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Target Text  
 

Chapter 2 

Prehistory 

Definition, means of study, and history 

 

Scientists have agreed upon the term “prehistoric” to refer to the period before man 

invented writing. As in before mankind began recording his actions and opinions on 

written records. Whether they were inscriptions on stone, brick, papyrus, pottery, or 

materials of that kind. It was left to these written records to tell their stories. 

However, prehistory is a vast period of time with no written records or human 

documentation but rather silent traces. Many scholars view them as more eloquent 

than the written ones. For they absolve themselves of many of the slander that man 

sometimes adopts in his written history. 

 

The timing of prehistory’s ending is known– when history begins. However, the 

beginning of prehistory is not. Not only that, but it did not begin in all parts of the 

world simultaneously. People from different regions around the world adopted to 

writing and recording history at different times. Egypt and Iraq adopted writing at a 

very early age, around the 3rd millennium BC. Unlike Kuwait, where it was known 

until the middle of the 2nd millennium BC. Also, many other countries knew writing 

on successive dates (1) after that. Rather, some people still live in the prehistoric 

period and have yet to enter the historic period. For example, the aboriginal people 

of Australia and the Bushmen of South Africa. 

 

 

 

 

(1) Hawkes, S. V. Woolley, L. Prehistory and the Beginnings of Civilization, London 

1963, pp. 651-658. 
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This is about the end of the prehistory, then what about its beginning. This is the 

beginning of the unknown. However, to reach a solution, it is important to realize 

that we are dealing with the history of mankind, whether it was unwritten or written. 

Then, our scale of measuring time is the humanity itself. The prehistorical period 

begins with the appearance of mankind. Also, here we face a certain issue – what 

type of mankind? Are we talking about the present species such as Homo-Sapiens? 

However, these species as indicated by archeological evidence have originated from 

other extinct species that bestowed them these cultures. They are known as Homo 

erectus, which contains the following types: Neanderthals, Java, China, and 

Heidelberg. Or do we start with the Paranthropus, whose remains was found in South 

Africa?  What determines the answer to this question, is that our purpose is the origin 

of culture. So, we must return to the beginning, which is mankind. For if it’s proven 

that the Paranthropus are those who created culture, then they also are human beings 

like us. For the definition of a human being is functional before all else. Also, the 

most important aspect of this function is that it is Homo Faber (1). 

 

This digression is necessary to know the beginning of prehistory, and from this we 

can see that prehistory began in the Pleistocene epoch with the emergence of the first 

human forms. Pleistocene epoch is the period that different parts of the world 

witnessed changes in their geographical environment. The Arabian desert range has 

seen periods of rain, as ice has swept through most of Europe northern Alps. In 

addition, the continents have taken their final shape, and the human race has evolved 

into the species that lives today. Which we call Homo sapiens to distinguish from 

other extinct species of mankind. 

 

 (1) Look at Dr.Mohammed Alsayed Ghallab, Human Race Evolution 1971, pp. 109 
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Prehistory in its essence lies in the Quaternary period and the Holocene epoch. 

Moreover, in this period, mankind has not adopted writing. Therefore, the evidence 

that we rely on to study the historical geography of this period is very different from 

the evidence that historians rely on. In our study of prehistory, we rely on artifacts 

and ecofacts buried in sediments of Pleistocene epoch, such as in sand, clay, and 

ablation moraine. It should be mentioned that the scientific study of prehistory dates 

back to the last century (2). The only way to get a clear picture of the cultural and 

environmental changes that happened during the Pleistocene epoch was to examine 

glacier deposits and fossil remains from around the world. 

 

Geology is one of the sciences used to study prehistory. Until recently, prehistory 

was considered a branch of the quaternary geology or the Pleistocene geology. It 

also depends on Anthropology, which studies the evolution of humans from great 

apes and extinct human races that lived in prehistoric times. In addition, 

anthropology helps the researcher to compare the lifestyles of groups living in the 

present and Paleolithic Period. So, that we have a clear view of their intellectual and 

civilized life. In other words, the study of primitive societies sheds light on the 

prehistoric man and his lifestyle. Also, the other sciences used in the study of 

prehistory are Stratigraphy, Paleontology and others that help to understand the 

geographical theatre that mankind grew up on in the Pleistocene Epoch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2) Mebrunev, C. B.M., The Stone Age of Northern Africa, A Pelican Book, 

1960 pp. 15-60. 
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Historical Geographic Research Approach to Prehistory 

 

The study of prehistory's historical geography may be approached from four 

different perspectives: - 

 

First: The evolution of the geographical environment in which mankind first 

appeared, as well as the study of the climatic conditions that prevailed during 

the Pleistocene Epoch and the physiographic results. 

