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Human societies are not governed by imrutable instinct, as are nost species bel ow us.
Because of our ability to think, Nature tells us little about how to treat each
other. For exanple, we are not programred to beat woren, to nurder neighbors, or to
organi ze for war. We are not like ants, who are so programred.

We are subject to many |laws of nature, but |ess than our ancestors assuned.

Experi nents conducted on the behavi or of babies have shown that even before they can
speak, nost babi es are conpassionate. They are distressed when ot her babies cry, and
when even si x-nont h-ol ds wat ch puppet shows, they dislike characters who hurt others
and choose puppets who are kind to each other. (These experiments have been

tel evised.)

Human babi es do seem programmed to cooperate, and we do know that even our nost

anci ent ancestors |earned that cooperation rather than conflict hel ped them survive
and thrive. W do seemw red for this behavior, but it can be nodified by genetic
m s-wiring or by man-nmade cul ture.

There is no one single human culture. G oups of human bei ngs have devi sed nmany

di fferent ways of surviving. Sonme are nore successful than others. For exanple,
nomads, who have no system for waste di sposal, depend upon constant novenent to
survive. Wen forced to settle in one place, they do badly until they are taught how
to treat sewage and clean water by other cultures who have | earned these things.

Phoeni ci ans, an ancient trading culture which thrived for centuries, had a cultura
custom of sacrificing (killing) every first-born baby to secure the favor of their
very fierce gods. This so horrified the ancient G eeks, Romans, and Hebrews that they
set upon genocidal wars to w pe out Phoenician towns. Wat started as comrercia
conpetition norphed into genoci de, which was rationalized by their cultural horror of
child sacrifice

Human bei ngs develop their cultures by choice (commnity unity) or under the

direction of a powerful |eader or class of leaders. It is not genetic that India

devel oped a rigid caste systemthat they thought created social stability. It wasn\222t
until centuries later that they recognized that it wasted talent and caused msery in
their society.

Human societies are also influenced by geography. The anci ent Egyptians had
predi ctabl e annual flooding that brought rich topsoil and hel ped them feed their
mul titudes. Their society was generally placid and cooperative.

The Mesopot am an cul tures (Babyl on, Assyria) had a much | ess dependabl e geography.
Their rivers and rainfall |evels were unpredictable, which neant feast or fam ne,
until they learned to develop irrigation systems. Their gods were reflective of their
envi ronnents: unpredictable and angry. They devel oped fierce | eadership and punitive
soci eties. The Assyrians were noted for their blood-thirsty ranmpages. They conquered
by cruelty, but were ultimtely defeated by their nmore humane nei ghbors.

The nost inportant characteristic of how human bei ngs create societies and
civilizations is that they can nmake changes, make things better. Culture is not hard
wired, as is that of fire-ants. Qur npbst ancient ancestors practiced human sacrifice
to pacify angry gods. Wen a vol cano erupted, people selected a virgin to throwinto
the vol cano. The eruption eventually stopped, and they nade the mental |eap that
their sacrifice worked. They eventually learned that this was ineffective and stopped
doing it.

Societies can and do |l earn fromeach other, and they can be transforned by
intelligent |eadership. Sone of the nost ferocious and bl oodthirsty cultures (the
Mongol s, for example) changed after their conquests were conpleted. Their earlier

val ues vani shed, and they adopted the nore conpassionate rules of their predecessors.

The nost inportant thing to know about human societies is that over tine, the nost
successful have cone to dominate the world. In the modern world, human societies have
nor phed from savage and cruel to |largely cooperative and conpassi onate. W have
changed as a species, and in nost ways, inproved human behavior and life.

However, a nore negative aspect of some cultures is resistance to change. Changes



al nost always reap revolts and resistance fromthose who perceive thensel ves as
| osing something. W will discuss this in the next columm, when we expl ore how
Anmerican civilization has benefitted the world.
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