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PROLOGUE — Cities Older than Time
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The coastal deserts of Peru possess a deceptive stillness. At first glance, they appear barren and inhospitable, a vast expanse of sand stretching between the Pacific Ocean and the towering Andes. Yet beneath this austere landscape lies one of humanity’s most profound and unexpected stories—a narrative that challenges long-held assumptions about the origins of civilization. Here, in valleys nourished by rivers descending from the Andes, monumental cities arose thousands of years ago, reshaping our understanding of the ancient world.

The journey that inspired this book began not in a laboratory or archive, but in the field, where the past reveals itself through the patient work of archaeology. During a recent research trip to Peru, a short video was filmed to capture a first glimpse of these extraordinary coastal pyramid cities. The footage, taken by my wife Samantha, offered more than scenic impressions; it documented the silent testimony of civilizations that flourished millennia before the rise of many of the world’s traditionally recognized cradles of urban life.

Among the sites featured were Bandurria, Caral, Áspero, and Vichama—monumental centers associated with what scholars now identify as the Norte Chico or Caral-Supe civilization. Seen from above through drone imagery, their stepped pyramids and expansive plazas emerge with striking clarity against the desert terrain. These structures, built of stone and earth, attest to a level of social organization and architectural sophistication that demands recognition alongside the earliest civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, and China.

One site in particular embodies the dramatic transformation of archaeological understanding: Áspero. When it was first visited in 1993, the ancient settlement lay almost entirely concealed beneath the municipal rubbish dump of the nearby city of Supe. The true significance of the location was obscured by layers of modern refuse, its ancient monuments hidden from view. Over the following decades, however, the dedication and vision of Peruvian archaeologist Ruth Shady Solís and her team led to the systematic clearing and excavation of the site. Their work not only revealed the architectural grandeur of Áspero but also established its place within a broader network of early urban centers.

Caral, the most renowned of these cities, stands as a testament to the ingenuity and organizational capabilities of its builders. Radiocarbon dating places the earliest monumental constructions at Caral between approximately 2600 and 2000 BCE, with some associated sites in the region extending even further back, to around 3000 BCE and earlier. Bandurria and Áspero similarly demonstrate early phases of monumental construction, reinforcing the conclusion that complex society emerged in this region far earlier than previously imagined.

The antiquity of these Andean cities is particularly striking when considered in a global context. The step pyramids of Caral, Bandurria, and Áspero are as old as, or older than, the earliest pyramids of Egypt and the earliest ziggurats of Mesopotamia. They are roughly contemporaneous with the rise of urbanism in the Indus Valley. Such parallels challenge the once-dominant narrative that civilization emerged independently in only a few select regions of the Old World. Instead, the evidence from Peru reveals that the Andes constituted an additional and equally significant cradle of civilization.

Yet the significance of these sites extends beyond their impressive architecture and antiquity. Unlike many early civilizations, the Norte Chico culture developed without the widespread use of ceramics during its earliest phases and left no clearly deciphered writing system. Nevertheless, the presence of complex urban planning, large-scale construction projects, and extensive trade networks indicates a sophisticated society capable of mobilizing labor and resources on a monumental scale. The discovery of quipu—knotted string devices later used by the Inca for record-keeping—suggests the possibility of early systems of information management, hinting at intellectual traditions that remain only partially understood.

Equally remarkable is the economic foundation upon which these early cities were built. Situated along fertile river valleys that intersect the desert, the inhabitants of the region cultivated crops such as cotton, gourds, beans, and squash. Cotton, in particular, played a crucial role in sustaining the civilization, as it enabled the production of fishing nets essential for exploiting the rich marine resources of the Pacific Ocean. This symbiotic relationship between coastal fisheries and inland agriculture gave rise to what some scholars describe as a “maritime foundation” for civilization, challenging traditional models that emphasize the primacy of cereal agriculture.

The spiritual and ceremonial dimensions of these ancient cities are evident in their architectural layouts. Sunken circular plazas, carefully aligned with surrounding pyramidal structures, suggest the performance of communal rituals and gatherings that reinforced social cohesion. The orientation of certain buildings has led researchers to explore potential astronomical alignments, raising the possibility that celestial observations played a role in the ceremonial life of the inhabitants. While definitive interpretations remain under investigation, the integration of architecture, landscape, and cosmology points to a worldview deeply attuned to the rhythms of nature.

