A is for Ape:

The apes have feet adapted for spending part of the time in trees.  Humans have feet adapted for spending all of the time on the ground.  Walking upright meant that the human had hands free for using tools.  Because apes need to spend part of their time in trees, their hands are adapted to grasping tree limbs and not so well adapted to making and using tools.

Chimpanzees, gorillas, and orangutans are very human like.  They share 98% of their genes with humans.  Young apes are even more human like.  This shows that neoteny (making infantile stages into breeding adults) was an important process in changing apes into humans.  In some ways humans are just infantile apes.   This can be seen in the way our heads are so large in relationship to our bodies, just like infantile apes.  It can also been seen in the fact that we never become completely sexually mature.  We remain fertile all year long, but at a much lower level of fertility than in most apes.  Our sexual behavior is juvenile with homosexuality and repression of sexual activity in favor of child like play in the form of hobbies, sports, art, etc.

Apes diverged from other primates around 30 million years ago.  Humans diverged from the ancestors of chimps and gorillas around 6 million years ago.  Humans appear to have evolved from australopithecines.  These were small apes.  They had brains and arms that were somewhat ape like.  But, the fossil remains of their teeth and feet show them to be on the human side of the ape to human divide.

B is for Brains:

The more humans walked upright, the more they were free to use their hands for making tools to dig for bulb, to probe for insects and grubs, to crush bones to get the marrow.  Clever use of tools was one reason for bigger brains. 

The australopithecine brain was not that much bigger than an apes brain.  Homo erectus was the key representative of human evolution from 1.6 million years to the coming of modern humans.  In all that time there was little change in the tools erectus made.  Erectus had a brain significantly larger than the apes.  Erectus was also around six feet tall.

Some believe that the larger brain of erectus represented an adaptation to a life based on hunting in hot dry places.  Perhaps erectus did a lot of running.  A large brain might protect from damage caused by heat stroke.  A large brain might be needed to control a larger body.  A larger brain might provide for new muscle and sense data processing associated with group hunting strategies required for survival in this new way of life.

Major increases in brain size in vertebrates seem to be associated with these changes in life style: bottom dwelling to puddle hopping in fish (cerebellum), water to land in reptiles (thalamus), daylight to nocturnal hunting in mammals (limbic lobe), ground dwelling to tree dwelling in primates (occipital neocortex), tree climbing to tree jumping in apes (frontal lobes), tool using and scavenging in early hominids, group hunting and running in erectus.

C is for Cortex:

The neocortex of the brain reached its current size in the Neanderthals.  This appears to be a human type that adapted to life at the edge of the great ice sheets of the later Pleistocene.  The expansion of the Neanderthal brain may represent the expansion of sense data and muscle coordination processing needed for survival as hunters in these extreme conditions.  High degrees of social coordination may have been required for success in the hunt.  The expanded areas of the neocortex may have been used for the reading of the body language and signal systems of fellow hunters as well as prey.

A great expansion of the frontal lobes occurred with the emergence of modern man in the last 100 thousand years.  This expansion may be the result of the development of speech and moral systems that allowed the emergence of complex language based cultural systems.  Our human ego and our self-image seems to be a product of some of the tricks played by frontal lobe based processing.

So the brain expanded with each major change in human behavior and environment: standing upright and using tools to scavenge, hunting and chasing game on foot, group efforts to exploit the game at the edge of the ice caps, the development and language and language based systems.  One controversial idea is that hybridization allowed some of the genes of the Neanderthals to pass into the gene pool of sapiens (modern humans).  About 40,000 years ago, the modern human type shows up in its modern form.

D is for Drilling:

About 40,000 years ago, humans appear who can drill and sew.  They are able to make needles and sharp blades.  They drill and cut in bone and ivory.  There are barbs and points on their projectiles (per Marvin Harris, “Our Kind”).  These are the people responsible for the beautiful pictures of extinct animals in the caves of Western Europe.

A few genes for skin color and qualities of hair, lips, and nose are all that differentiate the racial types of modern humans.  These visible differences obscure hidden underlying relationships.  The type O blood group would lump large numbers of Scots, Africans, and Australian Aborigines in the same race.  The type A group would place large numbers of Africans and Chinese in the same race.

