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About the book

**The Dawn of Everything** by David Graeber and David Wengrow is a

groundbreaking narrative that radically reimagines the history of human

societies and challenges our conventional understanding of civilization's

origins. Delving into an expansive exploration of anthropological and

archaeological records, the book shatters the dominant myth that our

ancestors were simple primitives who lived in small egalitarian groups

before agriculture ensnared them into hierarchical, oppressive structures.

Instead, Graeber and Wengrow offer an exhilarating journey through time,

revealing a diversity of social experiments and political structures long

before the rise of cities and states, suggesting that freedom, inequality, and

governance are entangled in ways far more complex than we once thought.

With provocative insights and captivating arguments, this book invites

readers to question long-held beliefs and consider the vast possibilities of

human history, enticing them to embark on a transformative intellectual

adventure.
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About the author

David Graeber was a renowned American anthropologist and social theorist

known for his insightful and often provocative contributions to the study of

society, economics, and history. Born on February 12, 1961, in New York

City, Graeber's intellectual journey took him through an illustrious academic

career, serving as a professor at institutions like Yale University and the

London School of Economics. His groundbreaking work, "Debt: The First

5,000 Years," earned him widespread acclaim and positioned him as a

leading voice in critically assessing modern capitalist structures. Graeber's

commitment to social justice extended beyond academia; he was an

influential figure in the Occupy Wall Street movement and a fierce advocate

for direct democracy. His unique ability to weave anthropology with

pressing contemporary issues, often challenging conventional wisdom,

earned him a dedicated following. Tragically, David Graeber passed away in

September 2020, leaving a legacy of bold, revolutionary ideas encapsulated

in works like "The Dawn of Everything," co-authored with archaeologist

David Wengrow, and a lasting impact on the fields of anthropology and

social theory.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1 Farewell to Humanity’s
Childhood: Or, why this is not a book about the origins of
inequality

In the first chapter of the book titled "Farewell to Humanity’s Childhood,"

 the authors set the stage for rethinking the familiar narratives about the

origins of inequality and human history. They critically examine the

dominant theories proposed by philosophical giants like Jean-Jacques

Rousseau and Thomas Hobbes, which have long shaped our understanding

of human society's past from stages of egalitarian innocence ("noble

savages") to organized hierarchies marked by inequality. Rousseau depicted

early human societies as peaceful and equal, disrupted by the advent of

agriculture and cities, while Hobbes saw primitive life as chaotic and

violent, requiring the imposition of structured authority for order.

The authors challenge these simplistic and binary theories of human nature

(innate good vs. innate evil) as well as the consequential historical narratives

which suggest that inequality is an inevitable outcome of civilization and

progress. Instead, they argue these views flatten and simplify human life and

history, reducing past societal dynamics to stereotypes and missing the

complexity and variability that characterized historical human existence.

This chapter then embarks on a quest to reconstruct our understanding of

pre-agricultural human societies. It delves into recent archaeological and
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anthropological evidence, suggesting these early societies were not

uniformly small or inherently egalitarian. Instead, they engaged in diverse

social experiments often characterized by a more fluid and dynamic range of

organizational structures than the linear progression to inequality suggests.

The authors argue that many early agrarian and urban societies were

remarkably equitable without coercive hierarchical leaders.

Moreover, this chapter explores how the traditional academic focus on

inequality and its historical emergence has limited our imagination for

contemporary and future societies by suggesting that reducing inequality is

the most one can hope for without envisioning a different system altogether.

The use of "inequality" as a term, the authors assert, often masks structural

issues like concentrated power and capital, implying that full social

transformation is unrealistic.

Critically, the authors draw from indigenous critiques and historical

encounters with European society, postulating that thinkers like the

Huron-Wendat leader Kandiaronk offered valuable perspectives on European

social organization that inspired much of Enlightenment thought. By

revisiting these dialogues, the book encourages integrating non-European

ideas which have historically been sidelined in these discussions.

Ultimately, the chapter calls for discarding conventional narratives that

portray human history as a tale of irreversible descent into inequality.
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Instead, it invites us to see humanity's history as characterized by agency,

creativity, and capacity for self-reinvention. This, the authors hope, can both

restore depth to our understanding of the distant past and offer fresh

possibilities for the future. By doing so, they aim to unravel the tightly-held

conceptual shackles that render the idea of reinventing societal norms today

seem impossible.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Human history as characterized by agency, creativity, and

capacity for self-reinvention

Critical Interpretation: Imagine this: you're not confined by a

pre-written script of societal roles or expectations. By understanding

history as a tapestry woven with threads of human agency, creativity,

and continual reinvention, you can break free from the conventional

narrative that views past societies as merely roadmaps to inequality.

This key insight from 'The Dawn of Everything' empowers you to

envision your own path; it's a reminder that humans have always had

the capacity to refashion their societal structures, responding to

internal desires and external challenges with innovation and fluidity.

You've got the potential to envision new possibilities, questioning the

inevitabilities, and co-creating a future that's not just a derivative of

past inequalities but a testament to human adaptability and ingenuity.

