A is for Ancestors:

Life was short but easy for our distant ancestors.   Scholars do not agree on how long hunting peoples lived.  But life was good, however short.  There was an abundance of game and the hunting was good because there were only small populations of humans to compete with (a few thousand hunters in all of Paleolithic France?).

The invention of the bow and arrow, around 10,000 years ago, changed things.  Humans were able to kill enough game to support large populations.  Expanding numbers of people meant greater pressure on the populations of game animals.  The better sources of protein began to be killed off.  Changes of climate helped add to the pressure.  Things began to get tough.

Humans adapted by developing new and different ways of living.  The domestication of animals was explored and small steps were taken to cultivate plants.  Systems of trade were invented that allowed those who had one needed resource to exchange with those who had another.  Communities were organized to pool efforts.  Systems for redistributing wealth evolved such as those of the “Potlatch” chiefs of the Northwest Coast of North America. 

Hunting cannot increase the amount of food available.  Farmers can choose how much to plant.  Farmers may work harder farming than they might if they were just hunters and gatherers.  Agriculture ended up meaning harder work.

More humans survived to put more pressure on resources.

B is for Birth:

There was no effective means of birth control.  Societies reacted to rising populations by intensifying production.

Marvin Harris believes that society would have remained in relatively peaceful bands of egalitarian hunter-gathers if it weren’t for the costs of population control that pushed societies in the direction of intensified production.

Harris believes that the costs of limiting births drove societies to more intense hunting and finally into domesticating plants and animals.  Intensified production created the need for more organization of society and led in the direction of the despotic agricultural state.

The vast herds of wild game that roamed the grasslands south of the ice sheets during the upper Paleolithic period began to disappear as more children were born and more game was killed to feed them.  As hunting was gradually abandon in favor of herding and growing crops, a way of life based on remarkable craftsmanship in stone and implements passed away in favor of the beginnings of civilization.

Harris points out that the evidence indicates that the death of males has little permanent effect on human numbers.  Apparently the numbers and fertility of the female members of the population have the most important role in determining population size.  Harris believes that female infanticide was the birth control method of choice in ancient times.  

C is for Culture:

There are more than three thousand languages spoken in the world today.  Each language has a vocabulary appropriate to the community that uses it.  The words of the vocabulary describe objects and actions that fill human needs.  The community makes words about what it values.  It constructs moral notions around words such as murder and lie that embody the special status of the members of the language community that the language exists to serve and the rules that support the communal structure.

Language and vocabulary are important instruments of culture.  Culture is given additional structure through myths, rituals, laws, customs, traditions, and beliefs.  A framework of expectations and relationships is established that structures the community through family, community, recreational, economic, religious, political, military, and artistic interactions.

Human cultures show immense variation.  On almost any subject there are a range of human cultures taking a whole spectrum of positions from one extreme to the other.  A particular sexual behavior favored in one culture will be prohibited in another.  A belief favored in one culture will be condemned in another.  An economic practice favored in one community will be illegal in another.  Some cultures lean toward the traditional and the communal other tend to favor the individual and the novel.  Some cultures encourage a simple existence of hunting and gathering.  Other cultures favor complex economic systems.

D is for Decrease:

Around 14,000 years ago, the earth began to warm and the glacial ice pack began to retreat.  Humans had become more effective at hunting.  New weapons such as the bow and arrow began to appear.  The woolly mammoths and woolly rhinocerous began to decrease in numbers and then disappeared.  The giant elk, the steppe bison, the European wild ass went through a similar decline and finally extinction.

This decrease brought and end to the good times of the Paleolithic period.  Mesolithic people turned to fish and shellfish for their protein supply.  New weapons and new techniques of hunting allowed humans to exploit new sources of protein.  The tendency was for humans to exhaust these sources of protein.   Clever tool making humans were able to exploit a source of food until it began to disappear.  

Humans were forced to depend upon plants rather than animals as a major source of protein as big game animals were driven to extinction.  Antelope, mammoths, horses, camels, mastodons, ground sloths disappeared in North America as native hunters and warming climates drove big game species to a terminal decrease in numbers.

