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AUTHOR'S NOTE
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I have spent fifty years studying the unbiased history of humanity, a process that originated in a household and neighborhood that culturally encompasses the four great regions of the world.

A large part of this work focused on origins, migrations, the deep prehistory of who we are and how we got here. This book is the result of something that sits large in our human presence, like an organism, like a vast entity that has influenced our lives more than anything else.

Today we call this entity capitalism. Most would ask an economist what capitalism actually is, but in this action lies your first mistake. Why? Because this allows the system operator to divert your eyes from the costs of their system to your life, to everything they need to disarm your alarm bells.

Therefore, your first goal is to focus on the costs of a system or a thing to your life.

This book was written as your personal satellite to zoom in and out of human existence from the past to the present.

As always, you will be guided through this window by someone who was born both inside and outside a system, which is both my native way of life and my burden.
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PROLOGUE: THE BALANCE OF LIFE VS THE PARASITE
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Consider the Earth from orbit. It spins slowly, enveloped by bands of drifting clouds. Beneath these clouds, the oceans also swirl in currents, bringing warm water from the equator up and sending cold water back down. This has been happening longer than anyone has lived to see it.

Come closer. Somewhere on this spinning planet, the sun is rising over a water well. A woman pulls the heavy wooden bucket up and fills her jug with water to take home. She takes no more than she needs. She has never done so. Not because a rule tells her not to, but because she has seen wells dry up her whole life, and she knows what happens when someone takes more than their share. One person is full for a day while another person dies.

Your neighbors do the same, as do villages thousands of miles away, patiently and fairly sharing everything the land gives them. They all hunger or thirst together, or they all thrive.

Step back again. And this human kind—taking only what is necessary and being willing to share even that—creates a safer life for all, and they have the time to shape a variety of enchanting lives. This happens in thousands of places on the planet simultaneously, in different languages, under different skies, and it has been happening long before invasions replaced migrations and exchange was replaced by theft.

5,000 years ago, the life cycle was invaded

Imagine a parasite, a bloated, multi-armed worm sitting on a planet. It first grew there by using the blood of the people it sits upon.

Now it probes around the globe with outstretched feelers and penetrates a continent with the sharp end of this sniffer.

This sucker begins to siphon off the life that exists there – but slowly enough to prolong the death rate. When the continent bands together to defend itself, the tube simply retracts, only to shift to another region – but with the plan to return.

Although in a different form, this is exactly what has happened to humanity and our world.

During the last Ice Age, a social mutation grew from a tiny spore into a parasitic behavioral organism. This event was not due to something inhuman. In fact, it is a human weakness and strength that we learn and are shaped by our experiences.

From their experiences, the people there had forgotten the give-and-take that every natural human system had maintained for hundreds of thousands of years. Yet this loss was not intentional, for we were not accustomed to places where taking was normalized.

In this environment, it was the way of things to take what one could, as long as one could. However, to draw resources from people, a deal had to be struck, for two against one increased the chances of freeing oneself from a tyrant – and for this thief, at what price the two would decide.

Unfortunately for us, this deal was allowed, far beyond the time and place where it was permitted – and has now transformed into an extraction system that drains energy from the world of life.

We call this system the parasite, but not as an insult. The word is used here precisely.

Unlike a sustainable exchange cycle that creates life for the entire system, a parasite draws its life from a system and replaces what it takes with its polluted waste.

The host is ultimately poisoned, exhausted, and dies, and the parasite, which has never created or shared anything, also dies, but too late.

Return to the orbit, to the spinning planet that can be seen in its entirety. Somewhere down there, right now, people are becoming immune to the injected toxins that the parasite uses to dull the pain of exhaustion.

What accompanies the pain is the shocked realization of what is happening to our species and our world.
PART ONE
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EARTH GIFTED HUMAN RIGHTS
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CHAPTER 1
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What belonged to us at birth
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Every human is born with an equal claim to life, resources, and freedom from domination — this chapter traces how egalitarian societies protected that birthright for most of human history, before it was ever taken.

Look at the Earth again from orbit. Somewhere on its spinning surface, a baby is being born right now. It happens every few seconds, day and night, everywhere on the planet.

Zoom in on just one of those moments. A newborn takes its first breath. Someone wraps the baby in a cloth. Someone holds the baby to a warm breast and feeds it with sweet milk made from the water, the sun, and the nature around it.

These natural elements were earned with nature, although it is now indebted for the water it drinks, the food it needs, the protection from the storm, and the time of the mother.

The parents pay until the child can take on the never-ending debt by exchanging its life for the system of its own downfall. Long before any of us could speak, choose, or sign a contract, a price was attached to our lives.