So let this perspective inspire you to catalyze change in your life and

the broader communities you're a part of, understanding that the true

essence of humanity is not stagnation within the boundaries set by

history—but breaking those boundaries to explore uncharted social

terrains.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 2 Summary: 2 Wicked Liberty: The indigenous
critique and the myth of progress

Chapter 2, "Wicked Liberty: The Indigenous Critique and the Myth of

 Progress," explores the enduring narrative of social inequality, tracing its

intellectual roots back to figures like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who famously

addressed these themes in his 1754 "Discourse on the Origin and the

Foundation of Inequality Among Mankind." This narrative suggests that

humanity originated in a state of innocence, only to unwittingly depart from

it on a journey of technological and societal complexity, leading to our

enslavement. The chapter critically examines how such narratives were

shaped and questions the dynamics between colonial European intellectuals

and indigenous thought.

The chapter begins by reflecting on the tendency of intellectual historians to

attribute sweeping ideas to singular "Great Men," like Rousseau, rather than

considering broader societal dialogues. Rousseau's discourse, for instance,

was a response to an essay contest initiated by France's Académie des

Sciences, Arts et Belles-Lettres de Dijon, centered on the origins of

inequality – a surprising topic in a deeply hierarchical society like that of

Louis XV's France.

The exploration extends beyond France, highlighting how Europe's sudden

integration into a global economy during the 15th and 16th centuries
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exposed Europeans to diverse civilizations and ideas, fueling what would

later be termed the 'Enlightenment.' Historians often ignore the influence of

non-European ideas on Enlightenment thought, particularly those from

indigenous Americans.

These indigenous critiques posed a significant challenge to European

stability, carrying implications that shook the traditional European

frameworks of civilization and progress. The chapter suggests these critiques

were not merely shadowy projections but substantive engagements that

influenced thought across the Atlantic, challenging notions of freedom,

equality, and rationality. 

One figure highlighted is the Wendat statesman Kandiaronk, whose debates

with Europeans such as Baron de Lahontan showcased indigenous critiques

of European norms like private property and coercive laws. Lahontan's

dialogues, portraying Kandiaronk, sparked intellectual reflection in

Enlightenment Europe and influenced reformist ideas, illustrating a

schismogenetic dynamic – where contrasting societies define themselves

against each other.

The chapter ultimately highlights how Turgot and others transformed these

indigenous critiques into theories of social evolution, arguing that progress

necessitated inequality. This intellectual transition marked a shift from

discussions of liberty to those centered on equality, a transformation that
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Rousseau further articulated through his essays. His work, while receiving

criticism for allegedly fostering revolutionary ideals, actually framed a new

intellectual inquiry into the nature of societal structures and inequalities.

In essence, Chapter 2 argues that what is often presented as European

progress was in fact a counter-narrative to powerful critiques by indigenous

peoples, who offered an alternative vision of freedom and social relations.

Through these dialogues, it seeks to catalyze a reassessment of historical

narratives that have long dominated Western thought.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Redefining Progress through the Indigenous Critique

Critical Interpretation: The chapter emphasizes the indigenous critique

of European norms, particularly its challenge to the conventional

definitions of civilization and progress. By engaging with indigenous

ideas, particularly those of thinkers like Kandiaronk, you can

recognize that true progress doesn't solely depend on material

accumulation or technological advancement but also on the quality of

social relations, equality, and respect for diverse cultures. This insight

cultivates a more holistic understanding of development, nurturing a

balance between societal advancement and preserving the integrity of

community relationships. Inspired by these dialogues, you are

encouraged to reassess the narratives that drive contemporary societal

norms and values, advocating for a more inclusive version of progress

that honors varied human experiences and perspectives.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 3 Unfreezing the Ice Age: In and
out of chains: the protean possibilities of human politics

Chapter 3: Unfreezing the Ice Age

In and Out of Chains: The Protean Possibilities of Human Politics

Human societies have long been fascinated with the idea of a mythic age

when the world was fundamentally different. Ancient narratives, similar to

our modern scientific theories about human origins, often serve as a way to

make sense of our past and project our societal hopes and fears. In the same

way that dinosaurs were unknown before modern paleontology, early

humans were only recently recognized as existing in a world distinct from

our own.

Until the mid-19th century, the concept of 'prehistory' didn’t exist; human

history was often framed by religious texts like the Book of Genesis. This

perspective changed dramatically with archaeological discoveries like those

at Brixham Cave in Devon, unveiling evidence of human activity long

before the biblical timeline. These findings shifted our understanding,

suggesting a prehistoric era stretching over 3 million years where evidence

remains scarce.
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One famous scientific but myth-like narrative was that of the ‘mitochondrial

Eve,’ a hypothetical common ancestor identified through mitochondrial

DNA research. Despite its scientific basis, it inspired popular interpretations

akin to a modern Garden of Eden. More recent research, however, suggests

that early human populations were far more diverse than this mythic

narrative implies.

Modern humans, despite apparent differences, are remarkably similar

biologically and socially. But if we rewind a few hundred millennia, the

differences were much starker. Ancient human populations were not only

diverse themselves, but they also coexisted with other hominid species, like

Homo naledi. The social structures of these ancient societies remain largely

a mystery.