The evidence is that there is little real genetic difference between different groups of surviving humans.  All of us seem to have descended from a small group of forebears sometime in the last two hundred thousand years.  All of us have inherited the ability of our species to understand and communicate in speech and to use tools in remarkable ways that allow us to paint, to drill and cut and sew.

The racial differences in skin color may have begun to appear only 5 or 6 thousand years ago.  White skin is selected for in areas where there is not enough exposure to light to produce adequate amounts of vitamin D.  Dark skin is selected for in areas of great exposure to skin cancer.

E is for Empire:

Empires tend to justify their existence by claiming superiority.  The Romans, Greeks, French, Japanese, Germans, British all thought themselves superior to the people they conquered.  The truth is that humans share a common ancestry in the not too distant past.  We are more similar than we are different.

It was the domestic animals and plants associated with European civilization that gave it the edge over other cultures.  Europeans and Moslems also picked up a host of livestock diseases from their domestic animals that had developed human forms.  Europeans and Moslems were immune to these diseases, put the people they subjugated were not.  Waves of disease destroyed much of the population of the Americas soon after the arrival of disease 

carrying Europeans.

People from less industrialized economies tend to think in a relational style rather than an analytic style.  When children raised in a relational style home are given analytic style tests, they do very poorly.   Test results that show ethnic differences in ability are the result of these analytic relational differences.  European children from a rural relational way of life test lower on such tests than non-European children from analytic oriented homes.

The changes associated with empire appear to be caused by biological and ecological forces beyond any person’s control that began with the Paleolithic.

F is for Fat:

Humans store fat because our ancestors were subjected to periodic famine and fat reserves were necessary to survive periods of food shortage.  In ancient times, it was the poor who did not get enough food.  In modern times, unhealthful diets full of saturated fats and carbohydrates are most common among the poor.

Sugar provided the cheap calories that were vital to the expansion of the industrial world.  Hot and spicy food are preferred in warm areas where there is food is often limited in variety and quantity.  The food that people eat is related to the costs and benefits of the available food resources.  Humans get fat today because cheap calories are important elements of our current consumer culture.

When milk began to be available from cows some 12,000 years ago, humans got around that lack of an enzyme in adults for digesting milk sugar, by fermenting the milk and making it into yogurt and cheese.  Milk producing animals allowed the expansion of populations in cooler and cloudy areas of Northern Europe.  Associated with this expansion was the spread of genes that caused the formation of greater amounts of the lactase enzyme that helps digest milk sugar.  The expanded use of milk products meant that people could get fat on food made with large amounts of butter and cream.

The spread of the genes for increased milk sugar digestion through Europe may have only taken six thousand years.

G is for Genes:

Human populations are able to adapt rather quickly to local environmental situations as a result of selection pressures for the genes that are responsible for those adaptations.   It probably took less that 10,000 years for populations of humans in Northern Europe to develop the white skins and the larger amounts of milk digesting enzymes that would allow a cow and milk dependent way of life to spread through the cool and cloud covered areas of the far North that opened up with the retreat of the Ice Sheets.

In contrast, India depended upon oxen for transport.  The cows that were the mothers of the oxen were allowed to scavenge for food in village streets.  Milk from the cows was fermented and became important in the cuisine of India.  

In contrast, China used horses from the nearby grasslands as the major source of transport.  Pigs were the scavengers of choice.  Chinese cuisine features soybeans, duck, and pork rather than fermented milk.  The genes for the ability to digest milk sugar in adults are present at moderate levels in India and are virtually absent in China.

The genes, which differentiate different populations of humans, are relatively recent in origin.   Our Y-chromosomes come only from our male ancestors and our mitochondria come from our female ancestors.  Based on the analysis of the genes in both,  it appears that humans have descended from common ancestors not that long ago.

H is for Hominids:

Sexual promiscuity is characteristic of  pigmy chimps that are perhaps the most closely related to humans of all the apes.  Chimpanzee behavior includes male bonding that is associated with males stroking each other’s genitals as a gesture of greeting.  Both male and female pigmy chimpanzees will indulge in homosexual behavior.

