Question 4
Creation Narratives 

For thousands of years, humans have constructed, out of their values and available evidence, narratives of how the world-and humans-came to be. These creation narratives have varied over time and across cultures. Only 350 years ago, English clerics claimed on the basis of biblical calculations and Christian tradition that the first day of creation was Sunday, October 23, 4004 BCE. One scholar even specified that creation happened at 9:00 A.M. on the morning of that day. Now we sce things differently. The origin of the universe dates back some 13.75 billion years, and age 5 hominins began to separate from apcs some 6 or 7 million years ago. These discoveries have proved as mind-boggling to Hindus and Muslims as to Christians and Jews-all of whom believed, in different ways, in a creationist account of humanity's origins. The Judaic-Christian belief in creation was based on the first book of the Old Testament, Genesis, which portrayed God creating the universe from nothingness, all the plants and animals and the first set of human beings (Adam and Eve) over a period of seven days. This story became foundational for western societies and also for the Islamic world, which accepted the Old and New Testaments-though not the divinity of Jesus-as the word of God.


Over thousands of generations, African hominins evolved from other primates into Homo erectus hominins, who migrated far from their native habitats to fill other landmasses. They did so in waves, responding to worldwide cycles of glaciation land melting. These human predecessors had page 39 some features in common with modern humans (Homo sapiens): they stood erect on two feet, made stone tools, lived in extended families, and, to a certain extent, communicated with one another (by means other than language). What separated humans from other animal species was their ability to adapt to environmental change, to innovate, and to accumulate their breakthroughs in knowledge. Homo sapiens hominins, who had greater cognitive skills than earlier hominins, also emerged in Africa and migrated out of Africa between 100,000 and 60,000 years ago. Since Homo sapiens had greater adaptive and cognitive skills, members of this species were better prepared to face the elements when a cooling cycle return cd and better able to understand the world around them and even to represent it symbolically through art and language. Eventually, they eclipsed their genetie cousins. Critical to their success was their use of language, which enabled them to engage in abstract, representational thought and to convey the lessons of experience to neighbors and descendants, As modern humans stored and shared Knowledge their adaptive shilitine increased


The changeover to settled agriculture was not uniform worldwide, although there were some common features: one was the reliance on wood, stone, and natural fibers to make tools, shelter, and cultural items; another was increasing social hierarchies- especially an unequal status between men and women. As communities became more settled, though, the world's regions began to vary as humans learned to modify nature to fit their needs. The varieties of animals that they could domesticate, the wild plants that they learned to cultivate, and the differing climatic conditions and topography that they encountered shaped the ways in which people drifted apart in spite of their common origins. One important commonality remained: there was a limit to the scale and complexity of settlements and communities. As a result, most people continued a life of moving in search of more reliable and plentiful amounts of food. Villages grew-but they did not become critics. Peoples moved across mountains or deserts to find fresh pastures for their animals, richer lands for their crops, or new waters where fish were spawning. The remains of rudimentary pottery, tools, and dwellings reflect worlds that were rural and dependent on the natural flow of fresh water and the natural fertility of soils. As we will see in Chapter 2, another round of technical advances was necessary before humans could further change their relationship to nature and create the foundations for complex societies.
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