The three things that no one owns – and that everyone owns

If we set aside every economic system that humanity has ever built – every currency, every document, every border, every account – what remains is what we actually started with. Three things. No aspirations. No privileges. The ground beneath every human life, present from birth, without any wrongdoing.

A right to what the planet offers. Every human body has developed within a living system, not separate from one. Without negotiation, the food and water produced by the living system belong to the people who originate from that system.

Just as water is a component of life, chemically inseparable from the body that needs it – a body is made up of about two-thirds water, and to ask whether a person has a right to it is somewhat like asking whether a person has a right to their own blood.

Food, water, and the land to procure them and build shelter are the foundations of life, which are now locked away and resold to us as commodities with strings and clocks attached. This is not an inconvenience; it is an assault on life.

The right to live freely, without the need to defend ourselves against the attacks of other people.

To do no harm is the most fundamental level of our human common sense. In this world, people have enough challenges to face without having to look out for human traitors to humanity as well.

We should be free to focus our attention on life and address the issues that affect us all.

This leads to right number three.

The right to contribute. This is what most systems forget to promise us, and it could be what we miss the most when it is gone. Every person is born with abilities – to build, to nurture, to perceive, to care, to solve – and every person carries an instinct to use these abilities in a way that is meaningful beyond themselves. No forced labor.

No task assigned by someone else. The right to find out where you belong and to spend your finite time doing the good that only you, in this place, in this way, can do for the whole.

We were born into a mutual dependency, wired — through evolution, through the tens of thousands of years our species spent merely surviving because we survived together — to find meaning specifically in what we do for each other.

Contribution is not a virtue that has been grafted onto human nature by religion or moral instructions. It is closer to the operating system itself.

Which means that anything that can interrupt a person's ability to contribute to the whole — making them believe that their work, attention, and care belong first to a machine built for extraction — severs the most important of all relationships.

Hold on to that. We will come back to it.

Step back once more, over every country, every language, every baby taking its first breath today, and let us return to the source of this ever-hungry organism that has us in its grip.

It was born in the cold.
CHAPTER 2
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The inmate-led ice age prisons
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Trapped for millennia in the frozen Caucasus foothills during the last glacial maximum, a small population develops the traits and hierarchy that will seed the wound at the center of this book.

See the Earth from above, as a satellite would have seen it twenty-six thousand years ago during what we call the last glacial maximum or LGM ice age. Most of the northern half of the planet is white. Ice covers Canada, most of Europe, the upper part of Asia — in some places a mile thick, burying rivers, forests, entire mountain ranges.

We cross the Caucasus Mountains, which are a massive natural barrier stretching over twelve hundred kilometers between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea.

During the last Ice Age, a population of people was trapped behind the advancing walls of glaciers. Their captivity lasted longer than a season, longer than a generation, or even a century, but fifteen thousand years.

This event turns out to be the most influential and hidden in human history, as the civilization that emerged from these mountains had every reason to look away.

Forty-five thousand years ago, a small population of wandering people entered the Caucasus in search of seasonal game and split into two separate directions. One moved into the higher cliffs, the other into the deeper valleys.

Initially, these two groups followed behavioral rules typical of humanity. Cooperative, egalitarian, long-term oriented,

As advancing glaciers closed the passes between them, including the exits to the outside world, one group changed its values.

Although retrospectives into ancient history are always speculative, the impacts on our daily lives are not. What the ice did to the people in this ice prison over the next fifteen thousand years is not a complete mystery. One can see the results today in our way of life, our culture, our laws, beliefs, and languages, and this can be supported by well-researched, documented, and measured data.

Read the full historical content in: The Caucasian Winter.

As for now, here are the basics.

The Endless Winter and the Eerie Survival

Geneticists studying ancient DNA have identified a population that researchers call the Caucasus Hunter-Gatherers (CHG) – a lineage that, unlike many of its contemporaries, survived the last glacial maximum in isolation, hidden in the mountains and valleys of the Caucasus region, cut off from the broader human gene pool by ice and geography for an extraordinarily long time.

This isolation is well documented in the genetic record.

How does one survive in an enclosed region that can support a group for a season but must last through a winter that lasts thousands of years?

What a shrinking world does to the people trapped in such a place, regardless of who they are, makes trust more expensive.

If a refuge is large and its resources are still relatively abundant, generosity costs little. Share the spoils, share the shelter, share the fire – there is more where that came from, and the group that shares outperforms the group that does not, for cooperation has helped humanity through every previous hardship our species has faced.

But a container under the sustained pressure of an ice age is not sustainably abundant when the animals also wander in and out of the cage, trapped with many deadly predators all trying to survive the situation, including humanity.

In such a shrinking world of conflict, every hunt and every gesture of generosity carries costs that a stable place never had to reckon with: What if this prey, for which I risked my life, is the last prey?