When the big game disappeared, humans turned to smaller game such as jackrabbits and turtles.  Locally, these too were often driven to near or actual exctinction.  Tool makers improved their tools and sought new food sources.

E is for Economic:

Changes in the environment drove man to become an herbivore himself.  Great stands of wild wheat and barley grew in Turkey.  The inventiveness that was required for humans to develop the new tools required to hunt new game gave humans the ability to invent new tools to harvest this grain.  The supplies were so abundant that permanent settlements were formed nearby that gradually developed into villages.  It was only gradually that harvesting this wild grain lead to the development of methods of planting and cultivating it.

All over the Middle East villages began to appear with permanent facilities for storing, grinding the grain, and making flour and cakes from it.  Evidence for these settlements dates from 12,000 B.C. in Jordan, 10,000 B.C. in Iraq and Syria.   Corn was being domesticated by 9,000 B.C. in Mexico, but settlement did not occur till 5,000 B.C. (Marvin Harris, Cannibals and Kings).

It was economic benefit that drove these changes.  Plants were used as a source of food when access to them was easy and economically more practical than the alternatives.

When sheep and goats came to eat the growing wheat and barley.  The local villagers used dogs to help herd them into controlled flocks that would eat the stubble but not the grain.  Thus, animals were sometimes gradually domesticated along with plants.  This was done because of practical economic benefits to the villagers.

Thus, progress in agriculture was tied to local economics.

F is for Few Domesticated Animals:

The progress of domestication increased the importance of villages and village life.  Domestic sheep show up in Iraq by 11,000 B.C.  About 9,000 B.C., domestic sheep and goats and domesticated wheat and barley appear in Iran and Iraq.  Pigs, cattle, camels, horses, and donkeys were also domesticated soon after.  Oxen, horses, donkeys could be used to pull sleds, sleds on rollers, sleds on wheels.

There were few animals left to domesticate in the New World.  The lack of wild horses and cattle to domesticate retarded the development of settlements (to profit from agriculture).  It meant that New World civilization was not as sophisticated.  For example, it lacked the wheel.  It also meant that the whole complex of diseases that developed in the New World when humans became infected by the disease organisms of domestic animals, never developed in the New World.

As a result, when the New World came in contact with the Old, the human population of the New World was almost exterminated by Old World diseases.  These Old World diseases and immunities had been developed in centuries of interaction between humans and disease carrying domestic animals.  The New World had no such disease complex to infect the Old World with because the New World had few domesticated animals.  As a result, it was the natives of the New World that died in great numbers and it was the cultures of the New World that were conquered by the Old. 

The New World had only turkeys and llamas.

G is for Generativity:

Marvin Harris believes that the numbers of girl children in a society determine its ability to generate large populations.  Getting rid of males and of the old will temporarily lower numbers according to Harris, but only a decline in the number of females will really bring down population numbers.

Harris thinks warfare has always been around as a way to disperse populations and to create no-mans-lands, where game can thrive and natural resources can build up, between resource depleting human settlements.

The man benefit of warfare, according to Harris, was the way it made the survival of the group dependent upon male children, causing groups to favor males over females.

The male dominant culture survived because it kept numbers down by limiting the resources given to population generating females.  Warfare was promoted because it promoted male dominance and indirectly favored limitations on human population expansion, human reproductive generativity.

Under most conditions, females are more valuable to the group than men.  Only warfare creates circumstances that favor the male.  Warfare was the main means by which our ancestors controlled population size.  Not so much because of the destruction of humans and human settlements, but because of male promoting and female devaluing practices favored by warfare.  Males could defend the village.

H is for Harris:

Marvin Harris was a Columbia University anthropologist that developed the basic ideas we are discussing in books like “Cannibals and Kings” and “Our Kind.”  Harris believed that primitive hunting and gathering human cultures enjoyed political and economic freedoms only enjoyed by the most powerful and wealthy in modern civilization.

Harris believed that common people gave away their power to the kings and priests very slowly.  Most of the time it happened so slowly that no one noticed.  Harris believed that the reasons for these changes were almost always ecological and economic.  Human population tended to rise.  As it rose, it put greater pressure on the land and on limited environmental resources.

