general participating in the 

socio-economic order, the main burden is carried by speech (and its spectacular 

augmentations - writing and print). 

Vocalisation amongst gorillas, chimpanzees and bonobos is typically spontaneous, 

energetically demanding and closely connected with display and emotion. An “acoustic 

system”.[19]Because they have been studied in extraordinary detail chimps can be used 

for purposes of illustration (Jane Goodall’s books, above all The chimpanzees of Gombe, 
remain of unequalled importance). 

Dominant males emit ‘copulation screams’ during or after mating. Often preceded by 

shaking nearby branches and foot-stamping. The ‘pant-hoot’ is the most commonly 
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heard call and conveys food enjoyment, social excitement and sociability feelings.[20] 

There is extensive body grooming, especially of those at the top of the hierarchy, close 

allies or potential sexual partners. Frequently accompanied by lip-smacking or 

tooth-clacking. Then there are the graded ‘pant grunts’ and ‘pant screams’ which 

submissive chimps direct towards those at the top of the pecking order in the hope of 

warding off hostile behaviour or eliciting friendship. Simultaneously ‘respect’ is shown 

by grovellingly presenting rear ends. In addition there are the excited ‘short barks’ made 

during hunts and the ‘tonal bark’ warning let out when sighting a large snake. Young 

chimps ‘whimper’ when nervous or separated from mothers. To reassure, mothers touch 

and embrace their offspring. Males collectively warn off other chimpanzees from the 

group’s territory with ‘turf screams’. At the edge of their home territory, or when raiding 

another group’s territory, ‘war parties’ will proceed silently. Male chimps have learnt to 

turn off aggression vocalisations because of well founded fears of detection. However, 

chimps cannot turn signals on without actually experiencing some underlying emotion. 

Nevertheless, though restricted to some 15 distinct vocalisations and a similarly narrow 

range of facial gestures and body signals, chimps can problem-solve, learn to use crude 

tools, grasp symbols and have genuine, though rather trite, conversations with human 

trainers (however, and it needs to be stressed, rarely, if ever, with each other). 

The Chimpanzee and Human Communication Institute at Washington University has 

been working with a small collection of cross-fostered, carefully humanised chimps 

since 1980. Individuals such as Tatu, Washoe, Moja, Pili and Dar were raised along the 

lines of deaf children and they managed to learn a quite impressive number of reliably 

observed signs - it is said around 150 of them in total. Ranging from what might 

conceivably be expected - colours, personal names, foods and smells - they also include 

‘please’, ‘hurt’ and ‘sorry’. The chimps communicate with their handlers at a level 

analogous to young children. Other such attempts, experiments and projects have been 

organised with generally positive results. 

In the wild, in their natural environment, gorillas, chimpanzees and bonobos do not, of 

course, have benign teachers of American Sign Language available to them. Though, as 

we have seen, they do have an innate mental capacity for language - albeit embryonic - 

something blocks, discourages and diverts them from going in that direction through 

their own volition. So, instead of “looking for intimations” of human society amongst 
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gorillas, chimpanzees and bonobos, we must “look for its negation”, because human 

society emerged out of the “consistent negation” of what existed previously.[21] 

Their brains are considerably smaller than humans - 400-500cc compared with 1,400cc 

on average. It hardly follows, however, that gorillas, chimpanzees and bonobos should 

be dismissed as inherently stupid. What they need for reproductive success, what they 

are expert in, what they are driven by is defending territory, securing food, gaining 

mates, building alliances, avoiding dangers and protecting offspring ... and that most 

definitely necessitates a “highly developed” ability to deal with the Machiavellian politics 

of their own group.[22] Crucially the politics of sex. In short, a part-instinctive, 

part-learnt combination of intimidating physical force, deception, friendship, 

supplication, appeasement, kinship, etc. 

Gorillas are organised into female troops, or harems, along with infants and perhaps a 

few tolerated beta males, jealously guarded, directed and ruled over by a single 

silverback male; chimpanzees into much larger, mixed-sex groups, with polygamous 

mating patterns under a constantly shifting hierarchy of dominant males; bonobos are 

matriarchal, with male status stemming from their mothers and internal conflict 

attenuated or deflected by promiscuous male-female and most crucially female-female 

sexual intercourse. Female pair bonding produces a powerful double act which can face 

down individualised males. 

Despite those marked differences, males constitute the leisured sex. More, with the 

exception of bonobos, males aggressively establish their rights over fertile females and 

that regularly produces chaos in the group. However, once the female is no longer in 

estrus, the philandering male will instantly move off in search of new conquests. He will 

certainly not supply food for pregnant or nursing females. Nor will he provide for his 

offspring either. To simplify somewhat, sperm is what the male invests in the 

“propagation of the species.”[23] Females get pregnant, carry the growing foetus, give 

birth, breast-feed and care for the young till they are fully independent. In energy terms 

immensely costly. Females therefore constitute the productive sex. 

Accumulated evidence clearly shows that the social organisation of the great apes is not 

an automatic product of genetic determination. Environmental factors play a big role - 

as they do with even the simplest organism. For instance, the Congo river geographically 

divides what evolved to become chimps and bonobos a million years ago - with a greater 
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abundance of food being obtainable to the south of the river’s course compared with the 

north. There is also an absence of gorillas in the south. Evidently these two, surely 

related, factors had a profound effect, allowing a far more relaxed relationship between 

males and females in the south. 

There is also well observed self-construction through sexual politics. That can certainly 

be said for bonobos. As a result females lead a far less stressed existence. Even with 

gorillas and chimpanzees, however, the explosive power struggles between alpha males 

is far from the be-all and end-all. Parties of females briefly form and align themselves 

with related, aspirant and dissatisfied males. Bullying, faltering or otherwise 

unacceptable dominant males can thereby be brought to heel, overthrown or driven 

away. 

Despite sympathetically documenting - celebrating - such counter-dominant behaviour, 

Christopher Boehm, the evolutionary anthropologist, concludes that gorillas, 

chimpanzees and bonobos are “notably hierarchical”.[24] Not unreasonably, projecting 

back, he makes the same claim about the “common ancestor”[25] of the four 

African-based great apes (and that, of course, includes hominids). 

The strong amongst the common ancestors - especially alpha males, but including 

high-status females - would harass, abuse and cower the weak. Moreover, male 

competition over food, social standing and fertile females would constantly tip over into 

violence and thereby disrupt, cut short or dissolve cooperation. That is certainly the case 

with gorillas and chimpanzees. Fieldwork leaves no doubt about it. 

Boehm tellingly comments that, when it comes to history - ie, since the invention and 

adoption of writing - human societies have been characterised by hierarchical systems 

that are by “mammalian standards” staggering in their “degrees of despotism”. Think 

Egyptian pharaohs, Roman emperors, feudal popes, Muslim caliphs, Inca god-kings, 

fascist dictators, Stalinite bureaucrats and billionaire capitalists. And yet, and yet ... 

Surviving hunter-gatherer societies show diametrically opposite features. There is what 

Marxists call primitive communism. Eg, African Bushmen, the San. Though global 

capitalism surrounds and pushes in on them from every side, though squeezed into 

ecologically marginal areas - where food, fuel and fresh water are hellishly scarce and 

life is as a consequence extraordinarily difficult - a fierce egalitarianism rules. Would-be 

despots are given short shrift. Humorous put downs, walk-outs, constantly repeated 
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levelling campaigns and if need be collective force to counter individual force. Those 

whom we should no longer call the weak continuously combine together to subordinate 

the strong to the group. Boehm calls the result “anti-hierarchy”.[26] 

Everything tells us that the militant egalitarianism of the San and other such social 

fossils was once the universal human condition. And not just for some brief moment of 

time. But for many tens of thousands of years ... and under far better ecological 

conditions. Anthropologists, ethnographers, palaeontologists and other social scientists 

- or at least the fair-minded amongst them - increasingly share that opinion. 

So we are presented with an inescapable conclusion. Put what we know about people 

like the San on the one side of the equation. On the other side Homo habilis and Homo 

ergasterand contemporary gorillas, chimpanzees, bonobos. What follows? There must 

have been a breakdown, an overturn of the old hierarchy, a point of transition, a 

reorganisation that made us anti-hierarchical. What went before became something 

else. Boehm insists that egalitarianism had to be established in the first place through a 

revolution. The alpha male system was reversed. Subordinates, he reasons, rebelled 

against their subordination. And doubtless they had to do so in group after group and 

again and again till they were finally victorious. And from then on egalitarianism was 

maintained, or regularly re-established, through various culturally embedded 

mechanisms whereby the “weak combine forces to actively dominate the strong.”[27] 

Disappointingly, Boehm collapses into a technological determinism by way of 

explanation. Relying on teeth, kicks and fists is always going to be uncertain. Quite likely 

the weak would miserably fail against the strong and be humiliatingly seen off: that or 

they would suffer severe injuries on the road to a Pyrrhic victory. Even with 

overwhelming numbers it would take some 15-20 agonising, and hugely risky, minutes 

to finish off the group tyrant. But a well aimed spear or axe - say, while your enemy slept 

or was otherwise unsuspecting - is an entirely different matter. Palaeolithic weapons 

shifted the balance of power against the strong. Or so Boehm contends. 

Harman 

Again, another angle. In A people’s history of the world (1999), Chris Harman, editor of 

the Socialist Workers Party’s journal,International Socialism, till a tragically early death 

in November 2009, devotes his opening chapter to what he obviously considers to be the 
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pivotal event in his epic account: the Neolithic ‘revolution’ which first happened in the 

Middle East, in the fertile crescent, some 10,000 years ago. 

The quote marks are Harman’s and he inserts them for good reason. The Neolithic 

revolution - weaving cloth, breeding cattle and sheep, cultivation of crops and a 

sedentary lifestyle - was bound up with a social counterrevolution. Technical progress 

contributed to the surplus product needed for the construction of gigantic monuments, 

elaborate fortifications, sumptuous burials for chiefs, professional religion and 

institutionalised warfare, but all this coincided with widespread regression, suffering 

and oppression. The health and fitness of the population in general deteriorated. 

Human remains show signs of stunted growth, tooth decay and rickets. There was also 

the historic defeat of the female sex, as discussed by Engels in hisOrigin of the family, 

private property and the state (1884) and what we have seen Christopher Boehm call 

staggering “degrees of despotism”. 

Not surprisingly then, the “big changes in people’s lives” brought about by the Neolithic 

and the first civilisations, are contrasted with primitive communism - a subject briefly 

treated within an 18-page prologue to Harman’s main text.[28] To some considerable 

effect, he shows that capitalism and its warped values are a very recent phenomenon. 

Primitive communism is depicted as our natural condition. After all, as a mode of 

production, it spans at least 90% of human existence. During these many millennia 

there were, Harman says, no rulers, no bosses, no rich, no poor. People habitually 

cooperated, food was shared on the basis of reciprocity and there was very little, if 

anything, of what could be called warfare. So no “killer imperative.”[29] Humans were 

not Cain’s children. 

Nor was this egalitarianism the result of endemic scarcity, intellectual inferiority or 

wrenching dispossession by foreign invaders. In 1966 the American anthropologist, 

Marshall Sahlins, rebranded primitive communism the “original affluent society”.[30] 

Sahlins was, to his everlasting credit, responsible for bringing about a mind-changing 

paradigm shift. Old assumptions, including those held by Marxists, about a primitive 

communism of hardship, ignorance and so-called savages constantly being on the brink 

of starvation were overthrown. He collected, arranged and presented overwhelming 

counter-evidence. 
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Organised into small, flexible, loose, roving groups, hunter-gatherers have a lifestyle 

that is in many ways enviable. Necessary labour time is minimal. Say 20 hours a week. 

Admittedly, so too are material needs. And yet Sahlins showed that even today’s 

hard-pressed hunter-gatherers consume a marvellously varied, highly nutritious and 

well balanced diet. Above all, they have the individual challenges, sexual, kinship and 

friendship relationships and egalitarian disciplines that, when fused together, help make 

us human. 

Hunter-gathering involves a broad division of labour between the sexes. Men do 

high-prestige, but sometimes dangerous, long-range tracking and killing of game 

animals (and the collection of honey). Meanwhile, women - because of their role in 

giving birth, breast-feeding and child-rearing - are mainly responsible for the 

short-range gathering of staples. Nevertheless, male supremacy is absent. Both men and 

women take part in making key decisions. On balance, however, women are probably 

the more influential sex, constituting as they do the functional and moral centre of the 

matrilineal family and therefore the group’s base encampments. Additionally there is 

collective child-rearing, cooking of food and special women’s knowledge. A 

multi-layered combination engendering a particularly strong female bonding. 