Human sexual behavior takes as many different forms as there are cultures.

It is obvious that hominids have continued a tendency found first in the apes to use sexual behavior for other purposes than simple reproduction of the species just as they have continued a tendency of the apes to use hands and mouth for other purposes than locomotion and eating: making tools, communication, etc.

Pigmy chimp females will exchange sex for food.  The exchange of goods and services, giving and taking, are what bonds hominid society together.  It is the glue of human culture.  This glue has probably always made for diverse systems of bonding and exchange.  Polygyny (many wives) is an ideal in more societies than monogamy.

Mating and child rearing systems, sexual behavior, economic behavior is constantly being changed to fit new environmental and cost-benefit circumstances.  New levels of technical competence, population density, roles played by males and females in production, are all factors in these adaptations.

I is for Incest:

Brother sister marriages are found among the Incas of Peru, the pharaohs of Egypt, the emperor of China, the chiefs of Hawaii.  Brother-sister marriages have been common at times in ancient Egypt.

Inbreeding is not as harmful in populations that have a history of inbreeding as it is in populations that do not have such a history.  Small inbreeding populations often have little tolerance for children with traits caused by harmful recessive genes.  Once the recessives are eliminated from the population, inbreeding can take place without harmful effect.

Taboos against incest may originate with the need of small bands of hunters to outbreed in order to form bonds with other groups and maintain peaceful relations with neighbors.  Exchange of brothers and sisters as potential marriage partners is a form of exchange that can establish strong ties between neighboring bands.

Bonds formed by intermarriage between families could provide necessary assistance to farms as well as hunters in performing tasks that require the cooperation of larger groups.  Exchanges of marriage partners were an effective way of binding together communities and kingdoms.

Incest threatens the bonds that maintain the marriage relationship.  These threats are probably one of the sources of incest prohibitions.

J is for Juveniles:

Humans use many methods to limit the number of offspring including the  prolongation of nursing as a way of limiting fertility.  Infanticide and abortion are common human practices.  Many infanticides are committed indirectly, through neglect.  Rates of female infanticide often ran between 10 and 80% in preindustrial society.

Many societies have rituals or ceremonies that confer personhood.  Infanticide is usually practiced before these ceremonies occur.

Juveniles are often looked upon as sources of labor in preindustrial society.  They are carrying supplies by the age of six and taking care of younger siblings.  They are doing all kinds of work from grinding and pounding to sweeping and peeling.

Children may put in 30 or 40 hours of work and being contributing more than they consume before they reach teenage.  Once children reach this mark, parents are motivated to have more.  Knowing that some will not survive, parents tend to have extra children just in case.  Boys tend to be preferred where hard work is required.

When children’s value as farm hands is reduced, parents will tend to place greater limits on family size.  When parents need children to help protect them against attach, the attempt to have male children will increase.  Like everything else, juveniles are cost/benefit items.

K is for Kin:

People desire children for the affection and the love they can provide.  The cost/benefit of economic needs is matched with the cost/benefit of emotional needs in determining family size and investment in offspring.

The kinship system that is built up to support these offspring varies greatly from culture to culture.  The sexual and marital behavior allow in the generation of these offspring varies greatly as well.

Some societies that believe that there is a limited supply of male semen will segregate the sexes and limit the amount of intercourse between male and female so that the supply is not wasted.  Oral homosexual relationships are encouraged as a substitute for masturbation in order in to insure that no semen is wasted.  The Sambia of New Guinea is an example of a society of this type.

Homosexuality is sometimes developed in association with militarism as a way of increasing the bonds between males.  The ancient Greeks and the Azande of southern Sudan are examples of these practices according to Marvin Harris, whose book “Our Kind” is the source of most of the material in this ABC book.

Sexual behavior and kinship systems help bring people into groups that are adapted to local environments and provide secure social units for military, productive, reproductive, and domestic cooperation and exchange of value.