As agriculture intensified, things became more complex.  Farmers intensified production to handle increases in population.  Villages developed special institutions to encourage intensified production.  One of the first of these institutions to develop was the “big man” (the mumi or potlatch chief).  The big man encouraged production by hold enormous feasts where wealth was redistributed.

The greatest big man in this system was the one who gave the most away.  This system operated among the natives of the Northwest Pacific Coast of North American and is still operative in places like the Solomon Islands.  In the Trobriand Islands, the big man was a hereditary war chief.

I is for Island Chiefs:

Even though the big man had become a hereditary chief in the Trobriand Island, he was still redistributing wealth in the manner of the big man of the Solomon Islands.

As agricultural systems became larger, as warfare began to play a larger role, the big men came to take on greater political and economic power.  The office gradually became hereditary and political and military control began to take greater importance as the big man gradually changed into a hereditary chief and then a king.

Soon the contributions made by individuals to a central store were no longer voluntary.  They changed into taxes.  The chiefs stopped being dependent on the generosity of the food producers.  Food producers became increasingly dependent upon the generosity of the king.  Cherokee leaders were at the chief stage.  The Bunyoro of Uganda had a leader called a “mukama” who was truly a king.  The people were dependent upon his generosity unlike the island chiefs of the Trobriands and the big man of the Solomons.

Harris believes that the kings of medieval Europe often had a status not that different of the mukama of Uganda.  There were still aspects of their relationship with their chiefs (nobles) and the people that showed the origin of the kingship in an ancient system of redistribution.  Harris cites population growth, warfare, and environmental barriers to expansion as factors that can cause chiefs to become kings.

J is for Justify:

Villages might justify a subordinate status because there was no alternative.  Perhaps a subordinate role for marginal villages was justified by their continuing to participate in the redistribution of regional wealth.  Access to regional stores of wealth might be justified by military service by these marginal groups.  Big men might justify giving out less that they took in because of military, political, or religious responsibilities associated with an increasingly complex state.  

Expectations of support by marginal groups could be regularized in a way that justified taxation.  Problems requiring the centralization of control over military, political, economic, agricultural situations could be used to justify the increasing isolation of the chief as a superior power, as a king rather than a big man.

The king could justify his power by the religious, economic, and military service he performed.  Gradually these justifications could replace redistribution as a justification.  The growth of population, the expansion of trade networks, increased warfare between villages, increased complexity of agricultural production, could be used to justify increasing social distance between the king and the increasingly powerless peasant class.

The places where kingship first arose are places where there was severe limitation to the scope of the fertile land: the Nile, the Euphrates, the Indus, the Yellow River.

K is for King:

The Kings, Pharaohs, Emperors first emerged in places like the Nile River Valley, Mesopotamia, the Yellow River of China, the Highlands of Peru, of Mexico.  These are places surrounded by arid lands with limited agricultural land available that required complex irrigation and public works to fully exploit.  Civilization emerges where agriculture is driven to the extremes of its potential, where the state is force to become complex in order to effectively govern an increasingly complex economic and agricultural order.

It appears that the population of the Middle East increased by forty times between 8,000 and 4,000 B.C. and the population of Egypt doubled between 4,000 B.C. and 3,000 B.C.  Similar increases were taking place along the Indus, the Yellow River, in Mexico and the Highlands of Peru.

Warfare began to shift from internal conflicts to external conquests.  This brought increasing emphasis of patriarchal culture and a powerful king that served as a leader of external military adventures.  Cultures like the Hebrew passed from loose organizations like those found in Judges to the more sophisticated kingship of David and Solomon.

As population increased, the rule of the kings became more despotic and the status systems became more complex and more rigid.  Freedom gave way to despotism, prosperity to grinding poverty for the peasant class.  War, famine, taxation, oppression, slavery, came to replace freedom.  The kings ceased to be the redistributors of wealth.

L is for Land:

The land had been rich with the great Paleolithic megafauna.  Rising numbers of humans and climatic changes began to reduce the numbers of mammoths and mastodons.  Humans invented new tools and hunting methods and went after smaller game.  Soon these sources of food were also endangered.