The rediscovery of these cities has not only expanded our understanding of early Andean societies but has also prompted a broader reassessment of global history. For centuries, the narrative of civilization’s origins was shaped by discoveries in Egypt and Mesopotamia, regions whose monumental remains captured the imagination of scholars and the public alike. The emergence of the Norte Chico civilization as one of the oldest known centers of urban development compels a more inclusive perspective—one that recognizes the diverse and independent pathways through which human societies achieved complexity.

Beyond the Norte Chico heartland, Peru is home to a succession of remarkable cultures that continued to shape the Andean world over millennia. The ceremonial center of Chavín de Huántar introduced powerful religious iconography and far-reaching cultural influence. The Paracas and Nazca peoples left behind intricate textiles, advanced medical practices, and the enigmatic geoglyphs etched into the desert plains. The Moche civilization constructed monumental pyramids and produced sophisticated metalwork, while the Wari established one of the earliest imperial states in the Andes. These traditions ultimately culminated in the rise of the Inca Empire, whose achievements in engineering, administration, and cosmology remain among the most impressive in human history.

Astronomy and the observation of the heavens form a recurring theme throughout the Andean past. From the possible solar alignments of Caral to the celestial symbolism embedded in Inca architecture, ancient Peruvians demonstrated a profound engagement with the sky. The Nazca Lines, vast geoglyphs visible only from above, continue to inspire debate regarding their purpose, with prevailing interpretations emphasizing ritual pathways and water-related symbolism. Regardless of their precise function, these features underscore the sophistication and symbolic depth of Andean cultures.

The story of ancient Peru is therefore not a single narrative but a tapestry woven from many threads—each culture contributing to a continuum of innovation, belief, and adaptation. Environmental challenges, including earthquakes, floods, and climatic fluctuations such as El Niño events, shaped the trajectory of these societies, influencing both their resilience and their eventual transformations. The ability of Andean peoples to thrive within such dynamic landscapes speaks to their ingenuity and deep ecological knowledge.

This book seeks to explore these civilizations in their full richness, integrating archaeological discoveries, architectural achievements, astronomical insights, and enduring enigmas. By situating the Andean world within the broader context of global antiquity, it aims to illuminate the ways in which Peru’s ancient cultures have reshaped our understanding of human history. Rather than existing at the periphery of civilization, the Andes emerge as a central stage upon which some of humanity’s earliest and most innovative societies flourished.

As the drone footage from that initial research trip revealed the geometric outlines of pyramids emerging from the desert, it became clear that these landscapes hold stories still waiting to be told. Each excavation, each artifact, and each newly interpreted alignment contributes to a growing recognition that the history of civilization is far more complex and interconnected than once believed. The cities of Caral, Bandurria, and Áspero stand as silent witnesses to this revelation, inviting us to reconsider the origins of urban life and the ingenuity of the societies that first shaped it.

The pages that follow will journey across millennia, from the earliest monumental constructions of the Norte Chico civilization to the majestic achievements of the Inca Empire and the enduring mysteries that continue to captivate scholars and explorers alike. Through careful examination of archaeological evidence and thoughtful engagement with ongoing debates, this work endeavors to present a comprehensive and compelling portrait of ancient Peru—a land where pyramids rise from the desert, where mountains are revered as living beings, and where the past continues to inform the present.

In rediscovering these cities older than time, we are reminded that the story of humanity is not confined to a single region or tradition. Instead, it is a shared heritage shaped by diverse cultures, each contributing to the unfolding narrative of civilization. Ancient Peru stands as a testament to this diversity, offering insights that challenge assumptions, inspire curiosity, and deepen our appreciation for the ingenuity of our ancestors.
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CHAPTER 1 — THE LOST ORIGINS: CARAL AND BANDURRIA
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Long before the pyramids of Egypt rose above the Nile Valley and before the earliest cities of Mesopotamia began to shape the historical narrative of human civilization, a remarkable society flourished along the arid coast of what is now Peru. Known today as the Norte Chico or Caral-Supe civilization, this ancient culture represents one of the earliest known centers of urban development in the world. Its discovery has fundamentally reshaped our understanding of where and how complex societies first emerged, revealing that the Andes were home to a cradle of civilization that developed independently of the Old World.