The roots of modern humans are undeniably African, with ancestors

eventually expanding into Eurasia and interacting with Neanderthals and

Denisovans, leading to genetic mixing. This complex web of interactions

makes it difficult to draw direct analogies with any modern society. Instead,

these early societies were likely extraordinarily varied in their social

organization.

Moreover, our evolution is marked by intermittent cultural developments

rather than a linear progression. It’s worth questioning why a 'sapient
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paradox' exists, referring to a perceived gap between the biological

capability for complex behavior and its historical manifestation. This may be

a mirage, resulting from our uneven discovery of ancient artifacts. Current

research finds evidence of cultural complexity appearing throughout human

history, not just in Europe, but across Africa, Southeast Asia, and beyond.

Given this backdrop, narratives about the origins of inequality and social

stratification also require reevaluation. Evidence such as ornate Palaeolithic

burials and monumental constructions like Göbekli Tepe suggests

sophisticated prehistoric societies with large public works long before

agriculture. However, it’s erroneous to immediately conclude structured

hierarchies from this, as such evidence remains sporadic and lacks

indications of ongoing ranked societies.

In approaching prehistory, it's crucial to discard assumptions that early

humans were incapable of conscious reflection. Instead, evidence suggests

that they were as complex and varied as any historical society, often

experimenting with different forms of social organization. Instances of

grandeur and hierarchy were likely temporary and fluid, rather than fixed,

reflecting societies that saw hierarchy and social organization as subjects of

negotiation and adaptation.

Thus, modern inquiries should shift from seeking the origins of inequality to

understanding how, over thousands of years, humanity became 'stuck' in
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rigid social structures. These early human societies were dynamic, adapting

fluidly to their environments, akin to participants in seasonal or ritual

variations evident in documented historical societies like the Inuit or Plains

Indians.

Ultimately, the focus should be on human capacity to navigate alternatives,

acknowledging that human societies historically experimented with a wide

array of political and social forms. This understanding offers insights into

human history and prehistory, emphasizing our constant negotiation with

social orders rather than finding a singular origin of social inequality.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Human capacity to navigate alternatives in social structures

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 3 of 'The Dawn of Everything,' it's

highlighted that early human societies were incredibly dynamic and

adaptable, constantly experimenting with various forms of social

organization. This capacity to navigate alternatives in social structures

demonstrates that humans have always been capable of consciously

reflecting on and manipulating their social environments, rather than

being passively shaped by them. This insight can inspire your life by

encouraging you to recognize that societal norms and structures are

not set in stone; they are fluid and subject to change. You, too, possess

the ability to question, adapt, and reshape your environments and

systems to better align with your values and aspirations. By embracing

this understanding, you empower yourself to become an active

participant in shaping the world around you, appreciating the vast

possibilities open for exploration and innovation in both personal and

communal contexts.
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Chapter 4: 4 Free People, the Origin of Cultures, and the
Advent of Private Property: (Not necessarily in that
order)

In this chapter, the narrative embarks on a journey through time, exploring

 the transformation of societies and the ebbing of freedom and flexibility that

once characterized human social structures. It begins by discussing the

vibrant, ever-shifting social forms of ancient hunter-gatherers, whose lives

mirrored the seasons, often marked by rituals and celebrations. In early

civilizations, like those in the vast European continent, people engaged in

evocative festive activities, from donning plant and animal disguises to

participating in customs with echoes of long-lost social fluidity. However,

these rituals often dismissed as mere superstition, have largely faded or been

commodified.

As we advance through history, the chapter questions how human societies

became ensnared in rigid structures of dominance—where power was

consolidated by specific groups, such as men, elders, priests, and warriors. It

explores the transition from the large, interconnected, and free-moving

bands of Paleolithic Europe to more constrained, identity-bound societies

and touches upon the cosmopolitan nature of historical foraging societies,

whose networks spanned continents, defying modern assumptions of

isolated communities.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


From Mesolithic to Neolithic, humans began diversifying their subsistence

strategies. Culinary cultures bloomed, distinct social practices arose, and

stark contrasts emerged between groups—each identifying through unique

customs and lifestyles. The narrative challenges the view that technological

advancement necessarily led to larger social worlds; over time, communities

often grew more parochial, bounded by cultural and linguistic borders—a

process that could contribute to entrenched power dynamics.

The tale then dissects the concept of egalitarian societies and the

complexities of defining what constitutes equality. It critiques the persistent

notion, rooted in 18th-century thought, that true inequality emerged with

agriculture—which enabled the accumulation of surpluses, hence creating

opportunities for elites to consolidate power. This conventional wisdom is

inspected critically, juxtaposed with varied historical evidence that diverse

and complex social structures existed long before farming took root.

The chapter delves into groundbreaking ideas such as Marshall Sahlins's

"Original Affluent Society," portraying ancient foragers as living in

abundance, with ample leisure time—a stark contrast to the laborious lives

of farmers. Yet, it acknowledges the diversity among foragers, suggesting

multiple paths to affluence and satisfaction, each with its own culturally

defined values and practices.