Humans invented tools to harvest the wild game and domesticated dogs to help them herd the native animals.  This was most effective in Eurasia where a barley, wheat, oats, sheep, goats, cattle, horse complex began to develop in the Middle East.  Villages and cities began to develop, as more complex social organizations were needed to exploit these new sources of food.

Other domestication complexes appeared in Mexico, Peru, China, etc.  In no case were there as many large animals available for domestication as in the Middle East.  The Middle East became increasingly arid at a rapid rate driving the development of more complex human social systems in response to the advance of the desert and the need for the development of irrigation.  Only in India and China was there anything equivalent to the forces driving the development of the highly ordered state in the Valley of the Tigris and the Euphrates and the lands nearby.  Nowhere were so many large animals available to supply transport and food.  Mexico developed cities that lacked any source of meat outside of turkeys and dogs.  Harris believes this lack drove the Aztecs to cannibalism.

M is for Meat:

Meat is the best source of high quality protein, but the least cost effective to produce.  Harris believes that as civilizations became more organized they responded in an increasingly ritualistic way to regional economic and nutritional situations.  Pigs are not efficient sources of protein in dry areas like the Middle East (pigs require sources of moisture to keep their skin wet) so Middle Eastern religions developed that prohibited the eating of pork.

Cattle are needed to provide milk and the bullocks that pull the plows and carts of India’s transportation system, so South Asian belief systems developed prohibiting the killing of the sacred cow and the eating of beef.

Humans were the only abundant source of meat in the Valley of Mexico, so religious beliefs emerged around the need to cut out the beating hearts of sacrificial victims.  Also, leaving behind a corpse that could supply cannibalistic nutrition for local warriors.  This practice reached its climax in the warrior culture of the Aztecs.

Kings and their priests were great redistributors of the meat of cattle, sheep, and goats that were offered as sacrifices to Eurasian gods.  When there were too many people to be fed and when the cattle, sheep, and goats were eating up too much of the scarce grain, the great Kings began to turn to otherworldly gods.  These new gods, and their priests, could offer Heaven rather than sacrifice blessed meat.

N is for New Religion:

As kingship yielded to empire, these new religions of salvation rather than sacrifice began to expand.  The first religion of this form was the Zoroastrianism of the Persian Empire.  Asoka followed, leading his Indian Empire toward Buddhism and Nirvana.  The Gupta kings of India sponsored a Hinduism that emphasized the “Brahman” spirit of the sacrifice as more important than the sacrifice itself.

Even the late Roman Empire under Constantine began replacing sacrifice with the salvation offered by Christ.  Previous emperors had prepared the way by emphasizing otherworldly values like wisdom as the most important fruit of the civilization protected by empire.  In a similar fashion, Confucius emphasized the importance of the Chinese Emperor as a moral example to the people.

The reason that Old World religions sacrificed sheep and goats rather than people is that sheep and goats were more practical source of protein in the Old World, where lots of them were available.  The New World lacked these sources of protein and turned to sacrificing humans as a way of distributing protein to the warriors of the Aztec state.

The less efficient agricultural systems of the New World had not yet developed the pressures necessary to force the substitution of salvation for sacrifice.  The cannibalistic system of the Aztecs quickly collapsed when confronted with a European foe with horses and Christian priests.

O is for Otherworld:

Cannibalism was only practical in a primitive agricultural state like that of the Aztecs, which was constantly raiding its neighbors and depended upon human flesh as a source of protein for its people.  Old World states had high quality protein available for warriors from chicken, cattle, and sheep.  The vast empires emerging in the Old World found it more cost effective to encourage the support of the peasants by developing the myth that the Emperor was a giver of good things to the people.

Salvation was a particularly cheap commodity to give.  A communion wafer offered in mass was much less expensive than a sheep.  Protestant Empire eliminated even the wafer and the cost of the priest.

The great otherworldly religions developed in relationship to the great empires:  Confucianism, Taoism, Meditative Buddhism and the Chinese; Islam and Islamic Empire; Theravada Buddhism, Hinduism and Indian Empire (Gupta); Christianity and Roman and Byzantine Empire.  Western Christianity developed in association with the Empire of Charlemagne.