The Norte Chico region encompasses a series of fertile river valleys that descend from the Andes to the Pacific Ocean, including the Supe, Pativilca, Fortaleza, and Huaura valleys. These narrow corridors of life cut through an otherwise inhospitable desert landscape, creating pockets of agricultural productivity that supported early human settlement. The strategic placement of communities within these valleys allowed inhabitants to exploit both terrestrial and marine resources, forming the economic foundation for the rise of complex society.

Among the most significant sites associated with this civilization are Caral, Bandurria, Áspero, and Huaricanga. Each of these centers demonstrates a high degree of social organization and architectural sophistication. Caral, situated in the Supe Valley, is the largest and most extensively studied of these sites. Its monumental architecture includes massive platform mounds, sunken circular plazas, residential compounds, and ceremonial spaces. Radiocarbon dating places the earliest phases of construction at Caral between approximately 3000 and 2600 BCE, making it contemporaneous with, and in some cases earlier than, the earliest pyramids of Egypt and the urban developments of Mesopotamia.

Bandurria, located near the Pacific coast, provides further evidence of early monumental construction in the region. The site features large platform mounds and ceremonial spaces that indicate a complex and organized society. Similarly, Áspero, once obscured beneath a modern rubbish dump, has been revealed through careful excavation to contain multiple pyramidal structures and evidence of intensive maritime activity. Huaricanga, another key site, is considered one of the earliest urban settlements in the Americas, with radiocarbon dates suggesting occupation as early as the late fourth millennium BCE.

The architectural achievements of the Norte Chico civilization are particularly striking given the technological context in which they were produced. The builders lacked many of the innovations commonly associated with early complex societies, such as ceramics during the earliest phases, metal tools, and the wheel for transport. Despite these limitations, they were able to mobilize large labor forces to construct monumental buildings using locally available materials, including stone and shicra bags—woven containers filled with rocks that served as structural elements within platform mounds. This construction technique not only provided stability but also demonstrated an advanced understanding of engineering principles suited to the seismic conditions of the Andean region.

Urban planning within the Norte Chico sites reflects a sophisticated social and ceremonial organization. The arrangement of pyramids around open plazas suggests that these spaces functioned as focal points for communal gatherings, rituals, and administrative activities. The presence of residential areas of varying sizes indicates a degree of social differentiation, while the scale of construction implies centralized coordination and leadership. However, unlike many contemporaneous civilizations, there is little evidence of warfare or defensive structures, leading some scholars to propose that Norte Chico society was characterized by cooperation and shared religious or economic motivations rather than military domination.

The economic basis of this civilization has been the subject of considerable scholarly debate. One influential interpretation is the Maritime Foundations of Andean Civilization theory, which emphasizes the importance of rich marine resources in supporting early population growth. The cold Humboldt Current along the Peruvian coast provides an abundance of fish, particularly anchovies and sardines, which could be harvested in large quantities. Cotton cultivated in the inland valleys was essential for the production of fishing nets, creating a symbiotic relationship between coastal and inland communities. In addition to marine resources, agricultural products such as gourds, beans, squash, chili peppers, and fruits contributed to a diversified and resilient subsistence strategy.

Trade networks played a crucial role in integrating the various communities of the Norte Chico region. Archaeological evidence indicates the exchange of goods across considerable distances, including marine products, cotton textiles, and exotic materials such as shell and stone. These interactions not only facilitated economic stability but also promoted cultural cohesion and the dissemination of shared religious and ideological concepts. The absence of ceramics in the earliest phases of Norte Chico development further underscores the uniqueness of this civilization, suggesting alternative technological pathways to social complexity.

Religious and ceremonial practices appear to have been central to the organization of Norte Chico society. The monumental architecture, particularly the sunken circular plazas, is widely interpreted as evidence of ritual activity. These spaces may have served as venues for communal ceremonies that reinforced social bonds and legitimized leadership. The discovery of musical instruments, including flutes made from bird bones and pelican wings, provides additional insight into the ceremonial life of these communities, hinting at the role of music and performance in ritual contexts.