L is for Levant:

Marvin Harris points out that the uplands of the Levant and the foothills of the Zargos Mountains had thriving specimens of wild wheat, barley, goats, sheep, cattle, and pigs.  Harris believes that hunter-gathers became increasingly dependent upon these species for food.  The seeds of wheat and barley became ripe at the same time and had to be stored once harvested.  People began to settle in permanent villages where storage facilities could be built for the harvested grain.

Permanent villages with storage facilities appear around 10,000 B.C.  Sheep and goats were domesticated and the cultivation of wheat and barley was begun in the centuries that followed.  By 8,000 B.C., large villages with 2,000 inhabitants are appearing in places like Jericho.

By 6,000 B.C., settlements in southern Turkey appear with 6,000 inhabitants and indications the domestication of sheep, cattle, goats, and dogs and the cultivation of wheat and barley.  Cattle appear to have been breed for export and exchange.

Sumerians, who settled in the swampy lowlands of the Tigris and Euphrates, were dependent upon irrigation as a source of water for their crops.  This dependence upon irrigation forced the development of organized states and the rapid progress from chiefdoms to kingdoms.  States up river from the Sumerians began to make the transition from kingdom to empire: Babylonian, Assyrian, etc.

M is for Mumi:

Reciprocity is the basis of exchange among most hunters and gathers.  As more complex systems begin to appear, redistribution seems to play an intermediate role in the progression been egalitarian hunter-gathers and less egalitarian chiefdoms.

The big man, or “mumi,” was a redistributor.  Among the Siuai in the Solomon Islands, the mumi was a feast giver.  He worked harder and persuaded more people to help him in giving greater and more impressive feast in order to attain his status as a mumi.

When redistributors began to make the transitions to chiefs what had actual political power and kept some of the wealth for themselves, the chiefs had to find ways of justifying their new status.  Often they claimed some kind of divine status, such as descent from the Sun god.  Fine clothing and decorations were used to make them look different from other people.

The power of big men over the surplus that they accumulated allowed them to gradually assume the position of hereditary chiefs.  What was once voluntary, gradually became expected and finally required.  There is a gradient from equality to big man redistribution, to semiequalitarian chiefdoms, to regimented kingdoms, to despotic empire.

Gradually the people on the bottom receive lower and lower status and lose more and more choice, changing from poor to peasant to serf to slave.

N is for Nuclear Family:

The Nuclear Family was the ideal of the 1950s.  Nuclear families occur in almost every society.  Yet, they are not always the dominant domestic unit.  Polygamous and extended families merge the nuclear family into larger family structures.  No single pattern of domestic arrangements appears to be more natural than another.

Human marriage patterns also show enormous variation.  Marriage becomes a relationship between corporate groups in some extended families.  Reciprocal exchanges take place between these corporate groups in the form of bride price, groom-price, dowry, sister exchange, etc.

Kinship depends on different folk practices and theories.  Cognatic descent systems use both male and female parentage.  Cognatic descent may be bilateral and trace both maternal and paternal lines or it may be “ambilineal” in which some ancestors or descendants are excluded.

Unilateral descent can be patrilineal  (male only) or matrilineal (female only).

The pattern of residence after marriage also shows numerous variations in practice.  The residence can be with the husband’s kin, the wife’s kin, with neither, or it can shift from one to the other.

Hunting and gathering bands tend toward cognatic descent and shifts between wife’s kin and husband’s kin.  Unilateral descent tends to be associated with agriculture.

O is for Oedipus:

Sigmund Freud believed in an Oedipus conflict involving rivalry between a boy and his father.  Such conflicts are not found in all cultures.  The roles of men and women differ greatly from culture to culture.

Margaret Mead studied three New Guinea tribes.  Both men and women were mild mannered and cooperative among the Arapesh.  Both men and women were aggressive among the Mundugumor.  Tchambuli women shave their heads and show aggressive traits.  Tchambuli men spend a lot of time on their hairdos and gossip about the opposite sex.

Mae Enga men from the Highlands of New Guinea believe that sex with women is debilitating and must purify themselves afterward.  Men and women sleep apart among the Mae Enga.  In contrast, the Kuma encourage sex and promiscuity.