The unpredictable or ever-diminishing yields would be palpable – and the persistent fear of scarcity, over enough generations, can begin to reshape the culture within.

Not through blood – a point that should be emphatically mentioned, for the alternative reading has been used for terrible purposes throughout history. What can be passed down from generation to generation is not blood, but culture.

A set of assumptions about scarcity, trust, and outsiders that is taught to children not through explanation, but through the simple, constant demonstration of how the adults around them behave when resources become scarce.

The terrain that separated these two groups had a difference in terrain that determined much of what followed.

In the high-altitude areas in the north, the land was almost barren. The advancing cold had wiped out the tree line. No nut trees, no wild grains, no medicinal plants. Survival depended entirely on hunting large game in vertical and frozen terrain. Every hunting trip had real stakes. Every decision had to be made within minutes.

There was little room for collective reflection, little leeway for the kind of patient, distributed decision-making on which the original human codes were based. The environment chose a single decisive authority, and most followed without hesitation, an almost herd-like mentality that was not understood outside the snowstorm.

The Valley Clan

Meanwhile, in the sheltered valleys of the south, a different landscape persisted. Walnut trees in protected hollows. Wild grains in low meadows. Fish in the rivers. No abundance (nothing in the Caucasus cage during the Ice Age was plentiful), but enough.

Enough food to sustain the full range of decisions, behaviors, and relationships of human society. Sufficient stability to allow for collective reflection. Enough to preserve play among children. Enough for the elders to share their stories about what life means, what it means to be human to one another and to our world.

So we call the northern population the Cliff Clan and the southern population the Valley Clan—and how each interacts with the human and natural world will repeatedly clash, from then until today.

Withdraw again, over the mountains, over the ice sheet, over the entire curvature of the planet. No single decision made in a single refuge changed anything on its own. But multiply the same choice by fifteen thousand winters, by generation after generation growing up and seeing their parents make it—and a pattern begins to form on the map, like a single drop of dye slowly coloring a whole glass of water.

This pattern is the place where the wound first took shape.
Ice Prison Two

The Siberians—the world’s first warriors

East of the Caucasus, across a strip of frozen steppe, a second refuge held against the same ice. Zoom in. The land here was flatter and more exposed than the mountain valleys in the west—less shelter from the wind, fewer places to hide from a rival group, and herds of big game that had to be chased across open spaces to survive a single winter.

Observe how one of these hunting groups moves. They are no longer just pursuing the game. They are watching each other – other groups moving across the same open terrain and chasing the same dwindling herds. Out here, a good hunter and a good fighter begin to become the same person, for the herd you eventually catch up to may already have another group standing between you and it.

Genetic evidence shows that these Siberian hunters and gatherers survived the same Ice Age in relative isolation, much like their neighbors in the Caucasus – and the lifestyle that the open, exposed steppe demanded of them left a different mark than the mountains. Call the sharpest edge of this mark what it became: the first warriors.

Not yet soldiers in an organized sense, but people for whom holding ground and conquering through violence had become a common, practiced skill passed down from parents to children, alongside the ability to hunt.

Where the Two Meet

Back in the Caucasus, another skill sharpened. From the heights of the mountains, a hunter can see for miles – which valley still has game, which pass is clear, which neighboring group is moving and where. This vantage point rewarded a certain type of person: not the fastest runner or the strongest arm, but the one with the farthest sight who made the decisions about who ate and who waited.

Call this role what it was: a hunting manager, someone whose value came from planning and rationing a dwindling resource across an entire group, observing the same scarcity from a height where its full form was visible.

None of the skills alone built the culture that came next. A clan led by resource- and people-energy-obsessed managers. A group of warriors with a plan to raid or protect a valley so they wouldn’t starve next week.

What changed everything was when these two skills met on the same open ground – the Siberian steppe warriors and the fear-driven, hierarchical resource planners of the Caucasus, coming into contact with each other as the ice slowly receded and the old boundaries between refuges reopened.

Then came the horse.

Before that fateful day on the Caspian steppe, horses were only hunted or herded for food.

The riding of horses transformed a quick walk into a run that could cover in one day what previously took a week. A hunter could now survey a vast territory, and a warrior, who could now defend or conquer it faster than any foot soldier could react, were no longer two separate roles.

A man on a horse with a weapon was a super fast and agile, powerful force that attacked from a dizzying height unknown to humanity.

These deadly warriors became the culture that historians refer to as the Yamnaya – the mobile, equestrian, raiding, and herding culture that carried the ice-burned scar around the world.

From survival strategies to worldviews

A behavior that begins as a rational response to real scarcity does not automatically end when the scarcity ends. This is one of the best-documented patterns in the study of human culture: strategies harden.

What began as our way of survival in the Ice Age can, over enough generations, simply become the way things are done – inherited, taught, and defended long after the original conditions that made it necessary have passed.