Another intriguing aspect of the Norte Chico civilization is the possible use of early systems of record-keeping. Fragments of knotted cords discovered at Caral bear resemblance to the quipu system later employed by the Inca for administrative and accounting purposes. While the precise function of these early examples remains uncertain, their presence suggests the development of sophisticated methods for managing information in the absence of a written script. This raises important questions about the intellectual and administrative capabilities of Norte Chico society and its influence on subsequent Andean cultures.

Environmental adaptation was a defining feature of life in the Norte Chico region. The inhabitants developed strategies to manage the challenges posed by an arid climate and periodic natural events such as earthquakes and flooding. Irrigation systems allowed for the cultivation of crops within the river valleys, while architectural techniques, including the use of flexible shicra-filled foundations, enhanced the resilience of monumental structures. These innovations demonstrate a deep understanding of the local environment and a capacity for sustainable resource management.

When viewed within a global context, the significance of the Norte Chico civilization becomes even more apparent. Its early date and independent development challenge long-standing assumptions about the origins of civilization, which traditionally emphasized the primacy of the Old World centers in Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, and China. The recognition of Norte Chico as a contemporaneous and autonomous cradle of civilization underscores the diversity of human cultural evolution and highlights the Andes as a region of profound historical importance.

The legacy of the Norte Chico civilization extends beyond its immediate chronological horizon. Many of the cultural and ideological elements first expressed in these early societies—such as the emphasis on ceremonial architecture, the integration of agriculture and maritime resources, and the potential use of quipu-like recording systems—resonate throughout later Andean civilizations. From the religious iconography of Chavín to the administrative sophistication of the Inca Empire, the foundations laid by the peoples of Caral, Bandurria, Áspero, and Huaricanga can be traced across millennia of Andean history.

In reassessing the origins of civilization through the lens of the Norte Chico culture, it becomes clear that the story of human development is far more complex and geographically diverse than once believed. The monumental cities of ancient Peru stand as enduring testaments to the ingenuity, resilience, and creativity of their builders. They invite us to expand our understanding of the past and to recognize the Andes as one of the great theaters of early human achievement.

The Norte Chico world, flourishing thousands of years before the rise of Egypt’s pyramids, represents not merely an archaeological curiosity but a transformative chapter in the narrative of civilization. Its discovery has reshaped scholarly perspectives and continues to inspire new research into the interconnected histories of humanity’s earliest societies. As excavations proceed and new technologies shed further light on these ancient communities, the significance of this Andean cradle of civilization will undoubtedly continue to grow, offering fresh insights into the origins of complex social life.

The rediscovery of the ancient city of Caral stands as one of the most significant archaeological achievements of the modern era, fundamentally reshaping global understanding of the origins of civilization in the Americas. At the heart of this revelation is the dedication and perseverance of Peruvian archaeologist Ruth Shady Solís, whose meticulous research brought international recognition to a civilization that had flourished in obscurity for millennia. Through her leadership, Caral emerged not merely as an isolated archaeological site but as the central hub of a vast and sophisticated cultural tradition now known as the Norte Chico or Caral-Supe civilization.

Although the ruins of Caral had been noted by earlier explorers and scholars during the twentieth century, their true antiquity and significance remained largely unrecognized. The remote desert location and the absence of visually striking artifacts such as ceramics or monumental sculptures contributed to the site's initial neglect. It was not until the 1990s that systematic archaeological investigations began to uncover the true scale and importance of the settlement. Ruth Shady Solís, working through the National University of San Marcos in Lima, initiated comprehensive excavations that would ultimately transform perceptions of early Andean history.

Caral is situated in the Supe Valley, approximately two hundred kilometers north of Lima, within a fertile oasis created by the Supe River as it descends from the Andes toward the Pacific Ocean. This strategic location enabled the inhabitants to exploit both agricultural and maritime resources, fostering a stable economic base capable of supporting large populations and monumental construction projects. The surrounding desert, while seemingly inhospitable, served as a natural barrier that preserved the site’s architectural remains over thousands of years.