In general, men tend to be more aggressive than women.  Where there is dominance, it is generally the men that are dominant.  Generally, the more inequality, the more male domination.

Among the Iroquois, senior women possessed the power to select and depose the elders that ruled the tribe.  Eligibility for office passed through the female line.  Women chose who served on the council.  However, women could not serve on the council.  Incumbent males had a veto over the selections made by the women.

P is for Population:

Human numbers can double every 28 years in favorable situations.  Prolonged breast-feeding, abortions, female infanticide, neglect of unwanted children, is ways that cultures control their numbers.  As long as populations remain small and people are dispersed, there is enough food to provide adequate amounts of protein.

Warfare appears to be linked to resource depletion and population growth.  Warfare appears to have eased population pressures by creating no-mans lands where natural resources could replenish themselves, by discouraging the expansion of cities and agriculture, by encouraging female infanticide.

The Maring of New Guinea appear to have periods of war and peace linked to ritual and mythology.  Increased population pressure leads to warfare as a result of fluctuations in the numbers of pigs.  When there are enough pigs, ceremonies involving pig slaughter can be held that will bring the support of the ancestors in battle.  The resulting warfare creates no-mans land where the forest and the ecosystem can regenerate.  The whole ritual cycle allows the community and the environment to stay in some kind of ecological balance.

To be effective in battle, the warriors need to believe that the enemy and not the environmental inbalance is at fault.  By making the traditional system a matter of ritual and myth, the individual can concentrate on his special role.

Q is for Quantity:

Quantitative aspects of ecology and ecosystem variables are linked to energy production and consumption.  Food energy from sunlight is the major form of energy flowing through preindustrial systems.  The availability of energy from fossil fuels has radically changed the economic picture.

The tools needed to develop modern methods of food production were developed slowly in successive stages.  The mastery of one set of tools was the prerequisite to the mastery of the sequent set of tools.

The total food energy (E) flowing through a system equals the number of people producing food (m) times the hours they work (t) times the energy expended per hour (r) times the efficiency (e) of the production.  In the case of gathering bands in the Kalahari Desert, “e” can be damaged by too many people depleting limited desert resources.

Carrying capacity and diminishing returns set upper limits on numbers of humans and their energy productive activities.  Liebig’s Law of the Minimum applies: growth is limited by the minimum availability of a necessary factor.

Intensification involves adding amounts of people, and effort.  Expansion involves invading new areas and using new resources.  Expansion cannot go on forever because of limited area and intensification eventually leads to diminishing returns and environmental damage.

R is for Religion:

Religious ritual and myth is a way that these environmental limits can be respected.  This is seen in the Maring of New Guinea where religious beliefs about the need for assistance from the ancestors limit the use of warfare to situations that are supportive of environmental limits and help prevent environmental damage.

The notion of the sacred is used by primitive peoples to support rules and traditions that maintain the cultural and social system.  The notion of a supernatural world where the ancestors reside (and from which they can interact with this world) is an important part of the cultural system of the Maring that is used to prevent them from doing things that the ancestors would not approve of. 

The notion of a supernatural power in things (mana) and of rules that are necessary to respect that power (tabu) is one of the ways that societies maintain limits on human behavior.  The idea that objects and animals may be inhabited by spirits is called “animism.”  Animistic beliefs can be important is helping people respect their natural environment.  These beliefs may take the form of not wanting to disturb local spirits or local powers.

In hunting cultures where individualism is needed in order to encourage the hunter to forage on his own, individualistic approaches to religion may be developed as with the belief in the powers of the witch doctor or “shaman.”

S is for Status:

Law and order in stratified societies is the product of a mix of compulsion (police and military) and thought control.  The poor are taught to blame themselves for their poverty.  Resentment is directed toward themselves or those they are competing with rather than the ruling classes.  They poor are kept ignorant of the actual uses of power and are made to believe that existing systems (elections) give them the ability to change their circumstances.

A stratified group is made up of people who have similar amounts of power, wealth, and privilege. All stratified societies, all societies with organized states, have at least two classes: the ruled and the rulers.  