Logically, if there was a Neolithic counterrevolutionary revolution, there must have been 

a revolution. And, of course, it is not just a matter of logic. A whole range of 

distinguished anthropologists, geneticists, archaeologists, palaeontologists, etc embrace 

the idea of the human revolution, according to their own academic speciality and social 

outlook. See, for example, the weighty volume edited by Paul Mellars, Katie Boyle, Ofer 

Bar-Yosef and Chris Stringer - Rethinking the human revolution: new behavioural and 

biological perspectives on the origin and dispersal of modern humans (2007). It 

provides a broad overview of human origins research and with perhaps only a single 

exception, its dozens of contributors are agreed: judged according to the relevant 

timescale, the appearance of human culture was a revolutionary event, not a gradualistic 

process. 

So there is most definitely a missing chapter in Harman’s account. His first chapter 

ought really to be his second. After all, the primitive communism that still hangs on in 

the 21st century, albeit by its fingernails - especially given what we know about gorillas, 

chimpanzees and bonobos and what we think we know about our own immediate 

ancestors - must have had a beginning. A passing away of the old and a coming into 



being of something that had never been seen before: humans with language, symbolic 

culture and religion. 

Naively - neither anthropology nor biology was his field - Harman regurgitated a stale 

account of increasing “cooperation” over two million years and how this slowly led to 

bigger brains, language, fashioning better and better tools and eventually the “ability to 

conceptualise about things which are not immediately present.”[31] Of course, many 

animals are cooperative: bees, termites, ants and wasps are what sociobiologist Edward 

Wilson calls ‘eusocial’. Added to which, they construct elaborate nests and possess 

displaced reference communication systems. So cooperation alone cannot provide an 

adequate explanation of what made pre-humans human. Nor can expanding brain size. 

After all, insect brains are tiny and there are relatively big-brained animals that are 

subsocial or semisocial. Eg, polar bears, rhinos, jaguars and leopards. 

The fact of the matter is that Harman ignores, avoids, in effect denies the revolution that 

must surely have triggered what Engels called the “transition from ape to man”. Instead 

Harman echoes the conventional, prosaic and thoroughly bourgeois theory of slow, 

cumulative, evolutionary change and ever advancing tools. Not something one would 

expect from a writer who established an enviable reputation for himself as a Marxist 

thinker. 
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Origins of religion and the human 
revolution  pt2 

Jack Conrad gives his assessment of some of the main 
theories and asks what apes can teach us 

Needless to say, there is slow, cumulative, evolutionary change. And that can include 

gradual increases in levels of cooperation and improved tool-making techniques. But, 

following in the footsteps of Hegel, orthodox Marxism has always emphasised that 

things develop through the struggle of opposites and mounting internal contradictions. 

Contradictions which at a certain stage reach the tipping point where an explosion, 

break or leap of some kind happens and qualitative change is suddenly released. 

Contradictions are resolved. 

That is no longer a matter of philosophical argument, but hard, empirical science, which 

is backed up by rigorous mathematics. Hence phase transition, punctuated equilibrium, 

critical point, discontinuity, catastrophe theory, bifurcation theory and the like. All 

widely known about, not least through countless popular science books. Harman’s 

attitude towards the human revolution therefore constitutes what lawyers call a 

significant silence. 

The anthropologist and political activist, Chris Knight, has written a book called Blood 

relations: menstruation and the origins of culture (1991). In this or that respect it is 

outdated, faulty and incomplete - eg subsequent to publication there have been further 

archaeological discoveries which push Knight’s dating of the human revolution 

considerably back and away from Europe to southern Africa. Nevertheless, Blood 

relations is a bold, panoramic and, in my opinion, easily the most persuasive account of 

the human revolution. A second, revised, edition is more than overdue. That or a 

re-issue with an extensive preface. Like any great work there are gaps and unfinished 

lines of thought - doubtless they will stimulate scholars in the years to come. However, 

Knight has made the decisive breakthrough which anyone who wants to be taken 

seriously must develop ... or decisively disprove. 
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Building on the twin pillars of Lewis Henry Morgan and Frederick Engels, and owing an 

acknowledged debt to Robert Briffault (1876-1948), Blood relations synthesises many 

diverse ideas: Marxism, Darwinism, the encyclopaedic structuralism of Claude 

Lévi-Strauss, classic colonial anthropology, especially research into African and 

Australian social fossils, human origins studies and the insights of evolutionary 

biologists and evolutionary psychologists, including some of those mentioned above. 

I do not buy into the sociobiology that Knight celebrates as the acme of scientific 

achievement.[32] Specifically the proposition that animals are ‘gene machines’, mere 

carriers or servants of their genes (a proposition popularised, of course, by Richard 

Dawkins with his 1976 book The selfish gene). Only a fool would deny the crucial, 

foundational, role of genes when it comes to evolution. That goes without saying. But 

there is “hierarchical selection” at the level of organism, deme, species and clade 

too;[33] and other determining factors, such as random genetic drift, environment, 

structural constraints, contingency and interaction.[34] However, that quibble does not 

detract from my admiration of Knight’s book. 

A short aside. Furiously rejecting Knight’s innovative application of Marxist theory, and 

definitely behaving as if some holy creed had been scandalously violated - and not just 

because of Knight’s praise for sociobiology - Harman decided that before the “rise of 

agriculture 10,000 to 5,000 years ago”, change was essentially “cumulative” and reliant 

on new tools.[35] Social labour is equated with tool-making by Harman. A 

technological, not a social determinism. His own staging of history was enshrined as 

mandatory doctrine - for any of the SWP’s ‘red professors’ to openly disagree in the 

1990s was to risk or actually incur expulsion. A Lysenko-type moment. 

Having silenced, driven away or purged its feminists, who were organised around the 

journal Women’s Voice a decade before, the SWP’s leadership did not take kindly to 

Knight’s Blood relations. Determined to draw an uncrossable political line against their 

feminist opponents, Chris Harman, Tony Cliff and Lindsey German stubbornly 

maintained that there was in effect nothing specific about women’s oppression. There 

was only class. In her article, ‘Theories of patriarchy’, German insisted that men do not 

“benefit from women’s work in the family (rather the capitalist system as a whole 

benefits)” and it is not true to claim that “men and capital are conspiring to stop women 

having access to economic production.”[36] Doubtless such desperate constructions 
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explain why Harman felt he had to flippantly write off “absurdities” like “class conflict ... 

between the genders”.[37] 

In his Origin Engels does, of course, compare the situation of women within the 

Victorian family to that of the proletariat and men to the bourgeoisie. He also stresses 

the importance of the biological production and reproduction of the species and the 

necessity of our ancestors overcoming male jealousy. Not that anyone should treat 

either Marx or Engels as biblical authorities. 

Nonetheless, for the narrowest factional reasons the SWP machine was determined to 

bury the authentic Marxist tradition. The decision to close Women’s Voice in 1981 had 

been bitterly disputed and internal debate spilled over into the public realm. Something 

confessional sects instinctively loathe and seek to avoid under normal circumstances. So 

when in 1991 the SWP’s headquarters heard news that Knight’s book was being warmly 

received in core branches, greeted as an exciting vindication of Engels and his Origin, 
alarm bells rang. Harman rushed to the library and quickly returned a self-esteeming 

‘expert’ in anthropology. 

As noted above, what he filled his head with was the standard evolutionary and 

technological prejudices of academia and wider bourgeois society. Though pitifully 

ill-equipped intellectually, politically he considered himself duty-bound to emulate 

Joseph Stalin and act as judge and jury over what is a scientific question.[38] With a 

chilling arrogance Knight’s book was dismissed as “menstrual moonshine”.[39] It also 

has to be said that Harman cynically played on the unease and embarrassment caused 

on the economistic left by any frank, open, scientific discussion of menstruation, 

conflictive sexual relations and the formative vanguard role of females. However, he 

successfully achieved his objective. Discussion of Knight’s book came to a shuddering 

halt inside the SWP. All that remained was blustering, sneering, babbling, sniggering, 

doctrinaire irrationality and in the end a complete inability to say anything at all about 

the human revolution. 

As would be expected, since 1991 Knight’s ideas have expanded somewhat because of 

criticism, further study and collaboration with others. Nonetheless, his basic thesis 

remains. The human revolution was a communist, counter-dominance revolution, and, 

he maintains, was led by females. For the productive sex the key Darwinian question 

was how to obtain the extra energy inputs they urgently needed by getting males to 
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engage in labour and supplying them and their offspring. Concretely getting the 

physically fit, active, adult males, as a collective, to engage in long-range hunting and 

then handing over the kill to them. At an elemental level that involved sex for meat. An 

exchange which nowadays might conjure up tawdry images of prostitution. In fact, it 

was the exact opposite. Females had to seize control of sexual access and then 

redistribute and manage it through a system of group marriage. And to achieve that 

outcome the alpha male system had to be overthrown. 

Incidentally, group marriage involves males in one clan regarding the females in 

another clan as potential sexual partners. Not orgiastic gang bangs. Groups are married, 

with individual entry into the system coming through initiation. Hence the males of one 

clan call the females of another clan wives. Females too have many husbands. But who 

you actually have sex with is decided by mutual attraction, courtship and negotiation 

with parents. 

Via group marriage the majority of males previously occupying lower positions in the 

hierarchy got regular sexual partners for the first time and the group got regular 

supplies of meat. A massive protein boost for the group and therefore a win-win 

situation. Groping towards that end, females, “allied to their male kin,” had to go 

beyond Darwinism and invent culture.[40]Sexual pleasure, given or promised, thereby 

played a revolutionary role in transforming males from the leisured sex into the second 

productive sex. 

Inspired by the great political and industrial struggles of the late 1960s and early 70s, 

drawing on world myths and the ritual practices of Africa’s living fossils, constructing a 

convincing account of crisis-riven pre-human hominids, Knight introduces a trade 

union analogy. The picket line. Forming a protective, bodily fence around, or alongside, 

the fertile, menstruating, young female in the camp - the target of monopolising alpha 

male lust - other females put on a half-threatening, half-playful display.[41] Here, with 

the dancing, assertive, charging, laughing, confident picket line, was the event - the 

reality-transforming moment, the revolution - that overthrew the crisis-wracked, old 

system. 

Females in the group symbolically synchronised their fertility and simultaneously 

exhibited themselves as something else. Wrong sex, wrong species, wrong time. They 

pretended to be male. They pretended to be another species. They pretended to be 
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menstruating ... but forcibly insisted that they were unavailable and that their collective 

sex strike had to be respected by all. Displaying artificial penises, raising arms as horns 

and painting themselves with red, blood-like ochre. Menstrual blood, even in substitute 

form, was powerful, magical and sacred. The source of life.[42] 

The picket line ritual was repeated, imposed, every month and integrated with the moon 

and its phases. There being, of course, an unmistakable relationship, a correlation, 

between the female monthly cycle and that of the moon. Indeed the whole revolutionary 

order adopted a two-weekly lunar rhythm. With the full moon men were temporarily 

separated off from their wives and sent hunting for big-game animals. What Knight calls 

blood relations. The productive phase. A bright moon provides the best hunting 

conditions for humans. Partying, cooking, the coming together of the sexes, are linked to 

the dark moon. The phase of sex and consumption. 

In effect this was the beginning of religion, or a human cosmology, which can still be 

found in the stories, practices, taboos, dances ... and cosmetics of social fossils in 

modern times. Camilla Power, a colleague and co-thinker of Knight, brilliantly draws a 

line of continuity between red ochre - what she calls the first cosmetics - and today’s 

beauty - ie, sex - industry.[44] That aside, she predicts that, where archaeologists 

uncover mined red ochre, this announces the existence of the monthly 

counter-dominance cycle. The earliest such red ochre is now dated at around 300,000 

years ago. In other words we are talking about pre-modern Homo sapiens. Hence one 

can safely say that with modern Homo sapiens counter-dominance is an integral part of 

what Marx called our “species-being”. Humans are a revolutionary species. 

Certainly the idea that the first appearance of “religious ideologies” happened between 

60,000 and 30,000 years ago no longer appears credible. Such claims linked religion to 

widely recognised religious objects.[43] Religion, however, does not necessarily rely on 

altars, statues, carvings and relics to be religion. The painted, dancing human body is 

both a religious subject and object. 

As already mentioned, the background to Knight’s account of the human revolution lies 

in the increasingly fraught situation faced by the immediate ancestors of our species. We 

are probably talking about Homo heidelbergensis. In Knight’s model the contradiction 

between exploitative males and productive females sees a growing disparity between 

potentiality and actuality. There was the long established making of stone hand axes, 
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scrapers and the like. But male rivalry, selfish individualism and outbursts of terrifying 

competitive violence makes extended cooperation impossible. Hence no language, no 

egalitarianism, no religion, because all such phenomena flow from, and rely upon, a 

definite level of social solidarity and trust. 

Take language: to work as a means of communication - for that is surely what it is - the 

collective must be prepared to go along with what is symbolic, tokenistic or purely 

fictional. Unlike the limited, but honest body language and sound signalling of other 

great apes, including, one presumes, Homo heidelbergensis, the unlimited universe of 

words have in and of themselves no essentially honest meaning. 