Under Shady’s direction, archaeological teams conducted extensive surveys and excavations that revealed an urban center of remarkable complexity. The city covers more than sixty hectares and includes a carefully planned arrangement of monumental structures, residential zones, ceremonial spaces, and administrative areas. Among its most striking features are six large platform pyramids, numerous smaller mounds, and a series of sunken circular plazas that appear to have functioned as focal points for communal rituals. The scale and organization of these constructions indicate a high degree of social coordination and centralized planning, challenging earlier assumptions that such complexity in the Americas emerged only with later civilizations.

One of the most groundbreaking aspects of Shady’s work was the establishment of Caral’s antiquity through radiocarbon dating. Samples taken from organic materials embedded within the architectural structures consistently produced dates ranging from approximately 3000 to 1800 BCE. These findings positioned Caral as one of the oldest known urban centers in the world, contemporaneous with the early dynastic periods of Egypt and Mesopotamia and predating many other complex societies in the Americas. The implications of these dates were profound, necessitating a reevaluation of the timeline of civilization and highlighting the independent development of complex society in the Andean region.

Beyond establishing chronology, Shady’s excavations provided valuable insights into the social and economic organization of Caral. Evidence suggests that the city functioned as a ceremonial and administrative hub within a broader network of interconnected settlements across the Supe, Pativilca, Fortaleza, and Huaura valleys. Rather than relying on military coercion, the integration of these communities appears to have been facilitated by shared religious ideologies and economic interdependence. The absence of defensive structures and the scarcity of weapons in the archaeological record support the interpretation of a society that emphasized cooperation and ritual authority over warfare.

The economic foundation of Caral reflects a sophisticated system of resource management and exchange. Agricultural production within the river valleys included crops such as cotton, beans, squash, gourds, and various fruits. Cotton held particular significance, as it was essential for the manufacture of fishing nets used to exploit the abundant marine resources of the Pacific Ocean. This interdependence between inland agricultural communities and coastal fishing populations formed the basis of a dynamic regional economy. Archaeological evidence of trade, including marine shells and other non-local materials found at inland sites, attests to the existence of extensive exchange networks that facilitated both economic and cultural integration.

Shady’s research also shed light on the ideological and ceremonial dimensions of Caral society. The monumental architecture, especially the sunken circular plazas and pyramid complexes, suggests that ritual activities played a central role in maintaining social cohesion and legitimizing leadership. These spaces were likely venues for large communal gatherings, ceremonies, and performances that reinforced shared beliefs and collective identity. The discovery of musical instruments, including flutes crafted from bird bones and pelican wings, further supports the interpretation of a vibrant ceremonial life in which music and sound were integral components of ritual practice.

Another remarkable aspect of the Caral civilization is the apparent development of early systems of information management. Excavations at the site have uncovered fragments of knotted cords that bear resemblance to the quipu system later employed by the Inca for administrative and accounting purposes. While the precise function of these early examples remains a subject of scholarly debate, their presence suggests that the inhabitants of Caral possessed sophisticated methods for recording and transmitting information, compensating for the absence of a conventional written script. This discovery provides an important link between the earliest Andean societies and the administrative practices of later civilizations.

The architectural techniques employed at Caral demonstrate an advanced understanding of engineering and environmental adaptation. Builders utilized locally available materials, including stone and shicra bags—woven containers filled with rocks that were used as foundational elements within platform mounds. This construction method not only facilitated the efficient assembly of large structures but also enhanced their resilience to seismic activity, a critical consideration in the earthquake-prone Andean region. The careful orientation and spatial organization of buildings further indicate a sophisticated approach to urban planning that integrated functional, ceremonial, and symbolic elements.

Ruth Shady Solís’s contributions extend beyond the excavation of Caral itself. Her research has been instrumental in identifying and contextualizing numerous related sites throughout the Norte Chico region, thereby establishing the existence of a widespread and interconnected civilization. By demonstrating that Caral was part of a broader cultural landscape, Shady helped to shift scholarly perspectives from viewing the site as an isolated anomaly to recognizing it as the central node of one of the world’s earliest complex societies.

In addition to her academic achievements, Shady has played a vital role in promoting the preservation and sustainable management of Caral. Recognizing the importance of cultural heritage for local communities, she has advocated for initiatives that integrate archaeological conservation with social and economic development. These efforts have included educational programs, community engagement, and the promotion of cultural tourism, ensuring that the legacy of Caral benefits both present and future generations. Through these initiatives, the site has become not only a focal point for scholarly research but also a symbol of national identity and pride within Peru.