New archaeological findings unravel the complex social lives of ancient
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hunter-gatherers—long considered simplistic. Sites like Poverty Point and

�J�M�m�o�n�-�e�r�a� �s�e�t�t�l�e�m�e�n�t�s� �r�e�v�e�a�l� �s�o�p�h�i�s�t�i�c�a�t�e�d� �s�o�c�i�a�l� �s�t�r�u�c�t�u�r�e�s�,� �m�o�n�u�m�e�n�t�a�l

architecture, and vibrant exchanges of knowledge, challenging the myth that

all civilization arose from agriculture alone. By highlighting these findings,

the narrative casts doubt on linear models of social evolution and advocates

for a broader understanding of human history.

In closing, the chapter returns to the concept of property, particularly sacred

or ritual property, which often stood apart as a rare exception within

egalitarian societies. It draws parallels between the sacred and the notion of

private property, suggesting that exclusive claims, whether over ritual

objects or celestial geometries, shaped human interactions long before

formalized, agrarian-based hierarchies emerged. Thus, the journey

illuminates the multifaceted path from freedom to subjugation, emphasizing

the ingenuity and diversity inherent in human social evolution.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5 Many Seasons Ago: Why
Canadian foragers kept slaves and their Californian
neighbours didn’t; or, the problem with ‘modes of
production’

Chapter 5, titled "Many Seasons Ago," explores the complex pre-agricultural

 societies of North America's Pacific Coast, challenging traditional historical

perspectives that often dismiss these hunter-gatherer societies as anomalies

or precursors to "proper" civilizations. The chapter focuses on why Canadian

foragers from the Northwest Coast kept slaves, contrasted with their

Californian neighbors who did not, emphasizing the difficulties with

defining cultures solely through "modes of production."

Historical Landscape:

Pre-agricultural societies in regions like North America’s Pacific Coast were

advanced, consisting of sedentary villages, rich cultural traditions,

monumental sanctuaries, and an accumulation of wealth without agriculture.

Societies such as the Calusa and the indigenous inhabitants of the Fertile

Crescent had organized systems, but their importance diminished in

historical narratives due to their lack of transition to agriculture.

Cultural Divergence:
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The chapter delves into how distinct cultural identities emerged, focusing

especially on the differences between the Canadian Northwest Coast and

Californian societies. Throughout history, these societies subdivided and

developed unique languages, customs, and social structures. This

differentiation led to a complex tapestry of cultural areas without the

impetus of agriculture, countering the common assumption that agricultural

development was necessary for societal complexity.

Culture Areas Concept:

Anthropologists Franz Boas and Marcel Mauss discussed cultural

differentiation, introducing terms like "culture areas" and "civilizations" to

better understand these phenomena. Mauss argued that cultures often defined

themselves through what they refused to adopt from neighbors, not merely

through language but also through cultural practices.

Northwest Coast vs. California:

Indigenous societies in these regions vastly differed. The Northwest Coast,

rich in natural resources like fish, fostered hierarchical societies with

slavery, warrior aristocracies, and competitive potlatch ceremonies that

involved extravagant distributions of wealth and ceremonial excess.

Conversely, Californian societies, despite their equal resource wealth

through acorns and nuts, developed into egalitarian structures. They rejected
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slavery, emphasized individual autonomy and private property, and

cultivated a cultural ethos similar to Protestant ethics centered on thrift,

simplicity, and hard work.

The Role of Slavery and Wealth:

The presence or absence of slavery distinguished these societies. On the

Northwest Coast, slavery likely emerged from the chance to exploit a

reliable labor source to meet aristocratic demands, while Californian

societies cultivated economic systems that actively inhibited slavery, using

monetary systems reminiscent of the Protestant ethic described by Max

Weber. Indigenous Californians practiced introspection and had collective

ceremonies promoting communal solidarity and egalitarian principles.

Schismogenesis:

Through a process called schismogenesis, societies in these regions defined

themselves in opposition to each other. Like the Athenians and Spartans of

ancient Greece, whose contrasting ways reinforced each other's distinct

identities, the Northwest Coast and Californian groups developed contrasting

cultural values, practices, and social structures.

Conclusion:
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The chapter argues that traditional modes of cultural understanding fail to

capture the dynamic and self-conscious decision-making these societies

exhibited. The practices of raiding and slavery were not merely outcomes of

ecological demands but choices that shaped identities. By examining these

indigenous societies, the book challenges deterministic views in

anthropology and history, proposing that these societies exercised a

significant degree of self-determination, influencing how human freedoms

were negotiated and understood. This perspective reframes the history of

pre-agricultural societies as politically active agents shaping their destinies,

rather than mere victims or passive participants awaiting transformation into

agricultural states.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6 Gardens of Adonis: The
revolution that never happened: how Neolithic peoples
avoided agriculture

Chapter 6: Gardens of Adonis

The chapter delves into the complex origins of agriculture by critiquing

conventional narratives that have long shaped our understanding of farming's

beginnings. Initially, the author invites readers to revisit Plato's "Gardens of

Adonis," using it as a metaphor to explore the playful versus serious

dynamics that may have been at play during the early agricultural era. These

gardens, a nod to festive agriculture, were a symbolic reminder of how the

deepening study of ancient history reveals an unexpected narrative

concerning the birth of farming.

