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A History of Humanity

Humanity today functions as a gigantic, world-encompassing system.
Renowned world historian Patrick Manning traces how this Human
System evolved from Homo sapiens’ beginnings over 200,000 years ago
right up to the present day. He focuses on three great shifts in the scale of
social organization – the rise of syntactical language, of agricultural
society, and today’s newly global social discourse – and links processes
of social evolution to the dynamics of biological and cultural evolution.
Throughout each of these shifts, migration and social diversity have
been central, and social institutions have existed in a delicate balance,
serving not just their own members but undergoing regulation from
society. Integrating approaches from world history, environmental studies, biological and cultural evolution, social anthropology, sociology,
and evolutionary linguistics, Patrick Manning offers an unprecedented
account of the evolution of humans and our complex social system and
explores the crises facing that Human System today.
Patrick Manning is Andrew Mellon Professor of World History,
Emeritus at the University of Pittsburgh, Founding Director of the
World History Center, and former president of the American
Historical Association. He is a multidisciplinary scholar in African and
world history and in historical datasets.
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Preface

During a long career as a historian, I have watched the dramatic changes in
what is known as “world history.” At ﬁrst, I read writings on empires, wars,
great men, and European expansion. In time these topics were set into the
background by studies of globalization, gender, migration, environmental
change, decolonization, and genomes. My own studies – focusing on Africa
in world history and on economy, migration, and culture through multiple
disciplines – changed along with those of other writers. Throughout,
I planned to prepare a new review of world history, surveying the full length
of the human experience. In completing this volume during the past three
years, I have been repeatedly surprised by the new problems to study and
new knowledge about them. The result, by no means deﬁnitive, is an
update for 2020, addressing much of what is new in world history.
I began work on this volume by identifying a “Human System,” to
emphasize the numerous elements of human life, past and present, that
interact with one another as parts of an elaborate, evolving organism.
I chose to set the Human System in coevolution with “Gaia” – the
complex natural environment with which humans interact as individuals
and in groups. I also assumed that biological evolution, in giving rise to
humankind, somehow linked up with a process of social evolution that
gradually created the social groups of life today – cities, schools, nations,
companies, teams. I assumed that the rise of speech – syntactic language –
was central to the transition to social evolution.
One surprise was to discover that a theory arose in the 1980s on cultural
evolution, in between biological and social processes. This theory successfully shows how individual learning was able to build human cooperation to a higher level. But the same theory assumes that no further steps
were necessary to achieve large-scale human societies. In contrast, a stillnewer theory of social evolution shows how agreements to join groups,
especially via spoken language, enabled people to form social institutions
with inherent dynamics. While the two new theories have not yet been ﬁt
together, I believe their combination can give a satisfactory account of the
rise of the Human System. Sorting out these and other theories requires
ix
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debate on big questions. Can one treat humanity as a growing and
functioning social system? Does there exist a process of social evolution
that can explain main trends in history? Can we link social evolution and
biological evolution? Is “cultural evolution” part of overall human evolution? How widespread and divergent are the meanings of “culture”? Was
spoken language the ﬁrst social institution? How do we understand our
behavior in social groups – does the behavior of human groups bring
improved decisions over individual behavior? Is migration helpful or
harmful? Is popular culture as important today as capitalism?
My interpretation is the individual-level project of a researcher with
a small-scale research design to explore a very big topic. But how can
a single scholar assemble knowledge from so many disciplines? Needless
to say, my deployment of the various disciplines will be uneven.
Nevertheless, in what I expect is not a truly unusual experience in recent
years, I have undergone training in several of these areas; I am an autodidact in others. I had undergraduate training in chemistry and biology,
followed by graduate training in African history and economic history
with a world-historical approach, including some anthropology. Later
I conducted a formal study of demography and migration; I have also
conducted reading and research on aspects of historical linguistics. I have
done reading in genetics and climatology with guidance from specialists;
I am self-trained in my recent research in history of science. Further,
thanks to work by dedicated scholars, the basic principles and advances of
many ﬁelds of study have been very well written up in the articles and
books I have cited here. A ﬁnal argument for taking on so many disciplines
at once is systemic: the Human System functions through interrelated
processes, and studying them at once should lead the researcher to
encounter resonances that might not be visible with a piecemeal exploration. In addition, the assertions that I advance here, while I do stand by
them, are to be understood as hypotheses rather than conﬁrmed research
results.
Research on human social and biological change, in my opinion, is
moving in the direction that I have staked out, and I offer this book to
point to additional possibilities, hoping to speed the process of research.
My central hypothesis is that humans developed speech in Northeast
Africa some 70,000 years ago. That assertion raised big questions about
the time before and the time after that transformation – questions that are
explored here. My second hypothesis, a Human System based on social
evolution, gained reinforcement from James Miller’s Living Systems,
a framework at once biological, social, and systemic. Then began my
program of reading and writing on how to link social, biological, and
cultural evolution.
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At every stage in research, I encountered an incredible wealth of knowledge and debate unfolding in multiple disciplines. My theory and narrative underwent endless twists and shifts as I learned new research results.
I have encountered the boldness of physicists, the skill of chemists in
locating multiple scales of existence, the tension in biology between
theory and empiricism, the struggle of anthropology and sociology to
make use of ideology, the strategic but difﬁcult standpoint of psychology,
the caution of historians, the extremes of systems and game theory, and
the perplexity of “groups” in the minds of all. At one stage I hoped to
include, in this book, a review of this two-century intellectual evolution,
as an accompaniment to my narrative of human evolution. Instead I have
written up that process separately, in Methods for Human History. Here,
I reafﬁrm that the developments and exchanges across disciplines have
been a fundamental and exciting aspect of learning about the many
dimensions of human evolution.
World history is not simply a story. It is a set of puzzles, for which the
solutions require the very best in our theoretical analysis and empirical
data collection, in all the disciplines of knowledge that address aspects of
human experience. In this volume I offer my understanding of major
problems, data, and answers in world history, thinking of readers with
several types of interests. Readers with an interest in world history will
ﬁnd interpretations of social change tied to innovation and migration.
Readers concerned with social dynamics will ﬁnd analyses of the origins of
current crises in society and the environment. Readers attentive to
research in disciplines of physical, biological, and social sciences will see
the theories applied to human history. Further, students at graduate,
undergraduate, and secondary levels will ﬁnd here an argument that
a single author or reader, taking the time to read and discuss the wonderful knowledge resources now available, can explore and reach conclusions
on the interplay of big issues in human society. There remain many more
big issues to explore.
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