Words are arbitrary. Made from syllables effortlessly spun together in the head and let 

out through vocal cords as modulated air. As they tumble out, words have to be 

interpreted, weighed and judged: reliable or suspicious, biased or generous, muddled or 

clear, tedious or inspiring. But, strung together, words communicate in astonishing 

abundance. 

Before the human revolution chronic internal conflict and individual mistrust prevented 

such embryonic abilities reaching critical take-off point. There are instances of symbolic 

or counter-reality signalling. Eg, the young engage in play. Mock fights between 

immature chimps normally result in not the slightest nick. There is an unwritten 

agreement on both sides not to hurt. A co-conspiracy. Each side hold back. They 

pretend. But, come adulthood, and with it sexual rivalry, play between adult males 

ceases. Turns into its opposite. Becomes ferociously real. Competition therefore stands 

in “antagonistic” contradiction to cooperation. A profound observation made by 

Engels.[45] 

Hominids began as a barely detectable evolutionary twig which diverged from what was 

itself a minor branch of evolution: the first, incredibly rare and fragmentary hominid 

fossils date from six-seven million years ago. The entire clade occupied a marginal, often 

very fraught, ecological niche. Searching out fruits, grains, roots, eggs, nuts and insects; 

catching the occasional lizard, fish, small mammal and bird; scavenging from the kills of 

those higher up the food chain ... and yet also being a source of prey. Part of the “right 

dribble” towards complexity - the mass of life being banked up on the left wall of 

minimal complexity, which is dominated by microbes[46] - in terms of biomass 

hominids were pretty unsuccessful. Numbers are estimated to have swung between 
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100,000 and 10,000 - depending on fickle conditions. Low points clearly indicated that 

they constituted what nowadays would be designated an endangered species. 

Apart from the earliest examples, hominids walked upright. Not on all fours. Thereby 

they fortuitously freed hands for other uses. Stone tools begin to appear in the 

archaeological record some 2.5 million years ago and even the crudest flint axe puts the 

best efforts of chimps to shame. There must also have been other tools, such as digging 

sticks, carrying slings, cups and baskets of one kind or another, which do not survive in 

the record. 

About 1.8 million years ago various hominids managed to find their way out of Africa 

and into Eurasia. They rapidly spread along coastal and river routes. By around 750,000 

years ago there is clear evidence of the use of fire. That meant cooked meat, light, 

warmth and safety ... and the deliberate burning of bush and forest cover. Yet, despite 

such unprecedented achievements, hominid species went extinct one after the other. 

Technical prowess should not be equated with biological success. Homo habilis, Homo 

erectus, Homo ergaster, Homo neanderthalis, etc, etc all winked out of existence. 

Homo sapiens are the sole survivors of the hominid family. And it has to be said that 

there is no reason to suppose that we would not have gone the same way too. If, that is, 

it had not been for the human revolution, which put our ancestors on the road to where 

we now dominate the planet and carry our unprecedented responsibilities for its future. 

Knight well-foundedly reasons that bigger brains and extended childhood must have put 

a huge additional burden on females (even with the help of their sisters and 

mothers).[47] Homo heidelbergensis brain size ranged from 1,000 to 1,400cc. Then 

there were the physical strains associated with the long months of pregnancy and the 

need to secure increased nutrition, especially when breast-feeding. Modern females 

require about 300 extra calories each day during the final six months of pregnancy. This 

raises the total to about 1,900-2,500 calories daily. Projected back, that roughly 

amounts to a calorific input amounting to an additional 15% - a statistic which in 

pre-historic times could well separate life from death. 

The agony, trauma and dangers of delivering babies with enlarged skulls through 

upended birth canals is well known. Death of child and/or mother was a sadly frequent 

event until modern times. And even after the trials of pregnancy and giving birth, the 

infant must be breast-fed and carried on hip or back up to the time when they have 
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properly learnt to walk. Not that juveniles are fully independent. They have to be cared 

and provided for till they are aged perhaps 13 or 14. And there is every chance of another 

pregnancy and having to simultaneously cope with two or three children with various 

degrees of dependence. Meanwhile there are the disruptive, exhausting and highly risky, 

seasonal group treks to the next encampment. There must have been a particular death 

toll among young children and nursing mothers. 

And remember, in Knight’s model all of this was without any substantial input from 

males. The philanderer supplies sperm. Little more. Indeed rivalry meant males hobbled 

their own potentiality. A dominant male would be more than reluctant to leave a fertile 

female in order to embark on a long-distance hunt with other males. 

Unlike with chimps, bonobos and gorillas, his only clue that a female is soon to be fertile 

is that she menstruates. No outward swelling or coloration telling him the right time to 

mate. Hominid females concealed their fertility and that probably gained them extra 

male attention and, albeit temporarily, extra supplies. The result, however, was that the 

dominant male was in all likelihood less mobile than he might otherwise be. He could 

not possibly trust those males who remained in the camp: juveniles, the temporarily or 

permanently injured and elders. Instead he would seek an extended sexual monopoly. 

Alpha males therefore aggressively compete, fend off rivals and stand guard over fertile 

females for some considerable time. Cooperation - including over the supply of food 

through collective effort, crucially meat - was correspondingly impoverished. 

Bigger brains and an extended childhood are massively costly in energy terms, but 

doubtless conferred certain evolutionary advantages. Almost certainly enhancing female 

cooperation. But male jealously, aggression and selfishness constantly cut short, 

prevented or sabotaged cultural developments, such as language. More than that, male 

competition, and gross over-exploitation of females, pointed to species extinction. 

Picket line 

Of course, the ‘wrong sex, wrong species, wrong time’ ritual was transparently false at 

one level. But the ritual invited, demanded, that the whole group go along with the 

deception. Males were meant to play along with the scrambled signals, the lie, and feign 

confusion. Eg, females are male, are animals and all of them are fertile. And instead of 



courting, targeting, singling out the genuinely fertile female in the camp, males had to 

respect their picket line. 

Those tempted not to go along with the rules of the game faced not only a united picket 

line of females. They faced the majority of males too. The other males had a real interest 

in supporting the picket line, not least because of the system of group marriage 

associated with the revolutionary order. Alpha males therefore faced impossible odds 

and would have agreed in the end to respect the picket line. The leap into symbolic 

culture thereby created anti-hierarchy by subordinating and integrating the alpha male 

into the collective. New patterns of the family, new ways of thinking, new forms of 

communication and a new mode of production followed. Indeed, I think we can say that 

the human revolution must have been associated with speciesisation. 

Male jealously met a stronger force in collective interest. Now males had to deliver meat 

if they were to gain access to females. They were expected to show their worth as 

husbands by success in hunting. Hence alpha males no longer stayed put in the camp in 

order to monopolise fertile females. Males could at last fully cooperate with each other 

in this, fundamentally because of the socially constructed level of trust released through 

the monthly female picket line and sex strike. 

Husbands were obliged by custom to bring the raw meat to their wives and through 

them it was distributed to children, parents and other relatives. Women did the cooking. 

There was, it should be pointed out, a taboo against males consuming their own kills. 

Always contested, doubtless sometimes losing momentum, occasionally thrown back, 

but out of necessity always driven on and on, the results of the human revolution were 

spectacular for the species. Inputs of protein shot up. Population numbers soared. Life 

expectancy increased. So did areas of habitation. Maybe 80,000 years ago there was the 

second ‘out of Africa’ movement into Asia, from which all modern non-Africans are 

descended. Above all, however, through the revolutionary order established by females 

there was the beginning of language. Knowledge thereby passes down from generation 

to generation and steadily accumulates. Inevitably, not least to make it memorable, this 

is given the form of religious rituals and stories. Religion is thus both an unwritten rule 

book governing social relations and an invaluable ally in productive activity. 



Amongst primitive communist peoples, religion is a magico-symbolic system for the 

relevant, but unavoidably distorted, understanding of, and interaction with, nature. 

Religion is therefore a thoroughly practical matter. It must have seemed possible to 

control, or influence, real things through ritual and the recurring pattern of collective 

religious activity. The fantastic stories - told and retold - and the constantly recurring 

warp and weave of ceremony find their validation in the real world. Humanity attempts 

to find itself by projecting itself onto outer-reality: anthropomorphism. 

Religion was also the handmaiden of science. Nature is usefullyimagined as full of 

spirits and open to human persuasion. Rain, the seasons, the return of migrating herds 

of wild animals, female fertility are assured by performing certain fixed rituals. By 

slotting these rituals into the dimly observed pattern of nature, the wish duly becomes 

part of a chain which leads to fulfilment. Eg, do your rain dance just prior to the rainy 

season, pray before daybreak for the sun to rise. Projecting itself as the cause, humanity 

feels its way into nature and comes to know its own immediate environment. Religion 

and religious practices thereby draw ever closer together with nature. This eventually 

gives rise to calendars, astronomy and mathematical calculation - Alexander Marshack 

finds evidence of lunar observations in rock paintings and engravings on mammoth 

ivory from between 30,000 and 35,000 years ago.[48] 

The great mother and other lesser ancestors are said to remain alive in the nether world 

and can choose to intervene in this one - therefore they have to be kept happy and can 

be appealed to for help and advice. The immortality of the dead is once again fantastic 

reality. The living owe what they have in terms of productive activity and knowledge of 

themselves and the outside world to the “transmitted culture” from past 

generations.[49] This reality of culture and its importance is clothed in stories, dreams 

and ceremonies, and explained as the work of constantly recalled ghosts. These ghosts 

combine various aspects of nature with human characteristics.[50] The ancestor ghosts 

behave benevolently or malevolently, not just because hope and fear are closely related 

cognitively in the human brain, but because life itself is full of unpredictability. 

Welcome moments of good luck happen. So does shit. 

Under primitive communism religion embodies the unity and authority of the collective. 

The individual personality, in terms of potential, is still cribbed, cramped and crouched. 

What matters is the cohesion of the group, the clan or the tribe, not the fullest 

development of each individual. Nevertheless, as emphasised by Scott Atran, there is a 
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reciprocal relationship between the collective and the vital physiological and 

psychological needs of the individual.[51] 

Things changed with the decomposition of primitive communism, the defeat of the 

female sex and the separation of mental from manual labour. Religion becomes the 

consciousness of a humanity that has lost itself. The emergence of the class societies - 

eg, the temple city, the warrior kingdom which raids neighbours and enslaves war 

captives, the tributary state - went hand in hand with internal oppression and an 

exploitative system of religion. Religion is no longer indistinguishable from the 

collective: there arises a professional caste of priests whose prime function is to sanctify 

(or mystify) and thereby help to sustain and reproduce social stratification and social 

privilege. 

In so-called Asiatic social formations the king or emperor is deemed responsible for 

continued prosperity and the functioning of society. At first perhaps these people played 

a useful role in coordinating production and ensuring the repair of irrigation systems. 

However, that function progressively passes to bureaucrats. As it does, religion becomes 

ever more elaborate, so that it can act as a counterbalance against the masses, who are 

expected to survive on the barest minimum of subsistence levels. Because of his unique 

relationship to the gods, the monarch is supposed to guarantee the daily return of the 

life-giving sun and the seasonal rains or river floodwaters. 

Religion demands that the people worship their parasitic rulers as if they were the 

producers of social wealth - everything is said to belong to them, because everything 

comes from them. Religion thereby becomes the inverted consciousness of this world, 

because human society itself has been inverted. 

The priests of the ancient world were responsible for the growth of some real 

knowledge. For example, by the 7th century BC, Babylonian priests could trace the 

course of the sun through 12 constellations of the zodiac and distinguish five planets 

from the fixed stars.[52] They were also able to predict solar and lunar eclipses. Yet, this 

ran alongside the elaboration of entirely illusory ideas. Eg, the search for mystical inner 

knowledge and the tendency to spiral off into extreme subjectivity, which, when pursued 

to its logical conclusion, arrives at solipsism. Objective reality is dissolved (if only in the 

mind) by the pure, white light of blinding self-obsession. 
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As ‘instinctive dualists’, human beings are prone to performing such flattering tricks on 

themselves - but especially those classes which have lost their functions, desperate 

religious sects and defeated political parties. Nonetheless, as Engels emphatically states 

in his Ludwig Feuerbach, “our consciousness and thinking, however supersensuous 

they may seem, are the product of a material, bodily organ, the brain”.[53] 

Needless to say, most modern neurological scientists agree. Though involving constant 

interaction with objective reality, including, of course, other human beings, 

consciousness relies on the sense organs of discrete individuals. Their culturally shaped, 

informed and filtered picture of the outside world - no matter how far society advances 

technologically - can nonetheless be warped or even completely turned inside out. 