This is the mechanism known here as the Ice Age cliff mentality: not a fixed trait belonging to a people, a region, or a bloodline, but a cultural heritage – a way of dealing with scarcity, trust, and the outsider – that took root in conditions of extreme, prolonged isolation and pressure and survived the Ice Age that produced it.

Your mirror image is what the same research refers to as the gardener mentality: the cooperative, sharing orientation that also survived the Ice Age, carried by populations that experienced the same global climate crisis under different local conditions and emerged from it with a different lesson. Both mentalities are real. Both are ancient.

Both have since been carried forward in every population – for the Ice Age produced no single winner. It produced a fork.

This distinction is enormously important, and it is worth stating clearly before we proceed:

This is not a story about one people being predatory and another being pure.

Every population living today from Europe and parts of Asia carries descendants of both the garden and the ice within them. What was inherited was not a fixed trait. What was inherited was a choice made by ancestors under pressure – and the fact that it was a choice made under certain conditions is precisely what transforms new conditions into new decisions.

Why the cold is still important

It is fair to ask why all of this belongs in a report on the modern economy. Why start twenty-six thousand years before the existence of capitalism?

Because the real question is not: “When did exploitation begin?” It is: “Why does exploitation feel so natural to the systems built since then that most people cannot imagine an alternative?” And this question cannot be answered by looking only at the last few centuries – at colonial books, at factories, at stock markets – because none of these things invented the underlying logic. They inherited it.

They gave it new tools, new dimensions, new sophistication. But the logic itself – scarcity comes, so take what you can while you can, and treat the outsider as a threat before they treat you as such – is much older than any economic system that humans have ever built. It is old enough to be literally engraved in the way certain populations dealt with strangers before agriculture, writing, and the wheel existed.

One can call this old inheritance the wound. Not because the people who survived the ice were wrong to survive – they did what the conditions demanded, and their descendants owe their existence to them. But because a strategy adopted in times of crisis, once it has survived the crisis and become a worldview passed on to children who have never known the ice, is no longer survival. It becomes something else.

It becomes the seed of a system that will learn over time to deliberately create scarcity – for a system based on the logic of ice does not know how to sustain itself once the ice and the excuse it provided are gone.

Pull back one last time, over the Caucasus, over the steppe, over the entire curvature of the earth, where it all began. The ice that started it is long gone. The pattern it left behind is not.

This system needed a new source of cold. It has found one somewhere since then.
CHAPTER 3
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The traders behind the raids
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A second influence, from the trading cities of Mesopotamia, reaches the Caucasus and helps turn an isolated population into something new — not just raiders, but a template for extraction.

Look at the northern foothills of the Caucasus, several centuries after the fusion we have already traced, and follow a second influence that comes from a completely different direction: not this time from the ice, but from the south, from the great cities of Mesopotamia, which had already established some of the largest urban centers the world had seen up to that point.

A culture that archaeologists now call Maykop emerged here, and one of the archaeologists who has studied it the longest gave it a description worth repeating verbatim: the first barbaric society in the world, built on the edge of civilization and not within it, prosperous far beyond what its own small population could otherwise explain.

A kingdom built on trade and not just on violence.

When the largest known grave of Maykop was finally excavated, it contained gold and silver in quantities unmatched on Earth at that time—more than seven thousand gold objects and almost a thousand silver objects, a single tunic of a chieftain alone bore dozens of golden lions and bulls. This wealth was not derived from Maykop's own soil.

It came through trade, flowing north from the same Mesopotamian trade networks that had already reached outward during Mesopotamia's own Uruk period, in exchange for the raw materials that the vast Caucasus and steppe region held in abundance—wood, copper, furs, and livestock that the growing cities in the south increasingly needed and lacked.

What Maykop brought north was not just finished goods. It was a whole technological and economic package: the wheel and the heavy cart, advanced metalworking capable of casting bronze axes and daggers, and—equally consequential—a functioning model of how wealth itself could operate.

In these same centuries, two completely different economic logics were formed on both sides of this exchange, and archaeologists studying both have given them different names: one associated with Mesopotamia's own cities, based on basic financing, storing and redistributing grain through a central authority; the other, practiced by Maykop itself and carried north, was based on wealth financing—specialized goods, portable, ownable, and stackable in a single grave, to precisely demonstrate how much a person had accumulated over a lifetime.

What the steppe learned from the trading post.

This is the piece that deserves to be clearly named, as it connects directly to everything we will trace from here. The Yamnaya fusion described in our earlier pages did not simply learn violence from the ice that shaped it.

It learned business from a trading culture that sat right at its own doorstep—a model where wealth was not a communal grain stored for a hard season, but portable metal, counted cattle, and status objects that a person could carry, hoard, or inherit, each one valuable because not everyone had one.