Second: Man’s progression from higher primates to humanities. 

Third: How Homo-sapiens spread in the form of human groups from their 

first home to all parts of the globe where each group of human groups acquired 

special qualities in their areas of specialization, which made them distinct 

from others. 

Fourth: the different stages of civilization that humanity has undergone since 

the emergence of Homo sapiens until the invention of writing. 

 

In our study, we'll go over in detail the geographical environment, the geographical 

Theatre in which man grew up, and the several phases of civilization through which 

he progressed. 
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Research Methods in the First Geographical Environments 

 

During the Pleistocene epoch, the first geographical environment underwent various 

significant changes. You should familiarize yourself with the methodology of 

ancient climate and vegetation studies before diving into this topic. The origins of 

the first geographical environments, as well as the methods used to date them. 

 

Paleoclimatology is the study of ancient climates during previous eras. This study 

uses geology, climate, and many other natural sciences (such as plants, animals, and 

anatomy) to visualize the paleoclimate. It also uses the physical sciences such as 

solar radiation changes, sunspots cycles, and the shift of Earth’s orbits. The 

paleoclimatologist attempts to create an image of the climatic conditions of a given 

period in Earth's history while also interpreting them in the manner of that period's 

geography. It deals with changing geographical conditions that do not exist at 

present. Certainly, he will not be able to utilize the instruments that colleague uses 

to research current climates. Temperature, humidity, and air pressure cannot be 

measured, therefore there are no records of these parameters. However, he does rely 

on climate’s effect on rocks, clays, and other formations that are known as climatic 

indicators (1). They are typically divided into two types of evidence. Biological 

evidence includes plants and animal fossils. Whereas, rock evidence includes 

erosion processes, various soil formations and sediments. 
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First: Hot Climate Evidence 

 

1- Weathering and soil results: 

 

The weathering process in hot regions varies greatly, affected by the drought and 

the humidity that accompanies it. Hence, the result of the weathering process itself 

was a testimony to the characteristic features of the climate. 

 

The redness of the sediment is really significant. The red hue fades after heavy 

rain, contributing to the formation of iron peroxide, whereas in cold climates, the 

presence of humus acids eliminates iron, resulting in podzol soil. The evidence of 

red deposits indicates a hot climate with seasonal rain, not a desert as previously 

thought. Also, Quinnan believes that the redness of the soil indicates an annual 

average heat of more than 16̊ with rain more than 100mm in areas of siliceous 

rocks, or 75mm with carbonates ratio in rocks rising. These conditions are present 

in the Mediterranean, and in the tropical savanna regions where they are called 

laterites. 

 

Layers of old (fossilized) red soil are widespread in areas far from today's hot or 

warm climate. Its presence where it is called old red soil (1) is evidence of a warm 

period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(2) - Old Red, Rotliegends, Buntsandstein 
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2- Marine biology and calcareous deposits: 

 

The quantity of carbon dioxide in the water determines the solubility and 

deposition of lime, and water at lower temperatures has more dissolved carbon 

dioxide, allowing it to transport more dissolved calcium carbonate. In shallow 

warm seas, thick limestone deposits occur as microscopic mineral atoms suspended 

in water accumulate lime crystals and subsequently precipitate clay mixed with 

lime, granular lime, and other materials. In the polar regions, areas swept by cold 

currents, and in the oceanic depths, calcium carbonate is dissolved, and its deposits 

are devoid of lime. 

 

Bradshaw experimentally revealed that the composition of limestone derived from 

organic marine sediments depends on temperature. Limestone is a sedimentary 

rock created through the deposition of foraminifera and nummulite, among other 

things. This suggests that marine species used to live in warm waters and that there 

is a limit to how much heat they can withstand. Coral barriers are formed in a 

thermal range located between the 25 and 30 m. 