Matter exists as a unity. However, there is no automatic correspondence between 

consciousness, a property of matter, and the objective world of matter. People can 

convince themselves - through arrogance, ignorance or even in an attempt to escape 

intolerable conditions - that they, and crucially what they think, are the centre of the 

universe. Even the only thing in the universe - a revolt against an intolerable status quo. 

“The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven,” 

writes John Milton in ‘Paradise lost’.[54] Of course, through trial and error people can 

also learn to think appropriately and therefore accurately, so as to distinguish reality 

from illusion ... and being fundamentally interested in and bound up with practice, that 

is what the vast majority try to achieve. 

It may confound some would-be Marxists - those who take their cue from bourgeois 

anthropology rather than Marx’s method - but the crystallisation of class relations did 

not witness a rapid acceleration in the growth of the productive forces. On the contrary, 

as argued by archaeologist Gordon V Childe back in the 1930s, the appearance of a 

ruling class saw a marked “slowdown in the rates of technological progress”.[55] 

Primitive communism was a truly creative epoch for humanity - brewing, music, dance, 

mythic story-telling, boats, complex hunting tools and strategies, domestication of dogs 

for hunting, transport, etc. Crucially human solidarity. 

With the Neolithic counterrevolutionary revolution, the moon religion and its leisurely 

monthly rhythm is replaced by the demanding, 24-hour religion of the sun (Stonehenge, 

circa 2,800 BC, being a counterrevolutionary cosmological instrument, functioning as it 

does to demonstrate to onlookers the subordination of the moon to the sun). Whereas 
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primitive communism hunts and gathers for a couple of weeks and then dances and 

feasts, Neolithic society labours from dawn to dusk. 

This produces a surplus product that allows for the emergence of the first civilisations, 

but these societies were riven by crippling internal contradictions and that meant 

extreme fragility. There is human sacrifice, including the sacrifice of children. A sure 

sign of social stress. Dramatic territorial expansion by this or that dynastic state 

formation was just as often followed by an equally rapid collapse. The mass of the 

population is meanwhile reduced to endless toil and a condition of serfdom or slavery. 

Society no longer protects against exploiters, external and internal. Under conditions of 

underdeveloped productive forces it should be emphasised that the existence of the state 

remains an absolute necessity. Armed bodies of men were needed for internal cohesion 

and protection from outsiders - invaders thought it their right to loot and rape, 

sometimes they would even massacre everyone in sight. 

But the state can become opposed to society, become parasitic, become a blood-sucking 

monster in its own right. Hence, drained, confused, pulverised, the common people look 

for solutions in an alternative power, which, in proportion to their weakness in this 

world, tends to the superhuman and otherworldly. Ordinary human action does not 

seem enough to rescue them. Altered gods arise, flourish and grow in terms of popular 

expectations. 

Clearly the gods never made humanity. Rather humanity made the gods ... and made 

them in their own image. And as society comes to be cleaved into classes - oppressed 

and oppressor, slave and master, serf and lord - these antagonisms in all their 

complexity find their constantly evolving expression in the heavens (albeit a necessarily 

lagging and therefore a conservative one). The struggle of one religion against another is 

therefore also the struggle of one class against another. Besides being an ideology of 

social control made from above, religion serves as an ideology of comfort, consolation, 

resistance and even revolution made from below. In the highly contested collective 

imagination - or imaginations - the uncontrollable forces of society itself are projected 

into the skies by those who suffer and strive in this world. Everything from social decay, 

the unequal relationship between men and women, the structure of the state and the 

despair of the masses find their fantastic reflection. 
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When all the crap began: Supplement 
Part 1 

Women's oppression, class, organised religion, war, and 
private property are not natural, writes Jack Conrad 

 
Stonehenge: waning moon 

Humanity is a revolutionary species. According to the best available model,[1] we 

emerged in southern Africa thanks to a female-led coalition. Maybe 180,000 years ago, 

maybe even further back than that,[2] a hooting, jumping, gyrating, playful, 

empowering, threatening, gender-bending, ochre-painted ‘picket line’ was responsible 

for taking control of female sexual availability and therefore the production and 

reproduction of immediate life.[3] 

The fetter of alpha male dominance, rivalry, jealously and violence shattered under the 

impact of this portentous carnival of the oppressed. A socially constructed, matrilineal 

reverse-dominance burst through. And, having succeeded, the human revolution leapt 

from group to group. 

To this day red ochre is applied as body paint by women in tribes such as the Himba and 

San in southern Africa. Anthropologists call it sham menstruation. Women colour 

themselves before what can, for good reason, be considered a monthly re-enactment of 
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the human revolution. Eg, the eland bull dance involves women partying, displaying 

overt sexuality, pretending to be male, pretending to be animal, encircling a young 

menarcheal girl ... it can last for five days.[4] The message is unmistakable: the 

community is in charge of “sexual contact.”[5] 

Evidence of the preparation of ochre in the archaeological record surely indicates the 

presence of symbolic culture.[6]Admittedly there are plenty of blank spaces in any 

attempt to put together a theoretically coherent picture of prehistory. Nonetheless, I 

think we are on safe ground when we say that our entire species once embraced a 

militant egalitarianism. 

As Fredrick Engels recognised, the break with alpha male domination “was the first 

condition” for modern humans.[7]Mistaken though he was in some of his conceptions, 

choice of data and conclusions - inevitable given that he was writing in the late 19th 

century and therefore reliant on an undeveloped archaeology, anthropology and 

primatology - Engels was capable of the most profound insights. Eg, the human 

revolution produced what he called “primitive communism”.[8]His remarkable 

reconstruction of ancient history, The origin of the family, private property and the 

state, [9] was first published in 1884 and quickly came  to be regarded as a Marxist 

classic.* 

It can usefully be added that a good case can be made for “our ice-age fellow humans”, 

the Neanderthals, too.[10] Seemingly entirely apart from out-of-Africa humans,[11] at 

least for some of them, at least for some of the time, Neanderthals appear to have 

arrived at something closely approaching, or closely resembling, the human revolution. 

Eg, black, red and yellow pigments have been found at Neanderthal sites. The general 

opinion is that they too used it as body paint.[12] Camilla Power sees Neanderthal 

populations as oscillating between alpha male domination and a tentative 

egalitarianism, depending on shifts in climatic conditions.[13] 

Anyhow, by symbolically locking the female menstrual cycle and the phases of the moon 

into a monthly re-enactment of the original human revolution, primitive communism 

was framed, celebrated and reasserted. As a consequence, the life of the whole 

community moved according to a female-driven, on-off lunar rhythm. 
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Let us begin with the ‘on’ from the male point of view. Hunting is best done by 

moonlight (hence the hunter’s moon). In the tropics the searing heat of the midday sun 

drains energy and can prove exhausting. Moonlight extends the working day. Hunters 

can both keep cool and keep track of intended prey. And because we lack nocturnal 

vision a bright moon has another advantage. Dangerous predators can be spotted ... and 

avoided or sent packing. 

Now the ‘off’. Having returned to the campsite with raw meat, roughly in time for the 

full moon, there is cooking, feasting, dancing, ceremony, story telling and love-making. 

For a fortnight men become husbands, women wives (hence the honeymoon). 

But, with the last quarter of the waning moon, the system switches. Women’s solidarity 

is back ‘on’. Collectively they become sisters, ritualistically making themselves 

inviolable. They seclude themselves from their husbands. Meanwhile the men are 

obliged to leave their wives’ households and become brothers and hunters again.[14] 

This socially established cycle with its monthly ‘sex strike’ enforced a male-female 

division of labour and replaced the virtual sexual monopoly of the alpha male with 

group marriage between the tribal clans and their successive generations - the moiety. 

Immoral only for those with a “brothel-tainted imagination”.[15] 

Primitive communism triggered qualitatively higher levels of cooperation: language, 

totemic religion, myth, forward planning, art and long-distance hunting (the monthly 

female sex strike also helped calm male fears of being cuckolded, not least because the 

involvement of all able-bodied males in the hunt was a social expectation). 

So successful was the new order that population numbers steadily grew and not only in 

Africa. Egalitarianism worked. 

Despite that we now inhabit a grossly unequal society. A society far more polarised than 

anything prior to the human revolution. “Almost half the world’s population lives on less 

than a dollar a day.”[16] Simultaneously the richest one percent of adults own 40% of 

global assets and the richest 10% of adults account for 85% of the world total.[17] The 

United States alone boasts over a thousand billionaires. They “control more wealth than 

90% of the US population”.[18] 
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Logically, if humanity began as a revolutionary species, there had to be a turning point, 

a transition where revolution and egalitarianism gave way to counterrevolution and 

inequality. So where, when and why did “all the old filthy business” begin? (a phrase of 

Karl Marx’s - otherwise translated as “all the old crap”).[19] Closely related questions I 

shall attempt to answer. 

Over the years the left has mainly got it wrong - badly. The nearer to the present, the less 

the excuse. The Levellers of the 17th century fondly looked back to the ancient liberties 

of their Anglo-Saxon “predecessors”.[20] In that spirit the Russian Narodniks banked 

on preserving the peasant mir. Here was their native socialism. James Connolly 

touchingly portrayed pre-conquest Ireland as owned by its people who were “knit 

together as in a family.”[21] Latin American anti-imperialists display the exact same 

kind of romanticism. Eg, glowing references to “Inca communism” (which find eager 

sponsors in Evo Morales, Sendero Luminoso and Túpac Amaru).[22] 

The radical anthropologist, Lionel Sims, rejects such misconceived accounts - they 

disregard “all of what anthropology and archaeology have to say”. There was, he 

contends, a counterrevolution “long before” any of that.[23] 

I am entirely sympathetic to Sims and his argument. Indeed I am convinced he is right 

when he says that there was a counterrevolution “long before” either European high 

feudalism or the rise of Spanish colonialism. 

That said, it must be appreciated that the prehistoric past is a highly contested subject, 

crucially in academia. There is no unanimity, no “all” about it. Eg, mainstream 

archaeology tends towards the utterly contemptuous when it comes to primitive 

communism. 

Renfrew 

Culture began, so we are told, with agriculture, fixed settlements, monumental building, 

social stratification and the vertical division of labour. Here was the real human 

revolution for mainstream archaeology ... and from then on things are reassuringly 

depicted as steadily ascending to ever greater heights of rationality, wealth and 
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happiness. The Whig version of history. Neither primitive communism nor any 

counterrevolutionary overthrow comes into it. 

In the immortal words of Colin Renfrew, aka Baron Renfrew of Kaimsthorn - former 

Disney professor of archaeology at Cambridge and now senior fellow at the McDonald 

Institute for Archaeological Research and perhaps the most prestigious of contemporary 

British archaeologists - “not a lot happened until the Neolithic”. A condescending 

attitude if there ever was one ... and, given his positions, prizes, gongs, lordly title and 

honorariums, testimony to the poverty of contemporary bourgeois thinking. 

Renfrew posits a “sapient paradox”. A supposed gap between “genotype and take-off”. 

Our ancestors became visibly modern anatomically around 250,000 years ago - in Africa 

(Renfrew finds little to support the multi-regional hypothesis). However, according to 

the ermined professor, the cultural “take-off” only commences with the Neolithic a mere 

12,000 years ago. Hence Renfrew brushes aside as “dogma” all theories which propose 

that the “great human behavioural revolution” began 100,000 years ago - and by 

definition any time before that. 

The contention that Homo sapiens emerged with “full linguistic abilities, and with a 

different kind of behaviour” is rejected by Renfrew on the basis of what he claims is a 

lack of hard evidence. Reasonable, if true. But the undeniable fact is that human infants 

show a remarkable capacity for acquiring language. Many scientists, theorists and 

philosophers consider the learning of language an innate human quality. Hence the 

‘language instinct’ and ‘language facility’. 

More than that, throughout the world and throughout recorded history - no matter how 

‘backward’ they are deemed to be - every human group exhibits a wonderfully creative 

mastery of language. 

For any doubters, it ought to be pointed out that linguists insist that all the 

5,000-10,000 languages spoken in the world today are equally capable of transmitting 

the full content of culture. John Lyons writes in his university primer: “The truth is that 

every language so far studied, no matter how primitive or uncivilised the society using it 

might appear to us in other respects, has proven on investigation to be a complex and 

highly developed system of communication.”[24] 
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While there might still be people living something like a Stone Age-type existence, Lyons 

finds that “there is no such thing as a Stone Age-type of language”.[25] Indeed there is 

every reason to believe that there never was - if by that is meant a halfway house pidgin 

or quasi-language. Our ancestors probably had a communication system broadly similar 

to chimps, bonobos and gorillas ... and to all intents and purposes went straight from 

there to fully-fledged language. A dialectical leap from analogue to digital 

communication and simultaneously a dialectical leap from Darwinian evolution into 

human culture. Chris Knight considers song, laughter and play the vital behavioural 

portal.[26] 

Unmoved by that prodigious feat, what commands Renfrew’s admiration are not the 

hunter-gatherers of 30,000, 50,000 or 100,000 years ago. That though they almost 

certainly had fully articulated language, passed down powerfully explanatory stories 

from one generation to the next and had a real handle on nature (the group would have 

had intimate knowledge of their immediate environment, be able to predict the seasonal 

movement of animals, the coming of rains, etc). 