The same archaeological evidence that documents the spectacular Kurgan burials of Maykop shows the pattern that reached the open steppe within a few generations: Yamnaya graves increasingly containing wagon burials, shaft-hole axes, and metal ornaments that are directly based on techniques we have already associated with Maykop's own trade with the Uruk world.

A society that had been trapped in fear of scarcity and gnawing hunger during the Ice Age had now found a way to both fill their bellies and alleviate their fears. Here was a functioning vehicle, a durable, transferable system—not just for survival, but also for prosperity and status for a once-humbled people who could travel with one person instead of being hoarded and crammed into an ice cave.

Where this leads

In the following chapters, we will trace how this same logic reappears directly in every later phase of the history it wants to tell—a fee charged at a river crossing, a colony operated for its shareholders, a financial system that no longer needs to touch the resources from which it derives value. None of these later arrangements had to reinvent the underlying idea from scratch.

The idea itself—that wealth, measured in portable, unevenly distributed objects, is worth more than wealth measured by what an entire community actually has enough of—first came as an influence from a trading partner into the steppe, was carried westward by raiders who had learned to appreciate it, and has never really left.

Pull back, over the trading place of Maykop and its glittering Kurgans, over the open steppe where a young warrior culture observed a business model for the first time and decided to adopt it. Every later chapter tracing a market, a shareholder, or a balance sheet follows something that has penetrated this story, disguised as a trading partner and not as a threat.

The first enterprise we can trace was not founded by the raiders. It was established by the merchants who armed them, and the raiders simply continued the book as they learned how it worked.
CHAPTER 4
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The Trypillians

[image: ]


Deep in the fertile plains west of the steppe, a civilization of tens of thousands builds enormous ringed cities with no palace, no throne, and no chief — proof that scale and hierarchy were never a package deal.

Look at the earth again from orbit, but now move the eye westward, away from the mountains and the open steppe, to a strip of dark, fertile plain between two rivers. About six thousand years ago, this land was one of the richest agricultural areas on the planet, and the people who lived there did something that almost no one living today has ever been taught in school.

Descending into one of their cities. The houses are arranged in wide, intentional circles, hundreds of them, sometimes more than a thousand, all facing the same open space in the center. Entering from the edge. Each house is built to approximately the same size, with the same type of stove, the same type of storage for grain.

Nothing marks a larger house, a taller house, a house that stands on higher ground, quite like the house of a chief or a king almost always does, in almost every other large settlement that history remembers.

There is no palace here. There is no throne. This is egalitarianism, built from bricks and ash, rather than being theoretically discussed — the same governing instinct that we have traced back to the deepest origins of humanity, but here given to an entire civilization space to prove what it could actually build.

Bigger than anyone who told you.

Archaeologists call this culture the Trypillians, named after a village in Ukraine where their pottery was first identified. Their largest cities had, by most estimates, ten thousand to fifteen thousand people — and some of the largest sites, according to the highest population numbers proposed by researchers, could have housed up to forty-five thousand people.

Even the conservative end of this spectrum placed these cities among the largest settlements on Earth at that time, larger than the early cities of Mesopotamia, which history books usually recognize as the first.

Most people have never heard of them, and this absence is worth pausing for a moment before moving on: an entire civilization built on a scale that rivaled or surpassed the earliest cities everywhere simply never made its way into the history that most of us were told about how civilization began.

Their pottery survives in thousands of pieces, painted in spirals and bands of red, black, and white, not in a single workshop for a ruling class, but in ordinary homes throughout the city. Such a widespread ability, practiced at this level in house after house, suggests something worth naming clearly: This was not a society where beautiful things were reserved only for the few at the top.

It was a society where the ordinary home was the place where beautiful things were made.

The city that burned itself down.

Now go to the edge of the ring on a particular evening — the one evening in the history of this city for which archaeologists have the most physical evidence, because it left a layer of ash that one can still place a hand on today.

Approximately every sixty to eighty years, for reasons that researchers are still debating, a Trypillia city like this was intentionally burned down in an event that appears more like an organized, communal act than an accident or an attack. Afterwards, a new city was often built nearby, sometimes following a similar plan. Nothing about the fire suggests a raid.

There are no signs of a struggle, no scattered weapons, no indications of a hostile incursion. It rather seems that the city did something intentionally and collectively to itself.

No one can say for certain why. Some researchers point to rituals—a way to mark the transition of a generation or to renew the land itself. Others refer to practical reasons—old wooden houses, worn out and susceptible to pests, that were cleared to make way for new ones. What can honestly be said is this: Regardless of the reason, the effect was the same every time.

No house, no family line, no accumulated possessions in one place was ever allowed to become permanent enough to dominate the rest. The land was reset again and again, for over two thousand five hundred years.