 

Marine fossils, if discovered in limestone rock, they provide valuable information 

on the temperatures that existed at the time of their formation. It is feasible to track 

current snail species back to their origins in tertiary, as well as to determine the 

climate in which they were deposited. 

 

3- Wild animals 

 

It is possible to take wild animals as paleoclimate species indicators. However, we 

should be cautious about depending too much on mammals since they may adapt to 
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different climates. Mammoths and woolly rhinoceroses thrived in freezing steppes 

during glacial ages, but now that their thick wool has been removed, they have 

evolved into tropical animals. 

 

In 1847, Bergman discovered an important rule: mammal size tends to increase as 

we move toward the poles. Rensen attributed the gradual onset of mammalian 

inflation from the tertiary to this rule. Thus, deduced that the climate generally 

began to cool. 

 

The opposite is true for insects, they get bigger as we head into the tropical 

regions. Because they are cold-blooded, they cannot adapt to cold climates and 

require a warm atmosphere to live. Also, their diversity, as well as the quantity and 

size of their flowers, has increased in the tropical regions. 

 

4- Plants: 

 

Vegetation in the tropical is more diverse and richer than in cold expanses and the 

tropical forest is characterized by an abundance of climbing plants, and an 

abundance of leaves - especially broad - in it. Geologists have shown the nature of 

tropical vegetation in coal formations. 

 

Plants are significant climate indicators that includes the huge sequoia trees whose 

remains still exist in California, the palm trees that thrive in the warm climate and 

the cinnamon and eucalyptus trees. It is a tropical specie, even though its’ remains 

still grows in the southern island of Japan. 
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The ancient plants, including buried in the rock, or in their fossils, or fossils of 

fruits and leaves, with their pollen grains in the scientific, and extensive studies 

have arisen decomposition of silt and mud are known as Pollen-Analys.  In order to 

reach those grains and identify them on the types of trees that were growing, and 

then to their climatic significance in the Pleistocene era in particular. 

 

Second- Evidence of a cold climate 

 

1- Snow and Ice Glaciers 

 

Snow is the most important manifestation of a cold climate. 

Tropical locations near the equator, such as Mount Kenya, Kilimanjaro, and the 

Rwenzori, may have snow, but only at a high enough height to enable snow to 

accumulate. 

 

Snow and ice have real effects on erosion and sedimentation, and their existence in 

locations that are now far from freezing is proof of a cold enough temperature to 

allow snow accumulation. The most important of these effects are glacial 

accumulations, lateral, terminal, and middle. These accumulations are fragments of 

rock and mud that have been deposited after ice has melted. 

The clays left over from melting ice, carried by snow from place to place far from 

their native areas, are called erratics (or wrongly found). There are certain 

indications of the direction of the ice sheet. They can be distinguished by the 

grooves left by the ice as it crawls over the rock, the direction of the ice 

accumulations, and the direction of the rocks are known by the appearance of 

Roches Moutonnés. Because the rocks struck by the ice appear to have a slow 
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slope in the direction from which the snow came, and a rapid slope in the opposite 

direction. 

 

The permanent ice line in the Alps Mountain range was determined during the 

Pleistocene by the ice deposits left on the one hand or by the effects of erosion on 

the other. This study shows that the Alpine glacier has descended more than the 

current level of the Pleistocene, while many Himalayan refrigerators have 

descended more than the current level of the Pleistocene. 

 

2- River Terraces 

 

Numerous river terraces have been observed in the valleys of European rivers and 

rivers flowing into the Mediterranean, including the Nile. These river terraces are 

evidence of increased river flow at one time and increased sediment at another. We 

will address this topic in detail in a subsequent chapter. Suffice it to mention here 

that river terraces are formed as a result of different effusion level, different 

amount of water and silt in the riverbed. Both of them - for the upper shows-are 

affected by ice, which draws water from the sea and moves the mouth of the river 

away from its previous level, this leads to an increase in sculpture, but when the ice 

melts or the seas are filled with water, and the headwaters are filled with ice melts, 

the rivers are filled with water and silt, and the river is active in the deposition of 

silt. 

 

The river terraces above it contain plant, animal and human remains that help to 

identify the prevailing climate on the one hand and to date the time of its formation 

on the other. 
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