In the origins of agriculture, standard theories perceive farming as a natural

response to growing populations and the need for an increased food supply.

However, the chapter challenges this view by suggesting that the initial steps

towards cultivation may have been driven by social dynamics, leisure, or

interactions with nature rather than necessity or survival. This provocative

theory finds substance when examining iconic Neolithic sites like

Çatalhöyük, located in central Turkey.
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Çatalhöyük, often labeled the world's oldest town, with its dense,

house-packed layout free of traditional streets, serves as a key study site.

While early assumptions posited it as a farming society centered around the

‘Agricultural Revolution,’ newer findings challenge this interpretation.

Instead of traditional farming societies, the residents of Çatalhöyük may

have engaged in seasonal activities that included hunting, gathering, and

possibly playful experimentation with cultivation. The significance of cattle

skulls and other figurines initially inclined scholars to see symbols of a

fertility cult related to farming. However, recent insights suggest these items

may have served different purposes, potentially related to societal roles or

transient domestic activities.

The chapter further explores how the idea of matriarchy in Neolithic

communities, a theory popularized and then discredited following Marija

Gimbutas's extensive study, reflects a critical academic debate. The author

acknowledges that while Neolithic societies exhibit varying degrees of

complexity, assigning them a simplistic matriarchal structure without

evidentiary support appears reductive. This discussion resonates with the

broader cultural and archaeological landscape, drawing modern parallels and

recognizing the potential roles women might have played in these societies

as capable agents of social and technological innovation.

With the role of women acknowledged, the chapter touches on seasonal

transition in early societies, hinting that agriculture during the Neolithic
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wasn't solely about food production but involved broader social, economic,

and cultural shifts. For instance, activities may have been as fluid as the

societies themselves, with households acting as flexible hubs of production

and ritual, maintaining a balance between autonomy and collective identity.

Moreover, the chapter examines the broader geographical origins of early

agriculture, emphasizing the Fertile Crescent's unique role in fostering

ancient farming communities. This region, far from a monolithic entity,

hosted a variety of ecosystems and ecological strategies. The Fertile

Crescent is broken into sections, notably highlighting the roles of the

lowland and upland zones in the agricultural narrative.

The chapter closes by reconsidering how Neolithic societies approached

farming, not as a sudden revolution but a gradual, complex integration into

their daily lives. This challenges straightforward narratives, providing an

alternative view where Neolithic farming and society were intertwined with

cultural achievements, gender roles, and playful experimentation rather than

a linear path to modern agrarian life.

In summary, through the lens of historical, archaeological, and botanical

insights, the chapter enriches our understanding by presenting agrarian

origins as nuanced and multifaceted, integrating both serious and playful

aspects of human innovation, and highlighting the integral role of women in

these dynamic early societies.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7 The Ecology of Freedom: How
farming first hopped, stumbled and bluffed its way
around the world

Chapter 7, titled "The Ecology of Freedom," explores the complex and

 diverse development of agriculture across different global regions,

challenging the conventional narratives of agricultural evolution and its

sociopolitical implications. The chapter argues against the simplistic view

that agriculture inevitably led to socially stratified societies and emphasizes

the potential for flexibility and diversity in early farming practices.

The Fertile Crescent of the Middle East serves as a starting point, recognized

as a pivotal area for early domestication of plants and animals.

Archaeological evidence from this region reveals not just the emergence of

farming, but also the growth of trade, crafts, and the prominence of female

symbolism in art and ritual. Contrary to the traditional narrative, warfare was

not a significant feature in these early farming societies. Instead, trade and

communal land management practices were more prevalent, highlighting

alternative pathways beyond private land ownership or hierarchical social

structures. Examples from European communal systems like the Russian mir

and similar practices across Europe reinforce this argument.

The chapter critiques the idea of a singular, linear transition to agriculture,

emphasizing that early farming was far from a uniform process. The
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assumption that planting seeds automatically led to more unequal social

arrangements is challenged, with evidence pointing to sustainable communal

systems without central overseers in various regions worldwide.

Archaeological science has reshaped our understanding of agriculture's reach

and development, identifying between fifteen and twenty independent

centers of domestication across the globe, each following distinct paths

unlike the centralized state development seen in places like China or

Mesoamerica. Noteworthy is the deliberate choice by some societies to

remain hunter-gatherers, as seen in pre-colonial California and the American

Southwest, where there was a reversion from agricultural practices back to

foraging.

The chapter introduces the concept of "ecology of freedom," borrowing from

social ecologist Murray Bookchin. This refers to societies' ability to engage

in farming without becoming fully dependent on it, maintaining a diverse

food web that does not solely rely on agriculture. This flexibility stands in

contrast to the fixed narratives of agriculture as the point of no return.

The failure of early European agriculture in places like central Europe’s

Linear Pottery culture offers a cautionary tale. Despite initial population

growth with farming introduction, these settlers experienced collapse due to

ecological limitations and over-reliance on narrow agricultural systems. In

contrast, early farming in the Nile Valley and Oceania thrived by adapting
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Neolithic packages to local contexts, emphasizing herding and diverse

subsistence strategies.