Classes differ in thought and behavior.  Peasants, wageworkers, managers, and professionals have different life-styles.  Classes have their own subcultures with distinct patterns of work, dress, ritual, art, and ideology.  Class identity is usually sharp and well defined.

Classes differ in how membership is defined and in the way that membership changes.  Closed classes tend to be endogamous (marriage occurs within the class).  Marriages among the upper classes are used to consolidate alliances maintaining upper class power and control.

In spite of the fiction of class mobility in the United States, the list of supermillionaries is almost exclusively a list of people who inherited large amounts of wealth.

T is for Technology:

There is a tremendous gap in the living standards between the industrial nations and the preindustrial states.  Europe’s low level of population and less organized political system allowed the experimentation that resulted in capitalism and modern technology.  Heightened individual enterprise, competition, and substitution of machine for human labor was possible in the Northern European environment in a way that would not have been possible in the despotic environment of China or India.

Japan, Thailand, Taiwan, and Korea are examples of countries that were little effected by colonialism in contrast to Indonesia, Pakistan, and India.  The achievement of power and wealth in the international world is largely the result of luck and circumstance.  Some of the world’s poor work harder and value hard work more than the wealthy.

Drunkenness, brawling, and idleness may represent rational adaptations to situations that are rewarded in some cultures.  On Turk, drinking and brawling are used to release tensions that were once released in warfare.  Civilization often leads to disease and poverty for native peoples as they were forced to abandon ways of life that helped maintain a resource rich environment and plentiful supplies of high protein food.

Hunting and gathering cultures and village gardening cultures have the most to lose.  State based societies have continued to encroach upon the territory of these people.

U is for Universal:

There are certain universal characteristics of humans.  Humans are a language creating species.  Humans are a culture developing species.  A culture is the socially obtained ways of thought, feeling, and action of a group.  Cultures maintain themselves by “enculturation,” the teach the young in various verbal and non-verbal ways.

Diffusion has to do with the transfer of culture from one group to another.  Culture can be looked at from an emic or and etic point of view.  Emic means the native’s point of view and etic is the outsider’s point of view.

There is a universal pattern to all cultures.  All cultures have an infrastructure made up of their modes of production and reproduction, a structure (the domestic economy and the political economy), and a superstructure (art, ritual, sports, science).  Infrastructure is the minimal activities for survival, structure provides organization, and superstructure is the creative, expressive, religious flowering of the infrastructure root and the structure stalk.

Most cultures have artistic and religious traditions that maintain continuity through time.  Art and religion are closely related.  Art and politics are also closely related.  State provisions for ecclesiastical art such as cathedrals and temples illustrate this connection.  The purpose of much of this art was to keep the lower classes in awe of their rulers.  Art and ritual also serve to reinforce the limits that maintain the balance of the society with its environment.

V is for Village:

The Cherokee maintained a circular council house at the center of their principle settlements.  Here chiefs would discuss problems involving several villages.  A large crib called the supreme chief’s granary was erected.  Families made deposits to this crib for use in crop failures, as a military store, or for feeding strangers.

As villages change to cities, as population becomes more dense, the chiefs gradually change to kings.  The military power of the head chief increases.  Contributions to the central store change from donations to taxes.  Redistributor big men become kings and then emperors.  Villages band together under kings and kingdoms become states with a stratified rather than an egalitarian society.

Mature states develop several levels of government that mature into administrative bureaucracies which come to dominate the military, economic, and legal actions of networks of villages.  States tend to develop large villages.  These villages accumulate public buildings.  These large villages are surrounded by a network of smaller villages.  The large central villages become cites and finally imperial capitals of provinces, national, or international centers.

Villages with big men, with chiefs, with ruling classes are three different aspects of the political transformation of egalitarian society into stratified states.  Big men are headmen involved in competitive rivalry over redistribution of wealth.  The state is an increasingly bureaucratic entity.

W is for Welsh:

Languages are continually in flux.  Welsh has evolved from Indo-European speech that also generated Sanskrit, Greek, Slavic, Latin, German, and Persian.  In general, 14% of the most basic words of a language are replaced every 1000 years.  This means that a new language will develop out of the old language in 5 or 6 thousand years.  The changes can be more rapid.  Old English changed into Modern English in 1000 years.  Latin became Spanish, French, Italian, and Portuguese in the last 2000 years.