Despite that, such people, in Renfrew’s opinion, ought to be studied by animal 

behaviourists. In effect, they ought to be classified as sub-human. Outwardly looking 

like us, they are not us inwardly. He goes further. As if from the pages of Mein Kampf, 
hunter-gatherers are ranked organisationally below the “social insects, including 

mound-building termites”.[27] 

Why such an asinine assessment? Apart from an abiding high Tory affection for the 

British empire and its patronising attitude towards the ‘childish’ native peoples, there is 

the seductive, widely held, but erroneous assumption that human intelligence 

undergoes linear progress and therefore, the further back one goes, the less intelligent 

people will be. 

In my opinion, Stephen Jay Gould convincingly demolished all such claims with his 

brilliantly argued book The mismeasure of man (1981). Fundamentally they result, he 

says, from a “deeply held prejudice” - namely equating biological evolution (ie, 

adaptation) with cultural progress. Note: evolution is not conceptually synonymous with 

progress. 
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The large brain is the biological basis for human intelligence and, with that, culture and 

cultural transmission. But, once culture and cultural transmission was in place, it ran 

ahead with little or no reference to Darwinian processes and genetics. We know that 

culture can progress at extraordinary speed (it can also go into a tumbling reverse). 

Hence differences between groups of people - ancient and modern - need to be 

explained in the realm of culture, not biology.[28] 

The eugenical agenda of Renfrew and his ilk - conscious or unconscious - is pretty 

transparent. Flatteringly, contemporary humans might be placed on a higher plane than 

fellow Homo sapiens in the past. Yet, even if only by implication, the western upper 

classes are classified as innately superior. Gregory Cochran and Henry Harpending give 

this story a particular ethnic twist with the claim that Ashkenazi Jews have the highest 

IQ of any ethnic group because of their “success in white-collar occupations” - a caste 

position with origins in medieval Europe.[29] But it amounts to the same thing. 

Hunter-gatherers, past and present, are classified as stupid and innately inferior. 

Nonetheless, we are extraordinarily similar to our Palaeolithic ancestors and to each 

other. Whatever else might be questionable about their overall methodological 

approach, the sociobiologists Jerome Barkow, John Tooby and Leda Cosmides have the 

virtue of stressing the deep commonality between prehistoric and modern 

populations.[30] Contemporary human-to-human genetic variation is estimated to be 

no more than 0.5% (in other words, we are 99.5% “similar”).[31] There is every reason 

to believe then that intelligence is extraordinarily similar too. 

Not that we should rely on self-serving IQ tests with their well known cultural biases as 

our criteria for judging. The human mind is transcendingly complex. The “highest 

product of matter” (Lenin). To reduce this unique marvel of nature to Gradgrindian 

numbers like weight or height is Mickey Mouse, not serious, science. In practise, 

intelligence is used to solve manifold problems and to exploit manifold circumstances to 

achieve manifold ends. Certainly intelligence is a particularly human way of dealing with 

the environment. 

Not surprisingly Renfrew admires those societies which built temples, palaces and 

pyramids: eg, the mega-constructions of “Teotihuacán in Mexico, Giza in Egypt or Ur in 

Iraq, or indeed Stonehenge.”[32] In his reckoning fully articulated language comes 

about with the Neolithic (beginning in the fertile crescent of the Middle East and the 
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Indus valley roughly 12,000 years ago). Presumably it then trickled down to benighted 

hunter-gatherers from the villages and towns of class society. 

Hence what archeologically establishes, what archeologicallysustains, what 

archeologically vindicates Renfrew’s prejudice is a vulgar materialism: ie, the 

self-evident fact that hunter-gatherers leave behind the lightest of footprints. They go 

from here to there during the course of the year and generate precious little material 

detritus: baselessly interpreted as indicating cognitive inferiority. 

Apart from exceedingly rare human skeletal fragments, the odd jumble of butchered 

animal remains, occasional barely detectable campsites and a limited range of stone 

tools, their Palaeolithic counterparts offer next to nothing that can triumphantly be 

unearthed and put on media-grabbing display. Lack of interest by archaeologists who 

presumably aspire to be celebrated alongside Heinrich Schliemann, Arthur Evans and 

Howard Carter follows. 

Counterrevolution 

Using the studies of Lewis Henry Morgan[33] and other anthropological trailblazers, 

undertaking his own historical researches and bringing to bear the dialectical and 

materialist method, Engels successfully located the human revolution in its essentials. 

An event - albeit possibly spread over thousands of years - which resolved the 

contradiction between the “jealousy of the male” and the group or collective. What he 

called the “horde”.[34] Engels shows a corresponding ability to locate the essential 

conditions which made the counterrevolution. In the last analysis, he roots both 

revolution and counterrevolution in two main determinates: the production and 

reproduction of the means of subsistence (“food, clothing and shelter”) and the 

production and reproduction of human beings themselves (the “family”).[35] 

Let us revisit Engels’ argument (and where necessary see how it stands up in light of 

contemporary research and theory). Engels situates the counterrevolution against 

egalitarianism in the Neolithic and the seemingly benign conditions brought about by 

the “domestication of animals and the breeding of herds”.[36]He is convinced that 

before this epochal shift hunter-gatherers lived a noble life, but often stood on the edge 
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of starvation. Periods of plenty alternated with periods of famine. Infanticide, premature 

death, malnutrition and group extinction were presumed to be common occurrences. 

The Neolithic provided a permanent surplus product for the first time. From here 

Engels reasons that the private ownership of herds “must have developed at a very early 

stage”. Given the sexual division of labour, those owners would doubtless be male. They 

were the hunters, the providers of meat. Obviously cattle originated in their sphere. 

From the growth of male-owned herds - and thus the growth of private property - 

Engels derives the appearance of war, slavery, the state and the patriarchal family. 

What was the first form of private property must have been the first form of theft. 

Opposites which, of course, constitute a single whole. Grazing lands, watering places, 

cattle themselves would have constantly been fought over, not least due to the social 

power they conferred. Private property therefore leads to war. Archaeologists find 

evidence of homicidal violence: eg, enlodged spear blades and arrow heads in human 

remains, which first appear alongside “the emergence of leaders” in the Mesolithic, but 

especially with the Neolithic.[37] Hastily dug pits in which massacre victims were 

unceremoniously dumped have been found. For instance, in 1983-84 excavators 

uncovered a “communal grave containing the remains of 34 individuals” dating from 

around 5,000 BCE. Bodies were “piled on top of one another ... all having suffered a 

violent death”. [38] 

War captives come as a by-product of war. Instead of being summarily butchered they 

were more and more enslaved: males used as routine labourers and to tend ever 

expanding herds; females as cooks, nurses, weavers, etc (or with the most attractive as 

second wives, concubines, prostitutes, etc). It was quickly realised that their work 

produced a surplus. What slaves delivered to their masters proved to be worth 

considerably more than required for their maintenance. Subsequently, war became a 

means of gaining slaves. War captives were no longer a by-product of war, but became 

one of its prime aims. People were stolen and traded because they could be exploited. 

Such were the beginnings of civilisation. 

The greater the number of slaves, the more society cleaved into classes. The ownership 

of slaves certainly fouls, perverts and corrupts all traditional social relationships. A few 

get richer and richer. Meanwhile, the mass of people are steadily reduced to a position 

that approached or was barely distinguishable from servitude. And, once society is 
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characterised by rich and poor, free and slave, oppressors and exploited, antagonisms 

become irreconcilable. The state is invented. 

In essence the state consists of armed men, though it has other coercive adjuncts - in our 

day courts, judges, prosecutors, prisons, etc. The state exists to prevent social chaos and 

disintegration. Purporting to stand above society, in actual fact it keeps class struggles 

within safe limits. Hence the state is the state of the ruling class and serves as an 

apparatus for dominating, subduing and if need be crushing the oppressed and 

exploited. It ought to be added, to the degree that class antagonisms become acute, and 

other neighbouring states compete, the state can assume such proportions that it 

swallows society itself. 

Women 

What of the family? The old sexual division of labour remained unaltered and yet the 

new conditions turned domestic relations upside down. Though women occupied the 

first place in the household, that very position ensured that their status declined 

compared with men. 

The owners of herds (and slaves) grew ever more wealthy, influential and ambitious. 

Their spouses benefited in part, of course, but they had no ownership stake. Inevitably 

the time came when men seized control over the household. No longer were they to 

occupy second place. No longer would they perform bride service. From now on men 

were to be in charge. 

Rich men purchased wives from their fathers in exchange for cattle (bride price). And 

the women were treated as such. Henceforth, they became the “slave of the man’s lust, a 

mere instrument for breeding children”. A degraded, humiliated position only seriously 

challenged in the 19th century with the rise of the socialist working class. 

Understandably, better-off males would have been strongly inclined to reverse 

matrilineal tradition. And inheritance, previously traced exclusively through the female 

line, was indeed successively “overthrown” in one group after another. In its place 

“inheritance from the father was instituted”.[39] Herds were then passed down through 
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the patriarch. As a direct concomitant the wife had monogamy imposed on her. Alone 

she was expected to be faithful. 

Engels famously dubs this change the “world-historic defeat of the female sex”.[40] 

Hence the “first class antithesis” coincides with the “development of the antagonisms 

between man and woman in monogamian marriage”, and the “first class oppression 

with that of the female sex by the male”.[41] The antagonisms of class society therefore 

find cellular expression in the family. 

A far-reaching revolution happened with the domestication of animals, polished stone 

tools and then the subsequent cultivation of crops, a sedentary existence, pottery, etc - a 

technological package which significantly boosted labour productivity. Nevertheless, 

this revolution allowed, paralleled, cemented a social counterrevolution. 

As one would expect, far from being simple, the transition to class society was 

extraordinarily complicated, with all manner of experimental dead ends, partial reverses 

and hybrid formations. 

One thing is quite clear, however. The Neolithic counterrevolutionary revolution 

resulted from definite social and cultural factors. Therefore, we can confidently say that 

inequality, male domination and private accumulation are not natural, not biologically 

determined - as claimed by Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) and his present-day 

pseudo-scientific equivalents. 

Abundance 

Nowadays, the idea that hunter-gatherers endure a life of extreme poverty is considered 

untenable by anthropologists. Engels was badly wrong here. Back in 1966 Marshall 

Sahlins paved the way for a thorough-going intellectual reassessment with his “original 

affluent society” thesis.[42] 

Hunter-gatherers should not be thought of as bourgeois ladies and gentlemen with 

inferior tools and lazy habits, who survive by no more than the skin of their teeth. A 

solipsistic notion derived from Adam Smith and his “economic man”.[43] No, far from 

suffering terrible deprivation, hunter-gatherers are usually more than able to satisfy all 

their needs. Sahlins boasted considerable experience as a field researcher ... and one can 
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justifiably project from his contemporary insights directly back to the middle 

Palaeolithic. His full-scale study, Stone Age economics, was first published in 1974. 

Hunter-gatherers have no interest in the endless accumulation of things. That would be 

to more and more hobble and immobilise themselves. Moreover, what they hunt, what 

they gather, is overwhelmingly shared with others in the community through what 

Sahlins calls the domestic mode of production and the system of gift-exchange. Suffice 

to say, hunter-gatherers enjoy a wonderful variety of foodstuffs - a variety only 

approached under capitalism with supermarket chains such as Tesco, Sainsbury’s and 

Waitrose. 

Indeed, so easy is their existence that hunter-gatherers are able to devote plenty of time 

to relaxing, gossiping, telling stories, debating, playing with the children and, all in all, 

thoroughly enjoying themselves. True, they have very little in the way of possessions and 

no conception of landed property, but because of their Zen-like “want not, lack not” 

philosophy they are “free”.[44] 

It must also be borne in mind that the few remaining African hunter-gatherer tribes we 

see today were pushed into the marginal, arid zones they now often inhabit only 

relatively recently - both by native Bantu and white European farmers (who combined to 

wipe out much of the larger local fauna, thereby making the bringing home of meat 

much more problematic). 

We can, I think, quite reasonably infer that hunter-gatherers in the middle Palaeolithic 

lived the good life. In other words, under the initial conditions of primitive communism 

there was affluence (Marxists call it abundance). 