The international recognition of Caral and the Norte Chico civilization owes much to Shady’s perseverance in the face of numerous challenges. Limited funding, logistical difficulties, and the initial skepticism of the academic community posed significant obstacles to the advancement of her research. Nevertheless, her unwavering commitment to rigorous scientific investigation ultimately garnered widespread acceptance and acclaim. Today, Caral is acknowledged as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and its significance is firmly established within the global narrative of early civilization.

The revelation of Caral has far-reaching implications for our understanding of cultural evolution and the diversity of pathways to social complexity. It demonstrates that the emergence of civilization was not confined to a single geographic region or dependent upon a uniform set of technological innovations. Instead, Caral exemplifies an alternative model of societal development, characterized by the integration of maritime and agricultural economies, the centrality of ritual and ideology, and the capacity for large-scale cooperative organization in the absence of warfare or writing.

As excavations continue and new analytical techniques are applied, the legacy of Ruth Shady Solís and her groundbreaking work at Caral will undoubtedly continue to shape the study of ancient civilizations. The city stands as a testament to the ingenuity and resilience of its builders and serves as a reminder of the vast and still unfolding story of human history. Through Shady’s dedication, a civilization once hidden beneath the sands of the Peruvian desert has been brought to light, enriching our understanding of the past and inspiring future generations to explore the enduring mysteries of the Andean world.

Across the arid coastal valleys of ancient Peru, monumental structures rise from the desert floor, silent witnesses to a civilization that flourished thousands of years before the pyramids of Egypt became symbols of human achievement. These stepped platform mounds, constructed by the peoples of the Norte Chico region, represent some of the earliest examples of large-scale architecture in the world. Their presence challenges long-held assumptions about the origins of monumentality and compels a reassessment of how complex societies expressed power, belief, and communal identity during the formative stages of civilization.

The pyramids of Caral, Bandurria, Áspero, and Huaricanga differ in form and function from the iconic stone pyramids of Egypt. Rather than serving primarily as tombs for divine rulers, these Andean structures appear to have functioned as ceremonial and administrative centers that facilitated communal gatherings and ritual activities. Built as massive terraced platforms, they were typically composed of stone and earth, carefully arranged to create imposing architectural forms that dominated the surrounding landscape. Their construction required the coordinated efforts of large labor forces, indicating the presence of organized leadership and sophisticated systems of social cooperation.

Caral, the most extensively studied site within the Norte Chico civilization, contains several monumental pyramidal complexes that exemplify the architectural ingenuity of its builders. Among these, the Pirámide Mayor stands as the largest, rising prominently above the urban center. This immense structure, measuring over one hundred meters in length and reaching significant height, was constructed through successive building phases, each layer encapsulating earlier stages of development. Such architectural superimposition reflects a long-term commitment to ceremonial continuity and suggests that the pyramids functioned as enduring symbols of communal identity and spiritual authority.

A defining feature of Norte Chico pyramid construction is the use of shicra technology. Shicra bags, woven from plant fibers and filled with stones, were employed as structural elements within the platform mounds. This innovative technique provided both stability and flexibility, allowing the buildings to withstand the frequent seismic activity characteristic of the Andean region. The systematic placement of these bags within the architectural framework demonstrates a sophisticated understanding of engineering principles and highlights the adaptability of the builders to their environmental context.

Sunken circular plazas are frequently associated with the pyramidal complexes, forming integral components of the ceremonial landscape. These plazas, carefully constructed below ground level and often aligned with adjacent pyramids, likely served as venues for communal rituals, performances, and social gatherings. Their design created an intimate yet monumental space in which participants could engage in collective ceremonies that reinforced social cohesion and shared belief systems. The spatial relationship between pyramids and plazas suggests a deliberate architectural program aimed at structuring ritual experiences and emphasizing the symbolic hierarchy of sacred spaces.

Bandurria, situated closer to the Pacific coast, provides additional evidence of early monumental architecture within the Norte Chico tradition. The site features large platform mounds and ceremonial areas that mirror the architectural patterns observed at Caral. Its coastal location underscores the importance of maritime resources in supporting the development of complex society and illustrates
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