In general, although languages develop many different approaches to grammar and internal structure, all languages are equally effective as mechanism for communicating the needs of the people that use them.

The basic code of language is communicated in sounds called phonemes.  Hawaiian uses 13 and English around 40.  Ten phonemes can produce 10,000 four sound words.

Recognized sounds, phonemes, are made of phones (distinguishable sounds) and allophones (recognized variants).

The smallest units of language with meaning are “morphemes.”  Morphemes are combined into sentences using “syntax.”

Many American Indian languages have a syntax that is more complex than Latin.  Civilized grammar is not superior to that of less developed people.

X is for Xenophobia:

Cultures and classes set up barriers to penetration by other groups.  Our resistance to the speech patterns of different groups is one form of “xenophobia,” of fear of the strange, the different, and the outsider.

Non-standard English is just as capable of communicating complex thoughts as Standard English.  Black vernacular English is not inferior to upper class white English in its ability to communicate thoughts and information.  The grammar of nonstandard languages and dialects are not random or arbitrary.

English is a vernacular development of French and Saxon.  It was originally the speech of a lower class.  It began as an unacceptable vernacular.  Lower classes are not raised in a linguistically deprived environment any more than English peasants were intellectually disadvantaged by speaking English rather than French or Latin.

Grammar is the rules for combining phonemes into morphemes and morphemes into sentences.  There is no evidence that one grammar is better than another or that any grammar is a handicap to those that use it.  This includes newly developed grammars, vernacular grammars, grammars developed by poor people and lower classes.

Infants have a broad capacity for developing language.  The basic characteristics of linguistic capacity are universal throughout the human species.

Y is for Yucatan:

The first manifestation of the push toward statehood in the New World show up in earth mounds and temple complexes of the Olmecs and the Mayans in the area of the east coast and Yucatan peninsula of Mexico.  Olmec sites are associated with intensive agriculture on the banks of rivers.  By 300 A.D., Mayan ceremonial architecture had reached its peak.

Flights of stairs led up the slopes of great stone pyramids.  Tikal may have had a population of 45,000.  Most people resided on small agricultural plots near the ceremonial center.  There is a heavy forest, but there is also an annual dry period.  The ceremonial centers are sometimes associated with reservoirs and signs of irrigation complexes.

Tropical soils become infertile quickly when not replenished.  It is possible that environmental deterioration was one of the causes for the decline of the Maya.

The development of agriculture in Mexico was limited by the lack of domestic animals that could eat the stubble of the field or provide effective transport.  Furthermore, corn has a tendency to deplete the soil.  Irregularity of rainfall may have been a problem for the development of Teotihuacan.  Villages near the city increasingly turned to springs for irrigation till the population swelled to over 100,000 people.  Extensive deforestation may have been a factor causing the abandonment of the city in 700 A.D.

Z is for Zamani:

Zamani is an African word referring to the dreamtime, the eternal past and future in which the ancestors and gods dwell.  For most African people the interaction of this supernatural dreamtime and the here and now world is an important part of all activities.

It is the interaction with the ancestors that allow the Maring of New Guinea to balance their cultivation of taro, yams, sweet potatoes, manioc, and sugar cane against the needs of the environment.  The Maring gardens are developed by the slash and burn method and need a fallow time to be replenished.  This fallow time is generated by warfare with neighboring tribes that creates a no-mans land where natural resources can be regenerated.

The Maring believe that they need the support of their ancestors to win wars.  However, the ancestors will only give their support if they are honored in feasts in which pigs are slaughtered an eaten.  Potential allies are invited to these feasts after which warfare can begin.

Territory vacated in Maring battles is not immediately occupied because the Maring fear the ghost of slain enemies that might remain there.  So these lands end up lying fallow because of the Maring’s fear of ghosts and reverence for their ancestors.

A sacred tree is planted when the wars are over.  The size of the tree determines when the ancestors must be honored.