As will be readily understood, Sahlins and his theory contradicts the one-dimensional 

version of history promulgated by ‘official communism’ and ‘official Trotskyism’. The 

productive forces and their relentless development being venerated as the main, if not 

the sole, criterion for judging social progress. Any society which relies on the hand axe is 

therefore automatically ranked below one that glories in nuclear power stations, factory 

farms and space weapons. Human relationships, human development, human freedom 

pass unnoticed, are belittled or are simply denied. 
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Two illustrative examples 

First: Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism, a Soviet textbook of the ‘red plenty’ era 

edited by Otto Kuusinen (1881-1964). We are meant to believe that the “primitive 

instruments of labour” provided “such a meagre subsistence” that there was “scarcely 

enough to feed each member of the commune”. The low level of technology supposedly 

produced people of a corresponding mental stature. They were “ruled by childishly naive 

religious ideas” and lived in “blind submission to tradition and custom”.[45] Unlike 

Homo Sovieticus, of course. 

Second: ‘official Trotskyism’. It is no better. In his magnus opusErnest Mandel 

(1923-95) depicts prehistoric people as entirely absorbed in “seeking and producing 

food”.[46] Taking for granted this premise - courtesy of highly jaundiced accounts 

written by European explorers, missionaries and colonial administrators - Mandel says 

“primitive man” (sic) could not devote “himself” (sic) to any other activity. And, despite 

such all-engaging exertions, our ancestors apparently lived “on the brink of famine”, and 

that for “thousands of years” ... that is, until the Neolithic revolution came to their 

rescue. This, declares Mandel, is the “most important economic revolution man (sic) has 

known since his (sic) appearance on earth”.[47]Leave aside the sexist language - still the 

norm in most leftwing circles even in the mid-1970s, when my edition was published. 

The fact of the matter is that his argument was already discredited when the first edition 

of this version of his book came off the presses in 1968. 

While Mandel celebrates the Neolithic counterrevolutionary revolution, the original 

human revolution simply passes him by. Sexual contradiction and sexual politics do not 

appear to have entered his mode of thinking about the prehistoric world. Nor seemingly 

could he comprehend the idea that people who possess next to nothing in terms of 

property can have full and rewarding lives. 

Coevolution 

Lionel Sims is convinced by the “original affluent society” thesis. During the middle 

Palaeolithic there was, he says, “abundance”. That said, the underlying condition which 

sustained primitive communism was the presence of teeming herds of large animals: eg, 

elephant, zebra, wildebeest, buffalo, giraffe, hippo and antelope. Through coordinated, 
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long-distance hunting expeditions they provided the meat in plenty which made 

primitive communism hugely advantageous ... and not only for the cohesion of the 

group, but for the well-being of each and every constituent individual too. 

In general such animals and humans unproblematically coexisted. While hunting 

techniques slowly improved, there evolved a corresponding instinctive, or quickly learnt, 

mistrust of humans. Hence humans and megafauna not only coexisted: they coevolved. 

The hunting of hunters and the reproduction of the hunted proceeded in rough 

equilibrium. 

However, as modern Homo sapiens spread out from Africa into Palestine and the 

Arabian peninsula around 80,000 years ago, then headed into southern Asia, south-east 

Asia and China, then into Australasia some 60,000 years ago, then into Europe 45,000 

years ago, into the Americas 20,000 years ago, finally reaching the Tierra del Fuego tip 

of South America around 10,000 years after that, problems mounted up. The 

relationship between hunted and hunters proves unsustainable. Consumption eats into 

reproduction to the point of wide-ranging animal extinctions. Primitive communism 

therefore increasingly malfunctions. 

Numerous authors have sought explanation for mass animal extinctions in climate 

change. Continents drift and weather patterns shift with global wobbles, sunspots, etc. 

Every secondary school student knows that. As a concomitant, ice sheets advance and 

retreat, and sea levels rise and fall. The last glacial maximum was around 20,000 years 

ago. There followed a global warming which 5,000 years later saw deserts once again 

expanding in northern Africa, central Asia and Australia. Eg, 7,000 years ago the great 

lakes of the Sahara were visibly drying up.[48] A to-and-fro pattern repeated over 

millions of years. The argument being that, as established habitats disappeared, so did 

associated megafauna (an animal weighing over 100lbs). 

How does that thesis stand up to criticism? Even rapid climate change, despite its title, 

surely moves far too slowly to see off most big land animals. Why should even a sudden 

climate transition - one taking no more than a few decades - result in their demise? 

Surely they, or at least some of them, would migrate or adapt? That is what they have 

done over the dozen or so known ice ages that have occurred during the last two million 

years. And we are, after all, discussing continents with varied climate zones. Not islands 

such as Iceland, Britain or New Zealand. In short, climate change fails to convince when 
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presented as the overriding explanation for the mass extinctions which happened in 

what were far removed times and places. 

Take Australia.[49] The fossil record shows that its megafauna survived and evolved 

through numerous climatic shifts over 55 million years (following the 

Australia-Antarctica split and the break-up of the Gondwana supercontinent). However, 

its big animals went extinct round about the same time in the late Palaeolithic - and not 

only in the dry interior, but in lush zones too, such as the south-east and New Guinea 

(joined to Australia in the Megalania continent during the last glacial maximum). Apart 

from middle-sized red and grey kangaroos and crocodiles, the megafauna died out in 

each and every climate zone (as did a whole range of smaller animals). Ergo, in 

explanatory terms, climate change surely fails. 

Mass extinction of megafauna is increasingly explained by a combination of human 

entry and animal naivety. Paul Martin presented what he called the “blitzkrieg 

hypothesis” in 1984. From my admittedly limited reading on the subject, I would call 

this the established consensus nowadays. 

In Australia and the Americas megafauna are thought to have possessed no instinctive, 

or quickly learnt, mistrust of humans ... till for most of them it was too late. Hunters 

killed the unsuspecting, slower animals and on a huge scale. Easy meat. Incidentally, to 

this day in the Galápagos and Antarctic birds and mammals, which evolved in the 

absence of humans, “are still incurably tame”.[50] If conservationists had not vigorously 

campaigned to get governments to agree protectionist measures, doubtless they would 

have been annihilated too. 

It appears that within a few hundred years of the estimated time of human arrival most 

of the megafauna were under severe pressure in Australasia and the Americas. Only 

those already evolved to move fast, fly or hide survived. The rest plunged into extinction. 

An observation not to the liking of those with a sentimental attachment to first peoples. 

Nevertheless, facts are facts. A whole range of animals, especially the largest - ie, those 

that could feed the most people with the least effort expended by hunters - died out in a 

remarkably short period of time. 

Do not imagine that each and every individual animal was killed, butchered, cooked and 

eaten. Rather hunting rates overtook reproduction rates - and perhaps only by a narrow 
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margin at that. It might be assumed that there would be nothing more threatening than 

lowering population densities. Overhunting can, though, tip what is often a delicate 

balance and bring about a sudden, crunching, headlong extinction. A phenomenon 

known as “critical slowing down” in the relevant literature.[51] 

Computer simulations produce “serious decline” and “eventual extinction” with 

predation rates of no more than four or five percent.[52] Carnivores which find their 

natural prey disappearing through over-hunting by another species face doomsday - 

that is for sure. No doubt breeding patterns and other biologically determined patterns 

of behaviour were amongst the contributing factors. Eg, in general, the bigger the 

animal, the more impoverished the environment, the slower the rate of reproduction. 

In Australia monotremes, the diprotodon, zygomaturus, palorchestes, euowenia, 

eurycoma, etc had all gone extinct by around 46,000 years ago (dates are far from 

certain). That is, big birds, big mammals and big reptiles. In North America a similar 

mass extinction was completed around 11,500-10,000 years ago. The horse, 

glyptotherium, musk ox, mammoth, bison antiquus, giant beaver, ground sloth, 

maerauchenia, mastodon, camel, etc all disappeared. In South America the horse, 

ground sloth, mastodon, mammoth, camel, arctodus, etc went the same way. 

The best explanation joining these widely dispersed mass extinction events is human 

colonisation. Hunters would stroll up to an unconcerned giant herbivore, like the 

eight-ton megatherium ground sloth, and spear the poor beast to death. In a similar 

manner hungry European sailors exterminated the dodo when they landed to 

reprovision on Mauritius in the 17th century. 

The influx of modern humans into continental northern Siberia likewise probably 

accounts for the extinction of the steppe bison and woolly mammoth around 

12,000-10,000 years ago (a dwarf version of the mammoth survived on Wrangel Island 

in the Russian Artic ocean and St Paul Island in the north Pacific, which were only 

colonised by humans a few thousand years ago). 

In Australia 93% of the larger mammals were lost with the coming of humans and this 

seems to have had far-reaching ecological consequences. Giant herbivores consumed 

vegetation on an industrial scale. The “continuous” wet and dry forests which covered 

thousands of miles in northern and eastern Australia were as a result variegated, full of 
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open spaces and young growth. With the removal of the megafauna, the undergrowth 

thickened, fallen leaves accumulated ... till lightening struck. 

What had once been light and localised seasonal burnings were transformed into raging, 

giant, murderous bushfires.[53] Many medium and small animals were killed as a result 

... to the point of species extinction. Moreover, with much of the flora reduced to 

charcoal, thin, ancient, dry, mineral-poor soils were blown or washed away. Australia’s 

biomass underwent a severe crash. Fire-resistant eucalypts flourished and came to 

dominate. But they did so in an ecosystem maintained by Aboriginal fire-stick ‘farming’ 

... an eco-system sent further crashing by European colonisation some 200 years ago. 

If the optimal condition for primitive communism was the hunting of megafauna, their 

steady reduction in Eurasia and almost total elimination in Australia and the Americas 

was bound to trigger a profound social crisis. Exported versions of primitive 

communism became more and more prone to breakdown. 

* Engels based himself in no small part on what is now commonly called Marx’s 

Ethnological notebooks. Marx was a voracious reader. He was also in the habit of 

putting down extensive extracts of what he had read into notebooks. They were 

accompanied by pithy comments and possible lines of thought. In this case, centrally, 

there is a synopsis, and re-arrangement, of Morgan’s Ancient society. There were, 

however, comments on other authors, observations and wider thoughts on anthropology 

(see L Krader [ed] The ethnological notebook of Karl Marx Assen 1972). One must 

presume that Marx was planning to incorporate his anthropological studies into the 

greater Capital (perhaps book four, on the state); that or he was thinking about an 

entirely separate work along the lines of Engels and his Origin. 
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Neolithic communism 

Degenerate communism 

Our ancestors came out of Africa not only as anatomical moderns, but as a communist 

vanguard. They also took with them - as they moved along coasts, up river valleys and 

then into continental interiors - the hunting techniques inherited from Africa (deadly to 

all slow, flightless and naive animals outside the coevolved environment). We can 

surmise that groups would move primarily through division. Some stay and socially 

adapt: eg, turn to fishing or gardening. Others - perhaps the younger adults, those 

without children - head off in search of better conditions and maybe the old ideal. 

Of course, that pursuit was sometimes more than well rewarded. At least to begin with. 

As humans entered new areas, they encountered megafauna that they could kill with 

astonishing ease. Nevertheless, precisely because of that, the megafauna was either 

quickly reduced or totally destroyed. Superabundance gave way to chronic shortage. In 

extremis cannibalism serves as a substitute means of obtaining protein (eg, the Maoris). 

Such a model, despite being very broad-brush, has the advantage of both explaining the 

rapid spread of human populations (maybe at an average of one mile per year) and the 

degenerate forms of primitive communism still found dotted here and there throughout 

the planet. 

Of course, there is degeneration and degeneration. Best habitat conditions plus the 

revolutionary conservatism of women - allied to their sons and brothers - can sustain 



something resembling pristine primitive communism. Eg, to varying degrees certain 

tribes in the Amazon jungle still hold the land in common, give over what they kill to the 

collective and in other ways remain militantly egalitarian too. So, it must be 

emphasised, there is a dynamic relationship between objective and subjective factors, 

which explain particular social formations. 

However, in the most fragile, most rapidly deteriorating, most testing habitats males 

would have reorganised themselves into much smaller hunting parties. Say from 20 to 

five. The extinction of the megafauna and increased difficulties experienced in killing 

even small animals would have provided an inescapable impetus. Obviously, the already 

discussed Australian land mass comes to mind (with the partial exception of west 

Arnhem land in the north-east). 

Under such squeezed circumstances wives would have had to follow husbands - if they 

were to ensure meat for themselves and their offspring. Paradoxically, a dependent 

attachment which engenders separation - and not only of women from their mothers 

and sisters, but from matrilineal brothers too. Muscle in disputes with husbands is 

thereby lost. Hence distance renders ineffective a once key socio-political relationship. 

Roving family units come together in the tribal whole, but only infrequently - eg, the 

corroborees. Apart from such occasions women could no longer call upon their 

matrilineal brothers for help. Nor could they easily return to their mothers. Female 

opposition to male domination is thereby undermined through loss of these vital 

supports. 

The old social order brought out of Africa proved untenable in Australia. Atomised into 

small family units, women see their power shrivel. Attempts to observe the monthly sex 

strike would have been made completely obsolete by the rapidly deteriorating natural 

conditions - that is for sure (the original social relationships being vaguely recalled in 

the dreamtime stories of the ancestors). 