What never needed a wall, until it finally did need one.

Look for a wall around this city, for during most of its long history, it needed one, like almost every other large settlement in history. For about two thousand five hundred years, there is none. Most Trypillia cities, even the largest, show little to no evidence of fortifications throughout the majority of their long cultural history—no ditch, no palisade, no watchtower.

For a settlement of ten thousand or more people, this absence is no small detail. Large, wall-less settlements are rare in the archaeological record precisely because such a large city without walls is usually quickly raided and wiped out by its neighbors.

This one did not, for almost the entire duration of its existence. What maintained peace here—shared customs, shared rituals, a form of cooperation among neighboring cities throughout the region—lasted over two thousand years, long enough to repeatedly build and rebuild the same kind of city on the same scale, generation after generation, without ever building a wall to protect it.

Only in the last centuries of the culture, when a threat from the east finally became visible on the horizon, does the archaeological and genetic evidence show that this began to change—a detail we will return to in a later chapter, where the moment the walls were finally erected, and why they were still not enough, deserves its own detailed narrative.

A kind of taking for which no one had a word.

Every society that has ever produced a desirable surplus has also given rise to people who are willing to take more than they deserve.

Trypillia knew this problem inside out, long before anyone from the steppe ever crossed their horizon, and we have already traced the tool that egalitarian societies use against it: gossip, mockery, exclusion, the whole silent machinery that anthropologists call reverse dominance, directed against any individual who tries to claim more status, more grain, or more say than a fair measure allows.

It worked here for two and a half thousand years.

A greedy household could be shamed. A hoarding neighbor could be excluded from the next sowing, the next festival, the next wedding. The tool was specifically designed for this kind of threat, and it rarely failed against exactly this kind of threat – but when it did, they banded together and stopped at nothing to eradicate it.

The evidence is there to be examined. There was violence. Rarely, but it occurred, and in contrast to their usually peaceful lifestyle, it is shocking. Yet there is an old European saying: "It had to be done!"

What eventually arrived in the last centuries of culture from the steppe, however, was a different kind of threat, and nothing in two and a half thousand years of old European practices had prepared anyone to recognize the difference until it was already at the gate.

Old DNA material obtained from the wider region clearly shows what a raid like this actually left behind, generation after generation. The paternal lines that had already been established in a conquered settlement essentially went silent, while the maternal lines carried on by the women of this settlement continued, now within a completely different household order.

Researchers studying the imbalance across dozens of sites in this wider region have found ratios as distorted as four incoming men fathering children for every incoming woman, sometimes more – a pattern that does not align with trade, tribute, or the kind of incursion that an egalitarian city already knew how to correct.

It corresponds to something else: The men of a raided settlement were permanently erased, while the women of the settlement, their stored grain, their herds, and the land they had cultivated for generations were directly integrated into the structure of the raiding group.

This integration is the part for which reverse dominance had no answer. A raiding line like this carried a single chain of authority wherever it settled: land, herd, and household were passed from fathers to sons, sons who were increasingly born of women who had themselves been taken, rather than born into the group to which they now belonged.

Every part of a woman's life within this chain – whom she married, which household she obeyed, which children counted as heirs and which did not – now ran through a male hierarchy that had not existed and never needed to exist in the town where she had grown up.

A conquering line takes the system itself, shaping it as a household of a man that extends outward, and hands over each part of the old fair distribution — work, land, marriage, inheritance — to a hierarchy that answers only to him alone.

However, the women would keep their old beliefs and ways within themselves, whispering them to their children when the father was away, and in this way, the seeds of freedom would travel and be planted alongside the raids.

Old Europe is dying

About five thousand years ago, the great ring-shaped cities ceased to be rebuilt. The settlements became smaller and more scattered. The painted pottery changed and then disappeared from the records.

Historians and archaeologists still argue about how exactly — yet the patterns we know today are familiar. Disease, followed by violence and takeover.

What is not in question is the timing or the contrast: For two thousand five hundred years, tens of thousands of people built, shared, and renewed a lifestyle without rulers, without walls, and without a permanent elite — in the same broad region, among the same broad population, through which extractivism also first passed.

Equalitarianism, which is already thousands of years old and proven on a real scale, and extractivism, which has newly merged on a steppe a few hundred miles east to test whether the old way can endure.

Pull back one last time, over the rivers, over the wide circular scars in the earth where these cities once stood. The ground remembers both stories — the one that needed a wall, and the one that never did.

Whatever a people becomes was never written in their blood. It was built, chosen, and rebuilt from generation to generation — which means it is still possible.
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From Raid to Trade
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At a single river crossing, naked plunder slowly evolves into something subtler and more durable: a toll, paid instead of fought over, that never has to leave.