In Amazonia, a unique tradition of flexible, seasonal farming emerged.

Indigenous groups blended cultivating, hunting, and gathering practices

without fully committing to agriculture, demonstrating alternative

sustainable development models.

The chapter concludes by criticizing teleological reasoning, whereby

historical narratives jump from initial agricultural attempts to later urbanized

societies, ignoring the nuanced developments in between. The chapter insists

on understanding the diverse trajectories of early agriculture, recognizing

both its failures and evolutionary role in shaping human societies.
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Chapter 8: 8 Imaginary Cities: Eurasia’s first urbanites –
in Mesopotamia, the Indus valley, Ukraine and China –
and how they built cities without kings

The chapter "Imaginary Cities" delves into the origins of some of Eurasia's

 first urban societies, emphasizing those in Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley,

Ukraine, and China. It challenges the conventional narrative associating the

birth of cities with the rise of centralized states and hierarchical governance.

Instead, it posits that early cities often functioned without kings,

aristocracies, or rigid hierarchies, showing a great diversity in political

organization.

The text draws inspiration from Elias Canetti, who speculated that the

concept of cities existed in the human imagination long before they were

built, spurred by the observations of hunter-gatherers. Modern cognition

studies support this by highlighting the role of large, imagined social units,

distinct from direct interpersonal relationships, in human development.

Traditional narratives often link the rise of cities to technological advances

and the agricultural revolution, leading to increased populations and

necessitating states' supervision. However, recent archaeological findings

debunk this connection, revealing that some urban centers existed for

centuries without centralized authority or social stratification.
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Examples include the Ukrainian mega-sites, much larger than the

contemporaneous Mesopotamian cities, but lacking evidence for centralized

governance. These sites, mostly dating between 4100 and 3300 BC, illustrate

a complex society able to sustain itself through agriculture, hunting, and

trade, all while maintaining egalitarian principles.

In Mesopotamia, considered the "heartland of cities," early urban life around

3500 BC did not immediately adopt monarchy. Rather, cities like Uruk

initially functioned under what some scholars term "primitive democracy,"

where community assemblies played a significant role in governance. These

assemblies persisted even in later periods, highlighting a democratic

tradition in some form.

The Indus Valley civilization (notably Mohenjo-daro and Harappa) presents

a different model. Known for its lack of apparent hierarchy, these cities

exhibit complex urban planning and social organization without signs of

royal figures or large-scale conflict, suggesting a society potentially

organized along caste-like lines before such systems were formally

documented in texts.

Chinese prehistory, particularly in the late Neolithic period known as the

Longshan culture, also shows significant urban development. Sites like Taosi

underwent dramatic social transformations around 2000 BC, transitioning

from stratified societies to more egalitarian systems, possibly through
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revolutionary change.

Overall, this chapter upends the traditional view that urbanization inevitably

led to hierarchy and the state by showing that many early cities were diverse

in form and governance, and that human societies continuously engaged in

social experiments to determine how cities should be organized.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 9 Hiding in Plain Sight: The
indigenous origins of social housing and democracy in the
Americas

Chapter 9, "Hiding in Plain Sight: The Indigenous Origins of Social Housing

 and Democracy in the Americas," presents a fascinating exploration of early

American civilizations, specifically focusing on the societal structures and

governance of ancient cities like Teotihuacan and Tlaxcala, which challenge

typical narratives of pre-Columbian societies.

Around AD 1150, the Mexica people, later known as the Aztecs, migrated to

the Valley of Mexico, founding their grand capital Tenochtitlan. Inspired by

the ruins of Teotihuacan, an enigmatic city known as the ‘Place of Gods,’

the Mexica shaped their city architecture. By the time they arrived,

Teotihuacan was already ancient, having flourished between 100 BC and

AD 600, with its population reaching around 100,000. Unlike the other

Mesoamerican civilizations dominated by monarchies, Teotihuacan

seemingly functioned without kings, monumental royal depictions, or ball

courts, favoring an art style that avoided highlighting individual rulers. It's

speculated that Teotihuacan promoted a form of egalitarian, communal

governance—comparable to urban republics—where the community was

celebrated over dynastic cults.

Teotihuacan's society evolved through an extraordinary urban renewal
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project, beginning around AD 300, replacing monument-building with

high-quality social housing for most of its population. This move away from

monarchy and human sacrifice-sealed pyramid construction fostered a civic

identity based on equality and collective welfare. Such housing

developments featured stone-masonry apartments where residents lived

comfortably, indicating an unprecedented standard of living shared across

various social strata.

The narrative shifts to the Maya lowlands to illustrate how Teotihuacan-style

influence permeated other regions, including Tikal, where local Maya rulers

adopted foreign dress and customs. However, this influence was less about

direct conquest and more a complex interplay of cultural and economic

exchanges, suggesting networks of trade, pilgrimage, and alliances rather

than simple imperial domination.