Men could no longer afford to hunt for a fortnight and then party with the women, 

according to the rhythm of the moon. Hunting had to be done whenever the opportunity 

arose. And the kill would no longer be handed over to the wife’s extended family. They 

were far, far away. Frequently, however, the men returned to the campsite crestfallen 

and empty-handed. The guaranteed hunt had long gone. Though less problematic, 



gathering roots, fruits, nuts and bugs took considerably more time too; in the denuded 

environment the women and children had to range much further afield. 

Men would have felt themselves compelled to act. And that is exactly what they appear 

to have done. To borrow a phrase, “If we want things to stay as they are, things will have 

to change” (Giuseppe Tomasi). Breaking through tradition within tradition is achieved 

by giving a new content to existing religious forms. To preserve the sacred rituals 

associated with social cohesion men take over the symbolic role of women ... necessarily 

that involves oppression, albeit said to be for the common good. (They also took over 

control of marriage - elder men thereby gaining multiple younger wives.) Nonetheless, 

men freely admit, at least to each other, that in the beginning women were central to the 

social order. That they had been usurped. 

However, it was not only women who paid the price. In order to stand in for them - and 

display their commitment to their new role - men have to menstruate. Eg, an 

excruciatingly painful subincision is performed as an integral part of male initiation 

ceremonies over wide areas of Australia. The underside of the penis being cut “from the 

urethral opening in the glans to the base of the shaft where it meets the scrotum”.[54] A 

kind of vagina in the penis results. Much blood flows ... and not only during initiation. 

Men bleed in unison from their penises and other wounds whenever tradition dictates. 

Not that too much sympathy should be extended to the men. Any woman caught trying 

to discover their closely guarded secrets risks horrible punishment: ie, death by gang 

rape. Men are determined to retain their status as the ruling sex. 

Cattle 

If men collectively managed to preserve social cohesion and egalitarianism - to the 

extent that was possible in the much reduced circumstances - the substitution of 

domesticated animals such as sheep and goats, but especially cattle, for increasingly rare 

megafauna allowed a small minority to elevate themselves above their fellows. 

The domestication of cattle is dated to the early Neolithic: that is, approximately 11,000 

to 12,000 years ago. From the fertile crescent and the Indus valley cattle herding then 

spread, through migration, exchange and emulation, over the ensuing five or six 



thousand years.[55] Not throughout the world, true, but into Egypt, the Sahara, Sudan, 

Ethiopia, China, southern India and Europe. 

Cattle served as a primitive form of money. Revealingly, the terms ‘cattle’, ‘chattel’ and 

‘capital’ are closely related in Indo-European languages. Ownership of expanding herds 

generated a corresponding desire for numerous wives, luxury and power in the first 

ruling class. Suffice to say, for the great majority every advance of such wealth meant 

retrogression; ie, fear, want and overwork. 

Doubtless new values, moral codes and religious belief systems helped galvanise the few. 

Post-processual (interpretative) archaeology has in recent years usefully highlighted the 

role of ideas, when it came to hatching the social elite and moving to agriculture and a 

settled existence (that despite its postmodernist associations and connotations). 

Put in the words of foundational Marxism: “within the old society, the elements of a new 

one have been created, and ... the dissolution of the old ideas keeps even pace with the 

old conditions” (Communist manifesto).[56] Of course, ideas have a certain autonomy. 

There is never an exact correspondence between ideas and social conditions. There is a 

complex determination. Ideas are shaped by social conditions, but they also shape social 

conditions. 

Suffice to say, the consolidation of a ruling class did not neatly follow the hoof prints of 

cattle. The evidence we have reveals a prolonged, chequered and highly contested 

transition from classless to class society. There were a “variety of trajectories”, we are 

reliably told.[57] Archaeologists find what appear to be class societies alongside the 

continuation of hunter-gathering and classless societies, alongside newly domesticated 

crops and animals. So, while the rise of class and the rise of agriculture were closely 

related phenomena, they were not equivalents.[58] 

Monumental constructions doubtlessly proclaim an elite. Göbekli Tepe in southern 

Anatolia, as present knowledge stands, is widely credited with being the earliest stone 

temple in the world. Unmistakably grand and unmistakably the site of collective 

religious ritual, the whole site covers 25 acres and dates from approximately 9,500 BCE; 

that is, probably just before full-blown farming cultures and somewhat before 

permanent villages, towns and cities. One can therefore hazard that those who planned, 

constructed, ran and worshipped at Göbekli Tepe belonged to a transitionary social 



formation which stood on the cusp of agriculture.[59] Thus far no evidence of 

domesticated cattle or domesticated cereals have been excavated. Despite that, slightly 

later sites in the region clearly show that people had started to raise sheep, pigs and 

cattle. 

Because of its age and fame Göbekli Tepe has been subject to much wacky 

theory-mongering: eg, alien builders visiting from outer space. Nonsense aside, let us 

begin by considering the geographical/ecological context. 

The surrounding area lies north of the Zagros mountains, on the edge of the Anatolian 

plateau and between the upper reaches of two great rivers - the Tigrus and Euphrates. 

At the time when Göbekli Tepe functioned the whole region would have been green and 

fertile. There were fields of wild wheat and barley, numerous streams, stands of fruit 

and nut trees, and surviving herds of gazelle. Hence Göbekli Tepe has, well foundedly, at 

least in my opinion, been associated with the original Garden of Eden story.[60] The 

book of Genesis specifically mentions the Tigrus and Euphrates when describing the 

land of Eden.[61] 

As ‘disguised history’ the myth can easily be interpreted. While the lifestyle of 

hunter-gatherers was generally easy, fulfilling and happy, the turn to agriculture led to 

unremitting hard labour, inequality and a greatly impoverished diet (skeletons of early 

agricultural peoples show damage from being forced to adopt a constant crouching 

position and mineral and other such dietary deficiencies).[62] Hence the transition from 

one mode of existence to another could be seen by those who experienced or could recall 

it, albeit via oral transmission, as a punishing expulsion from paradise. 

Göbekli Tepe went through a number of design reconfigurations. However, the basic 

pattern consists of an inner series of T-shaped pillars arranged into an oval, the highest 

around nine-foot tall, which are surrounded by a series of circular walls with a 

maximum diameter of 100 feet. At least seven other walled and pillared structures have 

been located within the immediate site - all smaller, but clearly related. 

Pillars are carved with abstract shapes and what are stunningly realistic images of lions, 

deer, boars, foxes, gazelles, asses, birds and snakes. And archaeologists have unearthed 

numerous bones of wild animals - presumably eaten during communal feasts. 



One can safely suppose a priestly elite, which not only presided over ceremonies, but the 

mobilisation of the population from the surrounding area. Constructing Göbekli Tepe 

took a lot of people a lot of time. It is estimated that “up to 500 persons were required to 

extract the 10-20 ton pillars (in fact, some weigh up to 50 tons) from local quarries and 

move them 100 to 500m to the site”.[63] 

As stated above, I think we must hypothesise a complex transition from primitive 

communism to class society ... a contested one too. There are signs, both negative and 

positive, of what has been interpreted as social resistance to the kind of elite that we 

presume oversaw Göbekli Tepe. Eg, Çatalhöyük (circa 7,500-5,500 BCE) - also in 

southern Anatolia, but further to the west. At its peak it is conservatively estimated that 

Çatalhöyük had a population of 3,500 to 8,000. Other archaeologists put the number at 

around 10,000 - though even the lowest figure is amazingly high, given the date. 

Çatalhöyük appears to be another example of a transitionary social formation. Its people 

not only hunted and gathered; they tended herds and cultivated crops too. 

Fascinatingly, those excavating Çatalhöyük - most recently Ian Hodder - have found no 

“evidence of large public buildings, ceremonial centres, specialised areas of production 

or cemeteries”.[64] None of the houses that have been investigated so far show any 

significant variation in size. The whole settlement consists of a “myriad” of tightly 

packed “small, mud-brick dwellings” - entered through rooftop skylights. And it surely 

follows: if you cannot prove that a society is unequal then it isn’t (here I follow the 

archaeologist, Norman Yoffee). 

Ancestors were buried beneath the floor of houses. They appear to have been venerated 

religiously. Houses being regularly demolished and new ones built over the old 

according to the same design configuration. So houses were not only places to live in, 

but a means of “imagining, remembering and interacting” with past generations.[65] 

Not that those buried in that domestic fashion are thought to be privileged.[66] 

Skeletons are not accompanied by jewels, weapons or other high-status grave goods. 

Nor do remains show discernable differences brought about through diet and lifestyle. 

Given all this, there is every reason to conclude that there were no elites and therefore 

no classes. Nor, it is argued, are there overt signs of women’s oppression. Archaeologists 

have found numerous cattle motifs and clay figurines. But when it comes to the human 



form, female figures predominate. The most famous being a fat, seated woman (a 

goddess?), whose arms rest on two leopards. 

Çatalhöyük has been celebrated on the left as confirming the existence of a “Neolithic 

communism”.[67] Overenthusiasm perhaps. Despite that, given the model I am 

advocating, we can postulate a popular revolutionary movement founding or taking 

over the settlement by overthrowing an exploitative elite. 

Because of the evidence - albeit in the form of absence - I think the egalitarian claims 

made about Çatalhöyük ought to be cautiously accepted. The discovery of big temples 

and big houses in the “12 successive layers of occupation” would, of course, shatter the 

hypothesis.[68] Yet the fact of the matter is that nothing of the kind has been unearthed. 

Nevertheless, while the origins of Çatalhöyük remain murky, there are roughly 

contemporaneous settlements - populations were numbered in the several hundreds. 

They were, it would seem, dominated by a ruling class. 

Çayönü is typical. The few top-range houses occupy twice the floor space of others. 

There was animal and ... human sacrifice. Surely a sign of social crisis. Blood has been 

extracted from a one-ton, cut and polished ‘offering block’ and Çayönü’s “gloomy” 

temple contains the remains of nearly 300 people. There is also evidence of what might 

well be class struggle. Around about 7,200 BCE elite houses were burnt and the main 

temple demolished, the site being turned into a rubbish dump. A “new Çayönü” was 

built ... without mansions. 

Bernhard Brosius has suggested that the social order established, or re-established, at 

the new Çayönü spread to places like Çatalhöyük and beyond that to the Balkans.[69] 

What this, and similar theories, point to is a prolonged period of intense class struggles. 

It is highly significant then that Göbekli Tepe was not quietly abandoned and left to the 

elements. The whole complex was buried under 300-500 cubic metres of earth around 

about 8,000 BCE. An act of deliberate obliteration. The community would have had to 

expend a huge number of labour hours to achieve what was clearly a pre-planned goal. 

We might guess at one socio-religious system being replaced by another socio-religious 

system. The new wanting to blot out even the memory of the old. 

Slightly later sites in the region have been located at Jerf el-Ahmar, Mureybet and 

Nevali Çori. All destroyed or abandoned. And, of course, Neolithic megaliths occur 



elsewhere. In Egypt the 12 foot-wide Nebta Playa stone circle is dated to the 5th 

millennium BCE. At the time the area was not desert, but savannah and contained a 

large wet-season lake. People tended herds of goats, sheep and cattle. Other, lesser 

known, stone circles have been discovered in south-western Egypt. Indeed stone and 

wooden circles, long ditched avenues and single standing stones appear almost 

everywhere Neolithic culture was adopted. 

The British Isles, though more recent compared to Turkey, is far from unique. However, 

not only are there an estimated 1,000 megaliths: there is an added scale. West Kennet, 

Avebury, Silbury Hill and Stonehenge in southern England are truly massive. According 

to estimates, Avebury henge took 1.5 million hours of human labour to complete. 

Dwarfed by the 18 million needed for Silbury Hill and Stonehenge’s staggering 30 

million.[70] 

There are a wide variety of theories purporting to explain the origin and function of 

these gigantic edifices. I shall ignore the plain crazy. Instead let me sample the plausible. 

Klaus Schmidt, chief excavator of Göbekli Tepe since 1994, has suggested that it was the 

centre of a cult of the dead. Corpses were exposed on top of the big pillars till all flesh 

had been removed. Supporting evidence is certainly there in the form of murals 

depicting twin sets of vultures descending onto T-shaped pillars. However, there is no 

body for them to devour. Schmidt’s idea seems to be an obvious borrowing from the 

Zoroastrian towers of silence. Perhaps too obvious. Frustratingly, for Schmidt and his 

team, the surrounding area has revealed no graveyards, as might be predicted. 

Cult of the dead theories have been used to explain other megaliths, Stonehenge 

included. However, in this particular case there are burials around the site (albeit few in 

number, the bodies are male and, as shown by grave goods, clearly members of the 

elite). Despite that archaeologists Timothy Darvill and Geoffrey Wainwright interpret 

the Stonehenge complex in an almost diametrically opposite fashion. Instead of death 

they see life-giving cure. Stonehenge was for them an ancient version of Lourdes. 

