Archeological evidence suggests that important changes in human behavior occurred simultaneously in Europe, Middle East and Asia while much less developed throughout Africa. Corroborating the available genetic data (partial comparative studies of mitochondrial and Y-chromosome DNA, since comparing more genes is not technically possible at this time) suggest that anatomically modern humans existed for around 100,000 years with either a common ancestor in Africa or through parallel evolution of Homo on various continents.

The first radical change in behavior exhibited by the Homo species was the use of fire, which some archeological evidence suggests happened around 150,000 years ago. The exact date of this is not as important as the more precise dating of later, more modern behavior. It may be argued that use of fire contributed to the sustaining of the newly forming Homo Sapiens through offering better quality proteins from cooking animals (needed for better functioning of bigger brains) and helping defend against other animals, but Homo Sapiens did not have exclusivity in using the fire; seems like Neanderthal-like species of Homo were using fire at the same time in Eurasia, long before Cro-Magnons (Homo Sapiens) arrived there.

Most spectacular proof of the beginnings of modern human behavior is seen in Europe, and it is most probable because this symbolic representation of thoughts (thus full-fledged abstractions) were very much needed in that place and time. It represented a communicated adjustment in behavior that humans needed to undertake in order to successfully survive and thrive in that environment. Whether this adjustment was necessary because of the interfacing with the Neanderthals after a migration or because of changes in environment (climate and consequent flora and fauna) or a combination of these, it may be established using additional data, but the main idea proposed here is that symbolism/abstractions occurred in the beginning as a form of communication and problem-solving for the Paleolithic Homo sapiens, by mainly addressing issues as interfacing with a different population or relatively important (for food procurement and safety) environment changes.

Furthermore, it is much more probable to find this kind of archaeological evidence in places where this interfacing/adjustment through migration or environmental changes (sudden or cumulative) occurred – Europe, Middle East, Asia – happened, as opposed to static populations where there was no perceived need for changes and the satisfaction of basic needs – food, shelter and reproduction – could easily be accomplished by perpetuating traditional skills learned from previous generations. This is the main reason why even today there are isolated primitive tribes in Amazon, Papua/New Guinea, Australia and other secluded areas worldwide, while in areas where interactions and changes occurred (mostly throughout the rest of the world) unimaginable progress ensued in very short time.


Symbols and abstractions were the most efficient tools for competing between the various Homo species and populations and the most important engine of cultural evolution throughout the various ethnic groups representing the human race and history. This is really the opening of “Pandora’s box”, or the bite from the tree of knowledge by Adam and Eve, with all the good and bad ensuing from it and the seeming lack of control of its finality. Along with arts and science came nationalism and weapons of mass destruction, along with love we also got the abominations of war, along with knowledge we got the agony of the right choices. An irreversible change occurred and nobody can bring us back our innocence.

Going back to Neanderthals, Lascaux, Altamira, Dordogne as much as other less spectacular art throughout Eurasia is probably the work of the Cro-Magnons and like Homo sapiens representatives, as opposed to local (Neanderthal in Eurasia) populations. The animal representations in the caves of France had most probably two important roles: communications of the hunting secrets and at the same time initiation site for the youngsters in the world of big-game hunting (bears, bison, etc.). 

Cro-Magnon most probably originated in Northern Africa, crossing the Gibraltar into Europe around 50-40,000 years ago where they came in contact with the indigenous population–the Neanderthals, people with different physical traits and habits; after 15,000-10,000 years there was no trace left of Neanderthals. Cro-Magnons were left to generate modern indigenous Europeans that at their turn were subjected to migration from Asia in more recent times  (after the foundation of Roman Empire). It is known that the mitochondrial DNA of the Neanderthal and modern humans are significantly different, which may have happened if Neanderthals would have married Cro-Magnons women and completely falling out of passion with their consorts (who eventually could have returned the favor with some special type of dismemberment) or because of some advantage that Cro-Magnons had over Neanderthals in the longer run (hundreds of generation). These could well have been represented by an immune advantage (carried by the slightly different genetic makeup) in fighting bacterial and viral diseases of the two populations (think how the Incas were wiped out by the Spanish conquistadors after successfully exporting measles) or the development of an epidemic (similar to the Spanish flu of 1918) due to changes in the environment about 30,000 years ago that also meant changes in flora/fauna in Europe.

However, if somebody uncovers Neanderthal remains in Scandinavia or other northern sites where DNA could have been better preserved and it is established that DNA from the 22 somatic chromosomes are actually common in Homo sapiens and Neanderthal, the first hypothesis would seem again possible.

As hunters-gatherers established along the southern Mediterranean shores of Africa, Cro-Magnons were used to fishing and subsisting on a ecosystem represented by seafood, plants and eventually small hunt; but in Europe though they encountered people – the Neanderthals- who were mainly meat-eaters, proficient hunters of large mammals. It is entirely different to hunt a small animal than going after big game, which is very dangerous and quite often ends with the death or serious injury of the hunters.