Look down at the earth again, this time following a river that leads from the steppe into the interior, to the exact spot where two well-worn paths cross at a shallow ford. At this crossing, the same scene has played out over generations, and the scene has slowly changed.

In the past, a group arriving at this ford took what they needed by force and moved on. Now observe a different arrival. A group comes with pack animals loaded with grain to the water. Another group is already waiting on the opposite bank, the descendants of the same riding culture that can be traced back over the Caucasus and the steppe. They do not raid the caravan.

They do something that at first glance looks like the opposite of a raid: they offer safe passage, for a fee.

The fee that has replaced the sword

The price is never quite fair, and it is never meant to be. The group that controls the crossing sets the terms because they are the only ones who can guarantee that the caravan will survive the journey. Pay the fee or take the long way through open land, where no one guarantees anything. Most caravans pay. Most caravans will always do so when the alternative is worse.

This is the same wound dressed in new clothes. A raid takes by force once, and the victim can at least see it coming. A fee takes repeatedly through pressure and dresses itself as a business that both sides have agreed to. Only one side has ever controlled the crossing. Only one side has ever set the price.

One crossing after another, until it was everywhere

This crossing was never the beginning of trade in this world.

Copper had already been traveling in the same regions for almost two thousand years before any raider set up a toll here, supported by a genuine, well-documented network that archaeologists call the Carpathian-Balkan Metallurgical Province – mines in the Balkans, smiths working in the cities of ancient Europe, and routes that connected the Trypillia world, which we have already traced back to its neighbors, longer than Mesopotamia had existed.

No one riding from the steppe invented all of this. What changed, starting in the same centuries when the horse and wagon transformed everything else, was who had control over getting from one end to the other.

Archaeologists studying the change refer to what came next as the Circum-Pontic Metallurgical Province – the same broad network, now realigned towards the Caucasus, where the prosperous financial economy we have already traced back to Maykop's own workshops crossed almost every route in and out of the region.

The raw copper continued to move. In many cases, the same mines continued to produce it. However, what sat at the top of the network did not remain the same.

In Kargaly, a massive copper mine that operated for over a thousand years in the southern Ural steppe, archaeological evidence shows that the mines themselves passed directly into the hands of the Yamna and closely related groups – no new resource was discovered, but an old one was absorbed.

This is the part that can easily be overlooked when the raid at this ford is considered the whole story. A raiding group does not need to conquer an entire trade network to ultimately control it.

It only needs to take one crossing, one mine, one mountain pass at a time, holding each position long enough to levy taxes on everything that passes through and utilize what that single position produces – metal, herds, captive labor, the women and the grain we have already described in our previous chapter – to reach the next crossing further down the line.

A network built over two thousand years by hundreds of cities that traded relatively freely does not fall through a single battle. It falls one toll booth at a time, to the group that is patient enough and mobile enough to set up the next one before word of the last journey is finished.

As this process took its course in the wider region, the same copper that once passed from a Balkan mine into the hands of a Trypillia smith through dozens of independent, cooperating hands was now controlled by a much smaller number of controlling hands.

Not because the ore had changed or the demand for it, but because everyone who had previously moved it freely between these two points now had to pay someone new for the privilege of continuing to do what their grandparents had always done for free.

The ledger remembers what the sword has forgotten

Something else changes once extraction learns to carry a ledger instead of a blade: it becomes patient. A raid ends when the robbers leave. A toll never ends, for the crossing is always there, and someone must always get to the other side.

Debt works in the same way — a bad harvest, a harsh winter, and a family that once fed itself borrows grain from the one who controls the surplus, at a price that will take years, sometimes generations, to repay. The wound need not pursue anyone anymore. It only has to wait at the crossing or the ledger, for the next person who has no other way.

Withdraw, across the river, across every crossing like this, which will one day line the trade routes of the ancient world. The weapon has changed. What it extracted and from whom it extracted has not changed.

A toll is just a raid with better manners and a longer memory.
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The Ladder of Extraction
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One river toll multiplies into a ladder spanning entire valleys and continents, with everyone from the family at the bottom to the lord at the top locked into the same structure.

Look down on a vast agricultural valley, a thousand years or more after this first river toll, in a hundred different versions of this same valley, scattered across every inhabited continent. The crossing has disappeared or grown into something larger. What has grown in its place is a ladder, and everyone standing at the valley floor stands on one of the rungs.

Zoom in on a family cultivating a strip of wheat. Their grandparents worked this same strip and owned it outright, free to keep what it produced or trade it as they pleased. This family still cultivates it, still plants it, still harvests it — but the grain no longer stays with them.

The bulk now travels up the ladder, to a lord whose family offered protection to the valley from robbers generations ago in exchange for exactly this arrangement, and the arrangement never ended after the robbers disappeared. What remains for the family that actually plants is everything the lord does not need. The land remembers to whom it once belonged. The ledger no longer does.