Perhaps another obvious borrowing. 

People supposedly journeyed from far and wide not to ensure their place in the beyond, 

but to prolong a hold on this life. The smaller bluestones being credited with possessing 

particularly magical qualities. Supporting evidence is, however, rather flimsy: eg, the 



supposed “abnormal number” of remains found in tombs nearby which “display signs of 

serious disease” and teeth which show that about half the bodies there were “not native” 

to the local area.[71] So people died from “serious disease” - they often do. And that 

many of them were not native to this part of Wiltshire hardly proves they came looking 

for a supernatural cure. 

From Göbekli Tepe to Stonehenge, others see mass gathering places for fertility rituals. 

Yet the widest held theory about such sites is that they were astronomical devices for 

tracing the movement of the sun, moon, stars, etc. In our day, Druids, new agers, 

hippies, neopagans and the plain curious descend on Stonehenge on June 20-21 - the 

summer solstice - in their many thousands. 

Astronomical theories must, however, be taken seriously. Solar, lunar and star 

alignments have been authoritatively claimed or authoritatively demonstrated. Eg, in a 

forthcoming publication Fabio Silvia shows that Neolithic dolmens (big stoned tombs) 

in Iberia have an unmistakable orientation towards the equinoctial full moon. 

Incidentally, astroarchaeology as a discipline was first given scientific rigour by Norman 

Lockyer (1836-1920) with his detailed investigation of Stonehenge. His 1909 classic 

study has recently been republished and despite occasionally getting sidetracked it is 

clearly a work of genuine scholarship.[72] 

Skywatching 

Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) touched on what he called the “equinoctial concern” in 

the myths of the Mandan people of the North American plains. Indeed he records 

similar notions occurring throughout the Americas, from Alaska to Terra del Fuego, in 

his The origin of table manners (1968). 

In point of fact, ancient peoples on every continent were fascinated by the sun, moon 

and stars and seem to have made careful observations about their movements. A strong 

case for sky-watching dating back to the dawn of culture can be made. 

Alexander Marshack (1918-2004) has found material evidence of what he believes are 

daily tallies recording the moon from the upper Palaeolithic: that is, around 30,000 

years ago. Markings cut into bones, ivory and antlers prove not to be random or purely 

decorative. They appear to coincide with lunar phases, not just over a monthly period, 



but round the year. Marshack attributes meaning to the markings beyond the mere 

passing of time. They are not ancient versions of a calendar. Rather, as with 

Lévi-Strauss, he sees “narrative and myth”.[73] 

Obviously women have a particular link with the moon. Again let us limit ourselves to 

the material evidence of human understanding. The 25,000-30,000-year-old 

Cro-Magnon figurine, the so-called Venus of Laussel, not only displays female fertility, 

but cosmological awareness. She has a noticeably swollen belly and holds a horn. 

Thirteen distinct lines are carved onto it. Astroarchaeologists suggest that these 13 lines 

represent the 13 new-moon cycles in a solar year (women having around 13 menstrual 

periods during the same time). 

Then there are the rock paintings of Lascaux. Dating from around 16,000 years ago, 

they appear to include the Pleiades star cluster above one of its famous bulls (known to 

archaeologists as ‘bull No18’). The whole rotunda of bison, deer, horses and aurochs 

(wild cattle) in the ‘great hall’ has been interpreted by Michael Rappenglueck as an 

astrological depiction of the night sky.[74] The idea that Palaeolithic peoples were 

feeble-minded savages, dull-witted and lacking culture is, of course, flatly contradicted 

by all such accounts. 

If women suffered an historic defeat with the crisis of big-game hunting and a male 

minority came to dominance with cattle-herding and agriculture, then we would expect 

claims of continuity. Counterrevolutions rarely, if ever, announce themselves as 

counterrevolutions. Eg, Napoleon Bonaparte and Joseph Stalin kept themselves cloaked 

in the colours of the revolution. And yet, because the Neolithic social counterrevolution 

was bound up with the revolutionary transition to a new mode of living, the result in 

religious terms would inevitably be a multilayered combination of the old and the new. 

Solar rhythms assume an ever growing importance with agriculture. After all, people 

would now labour while there was daylight and sow and harvest according to the 

solar-governed seasons. A new solar-orientated religion was bound to arise. I think we 

can also say that, once an elite emerges, organisedreligion would tend to follow. Or 

perhaps, more accurately, an elite would emerge in conjunction with organised religion. 

Anyhow, after shamans come priests. People who live off surplus product coaxed or 



squeezed from the community. Almost by definition that necessitates deception (and by 

increasing degrees). 

Men begin the counterrevolution by attempting to fool women (backed by force). The 

religious elite go further and attempt to fool the entire population (they had every 

interest in fooling even themselves). Their new religion passes itself off as a 

continuation of the old - maybe that way exploitation could be legitimised. The 

historical record is chock-a-block with exploiters presenting their exploitation as being 

beneficial for the exploited. This culminates in the exploited being expected to thank, 

bless, pray for and even worship their exploiters (priests, prophets, chiefs, lords, 

monarchs, emperors). Religion therebycategorically ceases to be a system for 

investigating, deciphering and engaging with nature (science). It collapses into mere 

ideology (mystification). 

Stonehenge 

Neolithic megaliths surely need to be considered in that light. Stonehenge can be used 

as a test case. In the main, official archaeology considers it a device for observing the 

movement of the sun, predicting eclipses, etc. The standard approach is via a plan 

diagram: ie, as if seen from the air. Having calculated a centre point, lines are then 

projected outwards, spoke-like, which locate the sun at key times of the year: eg, 

summer solstice. 

Showing how conventional they are, at least when it comes to Stonehenge, Druids, 

hippies, new agers and neopagans think within that paradigm. After travelling many 

miles to celebrate the summer solstice, they eagerly await the sunrise. When it finally 

shows there is joy, reverence, camaraderie and, of course, a conviction that long before 

them the ancients felt the exact same. 

Obvious problems exist with this model. The fact of the matter is that Stonehenge has no 

centre; at least shown by a marker of any kind.[75] True, depending where you stand, 

any set of stones can be aligned with astronomical events. Eg, shuffle a little this way or 

little that way, close an eye and one can see the sun rise over the heel stone from 

somewhere in the centre. But nothing matches exactly. That much is clear. 



Archaeologists have tried to explain away what they consider to be imperfections. 

Supposedly because Stonehenge’s architects and builders were barely one removed from 

savagery, they made elementary blunders. Yet confounding such accounts, the lintels, 

the stone tops of the outer circle, prove to be “accurate to eight centimetres across a 

diameter of 30 metres”.[76] An accuracy that many a modern builder would envy. I 

think we must conclude that the summer solstice sunrise theory fails to explain 

Stonehenge. 

So what was the intention of its Neolithic architects? Lionel Sims provides a daring, but 

much more convincing theory. Think about Stonehenge neither from above nor by 

looking out from the centre. Hardly, he suggests, the way the Neolithic community 

would conceive, approach or emotionally engage with the complex. 

On the contrary, having gathered on the bank of the river Avon, they head uphill to the 

site. That is why the two mile-long Stonehenge Avenue was made surely. With this 

orientation in mind, the configuration, purpose and significance of Stonehenge might be 

understood. 

According to Sims, the monument served to preserve the lunar cosmology, along with an 

increasingly tenuous social link with hunting. Simultaneously, however, the old religion 

is “estranged” by the “emerging solar cosmology”.[77] 

From above Stonehenge is full of gaps between the stones. Yet to those heading up from 

the Avon it would have appeared almost as a solid wall. That is why there were 160 

carefully arranged stones in what archaeologists call Stonehenge 3ii (to line up the 

summer solstice only two stones would be needed). There were, however, two gaps 

(windows). One on the upper left, the other on the lower right. Sims shows that one gap 

captured the setting sun, while the other captured the settingmoon. 

Presumably among the aims was to transpose onto the sun the religious significance 

previously held exclusively by the moon and, moreover, locate the monthly rhythm of 

the moon within the annual cycle of the sun. An extraordinarily powerful message for 

Neolithic viewers. And, as we have shown, the Neolithic architects would have been able 

to draw on a long tradition of observing and giving meaning to the sky. 

What its priest-architects were intent on demonstrating was not the unity of the sun and 

moon during the longest day, the summer solstice. Rather the unity of the sun and moon 



that coincided with the longest night of the year. Winter solstice sees stars at their 

brightest. And even with thick cloud cover the outer bluestones of Stonehenge would 

glisten and glitter like stars. The sacredness of darkness, how it coincided with women’s 

magic and seclusion, was, one presumes, still fully internalised by the community. Now, 

however, it was firmly under the control of the priesthood, not least because of their 

mathematical, architectural, astronomical and other such special knowledge, which was 

displayed, affirmed and magnified to spellbinding effect through their monumental 

construction. 

So the community reverentially approach Stonehenge before sunset, halt at some fixed 

point (the heel stone) and then await in expectation. They see the moon and sun appear 

in the two windows and, miraculously, while their light lasts, the sun and the moon are 

seemingly held still. Doubtless people were awestruck at the power of priests who could 

halt time itself. 

One does not have to agree with every detail of the theory. Yet, despite a few nagging 

doubts, I am firmly convinced that Sims is on the right track. Damningly he describes 

Stonehenge, Avebury, Silbury Hill ... and that whole line of Neolithic monumental 

constructions going back to Göbekli Tepe, as “giant lying machines”.[78] Neolithic 

religion was out to intimidate, console and manipulate. 

In Britain the hunter-gathering mode of production was steadily accumulating 

contradictions. Deer, elk, wild pigs, brown bears and aurochs were still present during 

the onset of the Neolithic, but were being overhunted (the horse had been driven to 

extinction by around 7,500 BCE).[79] Domestic animals, above all cattle, increasingly 

serve as a substitute. But, as we have seen, the benefit mainly goes to the few. 

One can guess that the religious elite steps in to square the circle. They can be seen as 

continuing the old religion andputting off a social order entirely based on farming. The 

planting of crops seems to have been practised on a limited scale, but understandably 

full-scale agriculture held little or no attraction for the mass of the population. Farming 

requires endless back-breaking labour. 

Not that the lunar-solar religion of the priesthood was an easy option. There are the 

labour hours needed to build and rebuild their huge monuments, added to which the 

priests would have expected and doubtless received tithes. Evidence also exists of 



human sacrifice, including children. However, in return the priests invented a “symbolic 

representation of communal cohesion”.[80] It is no accident that so many of their 

monuments were circular (conveying wholeness, inclusion, cycles, etc). Priests were in 

all likelihood also responsible for concocting rules which maintained the hybrid social 

formation. Eg, seasonal, geographic and other such restrictions on hunting. 

The new and old are reconciled. Hunting and cattle-herding coexist, along with male 

private ownership, the continued role of women in the household, child-rearing, 

gathering plants, etc. The vital mediation being, of course, the priesthood and theirrival 

monuments. We presume that Stonehenge and Avebury/Silbury Hill competed for 

allegiance and tribute - hence the constant rebuilding programmes and the striving after 

scale and novel special effects. 

Neolithic cosmology seems to have been based on a binary unity of life and death, the 

past and the present, the earth and the sky. Despite that it was fractured in terms of time 

and space. The sun and moon had to be watched at a particular time - eg, the equinox 

and solstice - and in a particular place. One can also speculate that each complex wanted 

to give the impression that it was the centre of the universe. That the sun and the moon 

descended back into the earth via the ‘navel’ of these monuments. 

However, the breakdown of the old order proved unstoppable. Between declining 

numbers of game animals and the rise of cattle-owning there was only one possible 

outcome. The dynamic pole being occupied by the male owners. Around about 1,600 

BCE Stonehenge was abandoned (there are indications of desecration). The same is true 

of other such sites. 

Theocracy is replaced by chiefdoms and kinship based on “territory, or co-residence”. 

Chiefdoms were, to begin with, very small and highly “unstable”.[81] One gave way to 

another in rapid succession ... but here we find the kernel of state and therefore state 

religion. 

One presumes that priests - and their religion - had become thoroughly discredited in 

the popular mind. Perhaps they were blamed for the scarcity or disappearance of bigger 

wild  animals and the suffering associated with the adoption of the full agricultural 

package and a sedentary existence. 



Instead of monumental religious complexes there appear elaborate hill forts, aristocratic 

burials and signs of endemic armed conflict. The male elite clearly felt safe in 

overthrowing, or subordinating, the priesthood and founding a new social order. And, 

having done so, they proceed to make war their abiding concern, passion and means of 

exerting and expanding their power. The community divides into three ‘orders’: those 

who work, those who preside over worship and those whose profession is fighting. 

Needless to say, the warrior displayed no hesitation in rating himself above the 

specialist in prayer.[82] 
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