As writing became more sophisticated and imperial writing systems came to be used by the great empires, they discovered that it was cheaper to use a holy book.  Great prophets and philosophers were idealized.  Their holy teachings were promoted by the empires in place of animal sacrifice: Socrates, St. Paul, Confucius, Mohammed.

P is for Philosophical System:

The cost/benefit aspects of economic production were the key to these progressions.  Where it was possible to continue to hunt and gather, humans never developed big men, chiefdoms, kings, or empires.  It was the compromised production systems that required enormous expenditures on irrigation that developed the great despotic states.  It was the oriental despotism of Egypt, Iraq, India, and China that was the great source of civilization and so called civilized progress.

In the great arid river valleys of the Nile, the Tigris and Euphrates, the Indus, and the Yellow River of China, redistribution and big men gave way to village chiefs and kings.  The kings developed empires.  Oral language gave way to written language.  Myth gave way to scripture.  Sacrifice gave way to idealistic philosophy and salvation. Equality gave way to caste and extreme inequality.

The great state supported irrigation systems were associated with stable systems of politics, religion, and language.  The Yellow River and the Yangtze were centers of the Chinese language and literature.  Philosophy was Confucian or Taoist and salvation came from Mahayana Buddhism.

Arabic language and Islamic religion conquered the Nile and the Tigris and Euphrates.  It fought with the Sanskrit and Hindu systems for dominance of the Indus and the Ganges.  The Byzantine Greek gave way before it.

Q is for Quality of Life:

Until modern times, this sequence was a sequence of diminishing quality of life.  The great-civilized religions sponsored altruism and otherworldly virtues because of the failure of state sponsored irrigation to supply enough food and energy to support a decent standard of living.

Until the development of modern industry, the highest standard of living had been experienced by the hunters of the megafauna of the Paleolithic.  Humans gradually turned to agriculture and civilization because of the failure of hunting as a result of overpopulation and the decline of the environment.  The expansion of human society has come at the expense of forests and large herbivores.

Civilization is a response to the destruction of the environment to the point that only a highly organized state can keep humans slightly above the point of famine and death.  The great Chinese, Hindu, and Islamic empires were accompanied by overwhelming poverty and oppression.  Christianity arose as a product of the slavery based empire of the Greeks and Romans and continued in association with feudalism and serfdom.

The energy from coal, oil, natural gas, and fossil fuels has transformed the nature of the relationship of citizen and state.  Modern democracy marches forward with modern industry and the energy supplied by fossil fuels.  The industrial state has failed to retard the continued destruction of the environment by tool using Homo sapiens.

R is for Religion:

Religion is a product of changes generated in society by changes in production that only secondarily affected belief.  Civilized religion and its holy books did not penetrate the realm of the hunter-gathers and the big man redistributors until the rise of the industrial state and its exploration of the world in search of raw materials.

Religion did not turn from sacrifice to salvation until the supplies of sheep and oxen began to decline as a result of the deterioration of the soil and the grasslands.  Where sheep and oxen were not available, religion was quite ready to sacrifice human flesh.  It was the cost/benefit aspect of the protein supply that caused the Aztecs to support cannibalism.  The myth of the Sun God and his hunger for beating human hearts was only a secondary effect of the cost benefit relationships of the local food production system.  The only meat available was from meat eating dogs and grain eating turkeys.  There were no stubble-eating sheep available for sacrifice.

The great otherworldly religions are associated with the decline of the environment and the decline of human freedom to the point that only life in the otherworld is desirable.  Allah and submission to Allah support the system that requires submission to the oriental despot and the despotic state.  Chinese Buddhism idealizes the rejection of the pleasures of the world in favor of non-being or the otherworldly paradise of a Bodhisattva.  Chinese philosophy idealizes submission to fate and to the empire.

S is for State:

The New World lacked domesticated animals for agriculture and transport (with the exception of the llama in Peru).  The New World state depended upon human labor, and in the case of the Aztecs, human sacrifice as a source of protein.  Even so, rising populations drove the development of complex political systems.  The most highly organized, that of the Inca, arose at the upland edges of the deserts of Peru.