Furthermore, the text delves into Tlaxcala, an indigenous republic pivotal

during the Spanish conquest of the Aztec empire. Tlaxcala’s unique

governance—an urban parliament of elected officials without a supreme

sovereign—played a critical role in shaping alliances against the Aztecs,

showcasing a form of democracy where decisions stemmed from elaborate

public deliberations rather than monarchical decree. This system, marked by

principles of consensus and representation, resonated with later

interpretations of Greek or Roman republicanism but developed

independently within Mesoamerican contexts.
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Through its exploration of urban planning, governance, and cultural

interchange, Chapter 9 challenges Eurocentric perceptions of pre-Columbian

societies by highlighting native innovations in social housing and democracy

that rivaled contemporaneous European cities. It underscores how much

there is still to learn from the interplay between architecture, social

organization, and political philosophy in ancient American contexts, pushing

readers to reconsider assumptions about the origins and types of governance

structures in early human societies.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 10 Why the State Has No Origin:
The humble beginnings of sovereignty, bureaucracy and
politics

Chapter 10 explores the elusive concept of the state and challenges the

 notion of its supposed origins. The chapter argues that defining the state,

with all its historical and modern complexities, is not straightforward. It

begins by referencing significant past societies, such as Pharaonic Egypt and

the Inca Empire, which we label as states, or early states, but this

retrospective labeling is complicated by a lack of consensus on what exactly

constitutes a state. The notion of the state emerged with Jean Bodin in the

sixteenth century, and further definitions, like Rudolf von Ihering’s, focused

on the state's monopoly on force. Yet, applying such definitions to ancient

societies like Hammurabi’s Babylon raises questions—they may qualify as

states under modern definitions but often lacked the bureaucratic and

administrative attributes we associate with states today.

The chapter examines several theories regarding state formation: Marxist

ideas focused on states protecting ruling classes, while twentieth-century

social scientists concentrated on functional definitions of states associated

with managing social complexity. However, these theories are critiqued for

their narrow focus and failure to encompass the variety and flexibility of

governance in ancient societies. By examining socio-political evolution

through different lenses, such as from ethnographic parallels, the authors
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challenge assumptions about the necessity of states for societal management

and highlight alternative forms of governance historically practiced by

groups around ancient Mesopotamia and the Northwest Coast.

Moving on, the text delves into civilization and three forms of

domination—control over violence, control over information, and

charisma—which are foundational to the concept of the modern state,

suggesting that different societies prioritized these elements to various

extents. Applying these principles, the chapter compares the Aztecs and

Inca, acknowledging the violent, but also materially and bureaucratically

complex, nature of their rule, often misunderstood or simplified by historical

narratives.

Concepts of governance and power in ancient societies are further explored

through examples like the Olmec, who wielded influence through cultural

and ceremonial means rather than outright administrative control. Similarly,

Chavín de Huántar is highlighted for its religious and symbolic power in

pre-Inca Peru, serving as a ritualistic and drawing influence over extensive

areas without established administrative apparatus.

The investigation into these societies reveals the diverse expressions and

mechanisms of rule that fail to conform to traditional models of statehood.

This culminates in the exploration of Egypt, where systems of care and

kinship interwove with sovereign power to establish one of the world’s
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earliest recognizable states—a narrative often overshadowed by monumental

achievements.

In the broader context, the chapter critiques the narrow focus on state

formation and traditional hierarchy as engines of historical progress, instead

proposing an appreciation of the complex and multifaceted expressions of

social power. It concludes by challenging us to rethink the narratives that

link civilization with hierarchy and the subordination evidenced in what we

typically consider the birth of social complexity. Through reconsidering

governance in early human societies, the authors suggest more nuanced

questions that can illuminate the diverse and rich panorama of human

history, unbound by the limited structures of state-centric thinking.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Rethink Civilization Beyond Hierarchy

Critical Interpretation: The chapter invites you to challenge the

conventional narrative that civilization's evolution is intrinsically

linked to hierarchies and rigid structures of governance. It underscores

the importance of exploring alternative forms of social organization

beyond the confines of state-centric thinking. This perspective is

empowering because it invites you to consider the full spectrum of

human ingenuity and resilience, inspiring you to envision a world

where societal progress is not synonymous with dominance and

subordination, but rather rooted in cooperation, adaptability, and

mutual respect. By liberating yourself from the preconceived notions

of power, you open up possibilities for fostering community and

harmony in ways that may have been overlooked or deemed

impossible within conventional frameworks.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 11 Full Circle: On the historical
foundations of the indigenous critique

Chapter 11 of the book, titled "Full Circle: On the Historical Foundations of

 the Indigenous Critique," explores the enduring influence and legacy of the

indigenous critique of European civilization, which was most notably

articulated by the Wendat statesman Kandiaronk in the seventeenth century.

This critique profoundly questioned core aspects of European society, such

as money, faith, hereditary power, women's rights, and personal freedoms.

By the eighteenth century, this indigenous perspective significantly impacted

French Enlightenment thought but also triggered a Eurocentric backlash that

redefined human history through a lens of evolutionary stages, ultimately

contributing to the marginalization of indigenous viewpoints.