One explanation for the spectacular cave paintings would be as a teaching medium for the young men (most probably pubescent boys) who needed to be instilled with the secrets of hunting. Perhaps somebody (maybe the future shaman) watched Neanderthals hunting and was trying to properly teach other members of the tribe; or possibly a Cro-Magnon was lucky enough to properly kill a big animal and was passing on the skills, giving him special stature in the tribe. 

In support of this view there is a particular interesting representation at Lascaux of a bison with a spear piercing his anus and genitals, next to a shaman with an erect penis and a bird. There are many possible interpretations, but a more plausible one would be as a combination of initiation rituals of a young boy, both in the ways of hunting and manhood. Combining the two is a shrewd plan by the shaman, because it would not be very easy to persuade somebody to willingly go into an activity - big game hunting - that may well mean one’s death or maiming, as opposed to simply gathering plants as females were doing. The motivation (shaman’s not-so-hard sell for acceptance into the male club) was that male powers were coming from the killing of the bison and more: piercing of the ano-genital area resulted in the transfer of sexual potency from the bison to the young boy, who could then enjoy the whole gamut of food, sex and prestige associated to bringing “home” big game. And to complete the picture, the bird was the messenger transferring the sexual powers from the animal to the hunter. If birds, unlike any other creature (that use earth or water as support for movement) can use the invisible air as transportation, then somehow they may see and manipulate the invisible power of sexual potency and mysteriously give it to the boy. 

Now that the young boy (becoming a young man in the process) understood the ulterior logic of the hunting, he was open for exposure to the grizzly reality of hunting: the prey is huge and very dangerous, the arrows may not hit the target accurately and many times a lot of perseverance and a spear may be what it takes to be successful. So impressive and persuasive must be this presentation that the young boy must not quiver from his determination to kill or be killed, there’s no time for looking back or second thoughts. This way were created most spectacular works of art in the Paleolithic; communication was done through very powerful graphics for more than one reason: not only we know to this day that a picture is worth a thousand words, but it is entirely possible that language was non-existent at the time (known languages and dialects go back an estimated 7-5000 years) and the few signals available then (resembling sign language of today) were certainly not powerful enough to convey the message. 

One could go further to study other simultaneous developments in the world around 40,000 years ago; where in Middle East, Balkans, isolated sites in Asia and Africa there are changes suggested by the discovery of symbolic representations in the form of pierced shells, probable beads on a string (they can have no other practical purpose) and some other bone-carved pieces which can only have an ornamental role, as opposed to various stages of food preparation. Concomitantly there is evidence of changes in environment which required adjustments (changing the type of hunt and plants consumed) which is not as dramatic as a migration and interfacing with a different population, but probably conferred special status to the special one (or ones) who helped most with the adjustment. Putting a string of beads around the neck of this person conferred special recognition, symbol of gratitude or social status. There is really no need for more sophisticated communication in this place and time (as in Europe) because this is not as dangerous a situation as hunting big game; as soon as this need will arise though such changes will ensue.

The next qualitative leap in symbolism/abstraction brought dramatic developments in societal interactions, construction (building vertically, invention of wheel) and evidently development of languages and thus set the stage for even more rapid improvements in symbolic/abstract representations. There is an overlapping of the factors, cause and effect to the degree that is impossible to point out exactly what led to the development of what, but we can securely say that starting around 7,500 to 5,000 years ago giant leaps in cultural development occurred in parallel throughout the world. Contributing factors were cumulative rather than causal and they include the increasing number of populations who needed better communication, superior and sustained nutrition (through earlier domestication and agriculture), and not at the least increased mobility (which led to increased interactions and expanding the knowledge horizon).

Particularly important is agriculture and animal domestication, which brought about the next big development in symbolic/abstract communication: geometry and primitive algebra, needed for proper measurement and division of agricultural land and bartering with produce and livestock. Egyptians left us the earliest geometrical inscriptions, very similar to Pit agora’s theorem, used both in agriculture and construction, while in Middle East we have inherited a clay table with triplets of numbers representing addition of squares (25; 16; 9) which is the algebraic equivalent of Pit agora’s theorem. At the same time and in very different parts of the world (Greeks and South American populations) developed art motives using geometrical shapes and respectively used various calculations for building. All this happened in parallel and without any evidence of extrinsic factors when related to specific populations.

Finally, as it was very well said before it seems like history repeats itself incessantly, with migrations and cultural-technological advances that always need to be balanced by spiritual growth. It is very possible that the next big change is taking place right now with the advent of the ultimate in communications and interaction: cell phones, the Internet, using better knowledge of genetics. All these are making the world qualitatively different and it translates into a global environment where advancements are taking place at an accelerating pace, yet still preserving the exponential curve that was started about 40-50,000 years ago. Hopefully this time will yield less and less of the negative aspects of human nature, seemingly always liberated from the Pandora’s box at a time when too few of us are ready for the right choices.