From Peasants to Protected Serfs

This rung of the ladder has a shape that deserves to be clearly named, as it recurs in almost every agricultural society remembered by history, under a dozen different names: raiders against farmers becomes raiders against protectors. An agricultural valley that cannot defend itself is repeatedly raided by anyone strong enough to take its surplus by force.

Sooner or later, someone local—often simply the strongest household, with the most sons, the best weapons, the highest ground—offers a different deal. Pay us instead of them, and we’ll make sure they don’t come. It’s the same toll for crossing the river, only now it never has to leave again. It settles in, builds a hall on the highest hill in the valley, and becomes permanent.

The families that accept this deal are rarely foolish. A raid that comes once a season and takes everything is, in the short term, worse than a toll that comes every season and takes most things. But a toll, once it settles in and builds a hall, almost never leaves again, even after the original threat has disappeared. The protector becomes the lord. The agreement becomes law.

And the family that once fully owned the strip of wheat spends the next several centuries and the next several dozen generations cultivating the same land for a fraction of what it produces.

Raiders against raiders, lords against lords

The ladder does not stop at one rung. Above the local lord, there is almost always a greater lord, and above him sometimes a king—each extracting a toll from the level below, each occasionally raiding a rival on the same level, not fighting to free the farmers on either side, but to decide which hall may continue to collect from them.

A farmer working the fields rarely cared and seldom had anything to say about which noble banner flew over the valley in a given decade. The toll was due in any case.

This is the wound that turns inward, extraction competing with extraction, one rung of the ladder raiding another to retain the right to exploit all those below both. It produced some of the bloodiest wars in history—remarkably, very few of them were fought to free the people who actually grew the food that each side of the war lived on.

Enslavement with their own rungs

Where extraction reached its harshest form—serfdom, debt bondage, forced labor—the ladder did not disappear. It simply grew into a darker version of the same shape.

A enslaved person who held a position of limited authority over other enslaved people – a supervisor, a foreman, a trusted household name – stood on a real rung, higher than the people below them and immeasurably lower than the people above them, with a share of power that was just large enough to make the order on the worst days seem almost bearable, and just small enough that it could be completely withdrawn at any time, without appeal, as soon as they were no longer useful.

This is not a detailed story that one likes to remember, and it should not be sugar-coated: Slavery, wherever it has existed, has reliably produced its own internal hierarchy, its own smaller ladder of exploitation embedded within the larger one. Acknowledging that a hierarchy existed is not the same as excusing it or distributing blame evenly.

The rung on which a person stood within a system of slavery was still a rung within slavery. Naming the complete form of the ladder is only useful if it sharpens the image of who built it and who was forced to hold it, not if it blurs that image.

Those who submitted, and those who did not

Every rung of that ladder produced both types of stories in every century, on every continent. In 1381, English peasants suffering under a poll tax marched directly to London, burned the records that tracked their slavery, and made the crown genuinely anxious for a few weeks.

In 1524, tens of thousands of German peasants rose up and demanded the end of serfdom, citing both scripture and custom as evidence that the agreement had never been just. Centuries earlier, a enslaved gladiator named Spartacus led a revolt that held back the full military weight of Rome for nearly two years. None of these uprisings ever tore down the ladder permanently.

All are proof that the ladder was never silently accepted everywhere by everyone standing on its lower rungs.

The punishment was never intended only for the rebels

None of these uprisings ended when the fighting stopped, and what came afterward was as important as the fight itself, for it was never truly directed only against the people who had actually rebelled.

When Crassus finally crushed Spartacus' rebellion, he lined the entire Via Appia — the road that led every traveler between Capua and Rome — with six thousand of the surviving rebels, crucified at intervals over more than a hundred miles, leaving them hanging long enough that no one entering the capital could avoid passing by the consequences of the rebellion.

The crown of England responded to the uprising of 1381 on a smaller scale with the same logic: Its leader was killed within days of a personal meeting with the king, and the subsequent executions in the weeks that followed were carried out publicly, from town to town, specifically in the places where the uprising had gained the most support.

The Peasants' Revolt in Germany in 1524 ended even more severely, with well over a hundred thousand dead, a large portion of whom were killed after the fighting ended, in reprisals aimed at ensuring the memory of anyone who had marched would endure.

All of this was not coincidental to the defeat of a rebellion. It was a separate, distinct mechanism that performed separate work. An army can be defeated without leaving a lasting impression on the next generation that tries to attempt it again.

Public torture, mass executions, and imprisonment carried out somewhere had to be seen or heard by every future rebel to solve a very different problem: ensuring that the costs of another attempt were calculated by all onlookers, not just by those who had actually lost.

We will trace
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