The chapter argues that this backlash by thinkers like Turgot and Smith

created a narrative of human progress that portrays indigenous societies as

primitive and incapable of offering credible challenges to contemporary

(then European) social theories. This narrative falsely legitimizes the

trajectory from hunter-gatherer societies to capitalist nation-states, excluding

vast portions of human history and perspectives as irrelevant or primitive.

The authors suggest that such a perspective has left a legacy of viewing

history through an evolutionary and often dismissive lens, even if many

social scientists since the 1980s claim to have moved beyond such

metanarratives. However, the notion of progress remains entrenched.
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James C. Scott's arguments about states and their alternatives are introduced,

particularly his discussion of 'grain states,' which thrived on cereal

agriculture conducive to easy taxation and appropriation. Scott's historical

focus is on 'barbarians' or non-state peoples who, through practices like

raiding, trading, or peaceful co-existence, maintained a symbiotic

relationship with these early states. The enduring freedom of such groups,

which often included escaping oppressive state control, contrasts with

modern territorial states' pervasive constraints on freedom.

The chapter also contrasts these ideas with the rise of states in places like

North America, particularly with the example of Cahokia, an ancient city

that briefly functioned as a 'grain state'. Cahokia ultimately dissolved,

leaving a legacy that profoundly shaped the indigenous societies Europeans

encountered later. The authors use this case to argue against the inevitability

of states or hierarchical societies whenever agriculture or surplus creation

occurs.

The critique further examines the cultural and political dynamics across

prehistoric North America, focusing on clan systems that maintained

continent-wide ritual and social ties despite the vast linguistic and cultural

diversity of Native American societies. The authors revisit the intellectual

traditions that emerged in North America, which included sophisticated

theories about dreams and desires that intrigued early Jesuit missionaries and
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bore superficial resemblances to Freudian theory, centuries before Freud.

Through these discussions, the chapter suggests that indigenous North

American societies created political arrangements that offered alternatives to

hierarchical and authoritarian governance structures. For instance, the Osage

people's complex clan-based systems represent sophisticated

self-governance models and constitutional thought. The chapter draws

parallels between these indigenous governance philosophies and

Enlightenment thinkers like Montesquieu, positing possible influences.

The conclusion offers a revisionist view of North American prehistory and

the influence of its intellectual traditions on European Enlightenment

thought, positing that the indigenous critique has had a lasting impact on

concepts of freedom, equality, and governance that persist today. The

chapter calls for a broader recognition of indigenous contributions to global

political thought and challenges the Eurocentric biases inherent in traditional

historical narratives.
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Chapter 12: 12 Conclusion: The dawn of everything

In the concluding chapter titled "The Dawn of Everything," the authors

 challenge the traditional narratives and myths around the origins of

inequality and civilization. They question the prevailing view that inequality

is either a natural state, reflective of human beings' inherently selfish nature,

or a regrettable fall from some original egalitarian society. The authors argue

that these narratives are not only inaccurate but also dismiss the complex

and varied history of human societies.

They begin by highlighting the prevalent myths that either lament a fall from

grace or celebrate progress as a path to redemption. Billionaires and some

scientists tend to adopt these simplified versions of human history, which

miss the nuanced reality of past human societies. The authors emphasize that

history is not a simple progression from primitive to civilized but is full of

diverse social experiments and complex interactions that have been obscured

by such reductive frameworks.

During the height of European imperialism and the Enlightenment, debates

swirled around the notion of progress and civilization. Critics of the time

questioned whether Enlightenment values truly led to human progress, or if

they inadvertently caused greater harm. Thinkers from this era often viewed

history as a series of linear progressions towards civilization, failing to

consider alternative social orders and the richness of pre-Enlightenment
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societies. While Enlightenment thought broke with traditional narratives, the

systematic understanding of society was largely influenced by reactionary

thinkers who focused on what had gone wrong rather than what was

possible.

Throughout the book, the authors have illustrated diverse societal structures,

such as those existing in pre- and post-Ice Age societies, where people

moved freely between different types of social orders, long before the rigid

structures of the state or centralized political authority arose. Social

scientists, historically, have been more focused on documenting the

constraints on human freedom rather than exploring examples of human

agency and innovation. This is why so much attention has historically been

placed on technological determinism, emphasizing how technology directs

social change, which overlooks the active role societies play in shaping their

destinies.

The authors propose a new way of understanding human history that

acknowledges people's capacities for creativity and innovation, especially

during periods often overlooked by traditional history. These include the

vast and varied socio-cultural frameworks established across regions long

before centralized governments came into play. The authors challenge the

notion that large populations necessitate hierarchical structures by providing

examples from history where large societies maintained complex yet

non-hierarchical systems. These findings highlight the depth of human
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history and the dynamic social fabric that has existed over millennia.

Ultimately, this concluding chapter calls into question the deeply ingrained

beliefs in a deterministic view of human history. The authors advocate for a

broader perspective that appreciates human ingenuity and the capacity to

shape societies in diverse ways. Historical narratives need to evolve to

accommodate these insights, helping current and future generations see the

real possibilities that existed in the past and that, indeed, still exist. The

conclusion is an invitation to reimagine human history, embracing the dawn

of everything—a dynamic and complex past that can inspire a freer and

more creative future.
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