Mexican civilization, including the Mayan, appears to have developed as a result of pressures requiring organized systems of irrigation and cultivation that required the support of the state.  The progression from slash and burn to spring fed irrigation and finally floating garden “chinampas” in Lake Texcoco was a progression associated with the decline of the environment, of the forests and the soil.  Gradually more organized methods of cultivation developed associated with the development of more organized social institutions: those of Teotihuacan, of Tenochititlan.  This progression was associated with an increase in population

The Old World state gave up the sacrifice of humans in favor of sheep and cattle because humans were needed to work the fields and sheep and cattle could be fed on the stubble in the fields.  The need for complex irrigation systems to sustain production in the Nile, Tigris-Euphrates, Indus, and Yellow river valleys drove the emergence of the despotic state, of the great imperial river valley states.

T is for Trap:

Harris believes that productions systems can be traps, that humans may have choices only in the transitions from one system to another.  He calls the great oriental despotisms a “hydraulic trap” and cites the work of Wittfogel to support his ideas.  As irrigation systems grew in complexity, cities and states grew in complexity also.  Soon society was in a trap.  The increasingly despotic state was necessary to maintain the irrigation system that allowed large populations of humans to survive at the lower edge of utter poverty.

These hydraulic empires were remarkably stationary.  Emperor after Emperor came and went, dynasty after dynasty came and went with little over all change in population levels.  If anything there was a constant decline in overall quality of life.  The Han and the Tang were the high points of the Chinese Empire.  The Sung and Ming did not reach quite as high.  The Gupta was the high point of the Hindu empires.  The early Islamic civilizations of Syria, Iraq, and Egypt were greater than those that followed.

The people were little better off than the domestic animals.  There were small classes of bureaucrats and hereditary despots who claimed to represent divine mandates or to be Gods.  As the empires came to be able to deliver less and less, the status of the emperor as god, or son of god, tended to decline and the status of the high god who they represented to rise.  Thus, the need for an all powerful and inscrutable Allah to justify the existence of utter poverty.

U is for Unbounded:

The only alternative to the trap was to keep on increasing productivity and that road led to capitalism.  Population was not limited to arid river valleys in Northern Europe as in China and Iraq. Yet, an abundance of domestic animals that could turn grass and stubble into food meant higher population levels than in the New World.   Nor was Northern European agriculture restrained by seasonal drought, neighboring desert, and other water supply and soil problems faced by the Inca, Mayan, and Aztec civilizations.

Production problems were technical and involved draining marshes and plowing heavy soils.  As these problems were solved with the invention of new harnesses for draft animals and new types of plow, as wind mill and systems of tidal gates allowed the cultivation of fertile lowlands, Northern European agriculture productivity expanded.

Like the Maya of Mexico, the kingdoms of Northern Europe, were secondary states called into existence by the proximity of Mediterranean empires.  These were feudal states, like the Bunyoro of Uganda, led by hereditary warrior kings.  The Romans collected these small kingdoms into imperial provinces linking them with roads.

When the Roman Empire fell, these provinces lapsed back into feudalism.  But, this feudalism grew in complexity and formal structure as population level climbed and production intensified.

V is for Value:

Unlike the situation in the river valley despotisms, this growth in production was not invested in the expansion of the existing system.  Individuals were allowed to accumulate capital.  Local inventions and innovations were developed without total subordination to the state.

Northern European society had developed an external focus as a result of the Crusades and was more open to the development of increased trade and improvements in navigation.  Unlike the expansion of trade among Islamic states, the wealth associated with the expansion was invested in new ventures.  Technical productivity and trade expanded.  One of the first areas to expand was wool production from sheep.  The manufacture of woolen items led to other forms of manufacture as capitalism began to expand into industrialism.

Important in all of this was the investment of value in capital to be used for new ventures.  More and more value was invested in easily exchanged materials such as gold and silver, rather than in land, crops, and animals.  Gold and silver had value that could be transferred to new enterprises.  The enormous quantities of gold and silver Spain discovered in the new world entered European commerce and stimulated the development of new ventures in places like the Spanish Netherlands.

The need for more gold and silver sent ships out on the oceans of the world.  European reached out across the seas.

W is for World:

A number of forces came together to help Europe avoid the hydraulic trap.  The search for gold drove Europeans to explore other lands.  The competition for profits drove Europeans to develop new enterprises.  Soon Europe had left agricultural production behind in favor of capitalism and trade.  Europe discovered the only answer to the trap.  Since increasing production inevitable has a destructive effect on environmental resources, that destructive effect must be met by counter measures to conserve the environment and to develop more efficient mechanisms of production.

Europe continued to explore new technologies at an ever-increasing rate.  Europe continued to explore the world in search of fresh environments to exploit that could substitute for the rapid degradation of the home environment.  Increasing population in England and lack of available land forced people into the cities and employment in manufacturing.  Coal mining provided fossil fuel that substituted for charcoal from the disappearing forests as a source of heat for new industry.  The making of metals and glass, the firing of bricks required lots of fuel.

As land became scarce, the price of wool rose.  It became cheaper to import cotton from distant places across the world: India and North America.  Power was needed for the cotton mills, first from water and then from coal fired steam.  Technology continued to progress.  Steamships replaced sail.  Oil began to replace coal as a source of fuel.

X is for Xenophilia and Xenophobia:

This industrial expansion brought European culture in contact with the native peoples of the world.  Europeans put the grasslands of Australia, North America, South America, and South Africa to the plow, displacing the native peoples that had hunted there.  Land that was not suitable for plowing was grazed by herds of cattle and sheep.

The contact between European and native mingled various amounts of xenophilia and xenophobia.  However xenophilia and xenophobia came to dominate the interaction, the native people invariably lost.  The Europeans were dominant in technology and the European carried diseases that they had initially received from contact with domestic animals to which the natives had no immunity.  In general, the result was the death from disease of large numbers of native people, particularly in the New World.

Xenophobia was no protection.  The native tribes that hid from contact with Europeans were still killed in great numbers by European diseases that spread quickly through native populations.  The greatest numbers of native genes are often found in mixed populations where xenophilia led to marriage between European and native.  Mixed ancestry is very important in many New World counties like Mexico and Brazil

The Navaho prospered herding European sheep.

Y is for Yucatan:

The Yucatan peninsula provided the environment in which the Mayan culture thrived over 1,000 years ago.  This is an environment with significant amounts of seasonal drought.  It is also an environment with soils that are easily depleted of mineral nutrients.

There is evidence that the agricultural practices associated with the Mayan state rapidly degraded the environment.  Similar problems may have been associated with other native cultures of Mexico such as the culture that built Teotihuacan in the Valley of Mexico.

The rise of new powers associated with the cultivation of the shores of lake Texcoco (Toltec and Aztec) may have helped bring about the destruction and decline of Mayan central sites as well as Teotihuacan.

These cultures lacked significant numbers of larger domesticated animals.  Humans supplied much of the labor need for transport and the meat needed for protein. Mexican warriors fed on beans and corn and occasional human protein could not compete against beef fed Spanish warriors who fought on horseback.

The diseases carried by the Spanish provided the final blow.  The Spanish were relatively immune to these diseases develop as result of human contact with domesticated animal carriers.  The natives of North and South America had no such immunity. 

Z is for Zebu:

The Zebu cattle of India are able to survive famine and drought to a much greater extent than other breeds.  The oxen pull the plows and oxcarts that make agriculture and transport possible in India.  Cows are sacred in India, because their preservation assures that the mother’s of oxen survive to produce more oxen.

Harris believes that material conditions generally determine belief rather than belief determining material conditions.  Humans put more importance on philosophy and religion as causes of human action than is actually warranted.  It is to an individual’s advantage to appear magical, to appear to be motivated by supernatural forces.

In order to protect cattle form destruction, society constructs myths about them that associate them with magic and associate their destruction with violation of supernatural standards.  Some belief systems in India ban all eating of flesh.  This makes sense in a land where there is little excess fertility in the soil.  The investment of this fertility in meat is far less cost effective than the investment of it in grain and plant products.

Harris points out that our liberation from systems in which we are dependent on the energy in oxen has made us dependent on energy from gas and oil.  This energy is collected and distributed under the supervision of a small number of corporations.  New bureaus of plunder have emerged to replace the old.

