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Evolutio n an d Spatia l  Symboli c Behavio r 

Patrick Daly Ezra B. W. Zubrow 
Institut e o f  Archaeology ,  Oxfor d University ,  Oxford ,  ptdaly@acsu.buffalo.ed u 

Departmen t  o f  Anthropology ,  Stat e Universit y o f  N e w Yor k a t  Buffalo ,  zubrow@acsu.buffalo.ed u 

I t  i s  clea r  tha t  somethin g occurre d alon g ou r  ancestra l  lin e 
whic h distinguishe d u s fro m othe r  animals .  Hominid s 
became capabl e o f  mor e tha n jus t  animal-lik e reaction s t o 
circumstances .  Th e facultie s o f  intuition ,  creativity , 
consciousness ,  symbolism ,  abstraction ,  an d knowledg e 
representatio n tha t  set s ou r  gener a an d specie s i n a  clas s apar t 
fro m al l  other s i n th e anima l  worl d emerged .  Thi s pape r 
suggest s tha t  consciou s concern s wit h locatio n an d th e 
symboli c representatio n an d communicatio n o f  spatia l 
knowledg e ar e fundamenta l  t o th e dispersa l  an d developmen t 
of  th e h u m a n line . 

Spatia l  knowledg e involve s a  comple x se t  o f  sensor y data , 
consciousness ,  an d analysi s o f  spatia l  information .  Bot h a 
sens e o f  Vocationa l  awareness '  an d o f  'sel f  positiona l 
awareness '  ar e necessary .  O n e possessin g acut e spatia l 
knowledg e ca n recogniz e certai n landmark s o r  feature s whic h 
indicat e t o the m a  give n locatio n (locationa l  awareness )  an d 
the y ar e awar e o f  wher e the y ar e relativ e t o tha t  locatio n (sel f 

positiona l  awareness) . 
Th e leve l  o f  complexit y increase s whe n a  perso n i s 

cognizan t  no t  onl y o f  thei r  locatio n bu t  o f  othe r  locations . 
Initially ,  thi s informatio n i s  store d internall y i n thei r 
m e m o ry bu t  later ,  i f  circumstance s warran t  it ,  i t  ca n b e 
store d i n externa l  symboli c systems .  O n e for m i s a  map .  Th e 
negativ e o f  thi s i s als o important .  H u m a n s ca n differentiat e 
th e location s an d landmark s o f  wher e the y ar e fro m wher e 
the y ar e not .  The y retai n thi s awarenes s eve n whe n the y ar e 
n o longe r  i n direc t  contact .  Fo r  th e purpose s o f  brevity ,  th e 
term s 'othe r  locationa l  awareness '  an d 'othe r  positiona l 
awareness '  describ e thes e concepts . 

O ne o f  th e mos t  c o m m o n h u m a n trait s i s th e attemp t  t o 
conmiunicat e spatia l  knowledg e t o anothe r  person .  Fo r  thi s 
t o full y  occu r  th e previou s concept s hav e t o b e expanded . 
Othe r  perso n locationa l  awareness '  an d 'othe r  perso n 
positiona l  awareness '  ar e necessar y addition s t o th e previou s 
concept s o f  'othe r  locationa l  awareness, '  'othe r  awareness' , 
'sel f  locationa l  awareness' ,  an d 'sel f  awareness' .  Fo r  on e t o 
be abl e t o conve y direction ,  on e mus t  b e abl e t o perceiv e no t 
onl y wher e on e i s bu t  wher e th e othe r  i s  an d thei r 
destination .  Th e communicato r  provide s ne w symboli c 
spatia l  informatio n abou t  landmark s an d coordinate s tha t 
hopefull y help s th e receive r  alon g th e way . 

Hominid s recognize d thi s typ e interactio n durin g a  ver y 
earl y period .  B y th e earl y Paleolithic ,  th e recor d show s tha t 
the y wer e abl e t o us e suc h comple x spatia l  knowledg e an d 
thei r  symboli c representation s relativel y easily .  Th e evidenc e 
i s embedde d i n earl y tool s an d earl y sites .  Th e proces s o f 
gettin g a  flin t  cobbl e fro m a  riverbed,  placin g i t  i n a  positio n 

wher e i t  m a y b e hi t  wit h a  hammerstone ,  hittin g i t  wit h a 
hammerstone ,  keepin g an d usin g th e too l  an d discardin g th e 
debitag e i s a  basi c bu t  importan t  exampl e o f  homini d 
manipulatio n o f  causality .  Causa l  sequence s hav e spatia l 
dimensions .  W h e n peopl e us e thes e causa l  system s the y 
make abstrac t  an d consciou s us e o f  spatia l  concepts .  Earl y 
homini d too l  makin g require d a n understandin g o f  locatio n 
and time .  Th e fac t  that ,  prehistorically ,  ther e ar e stylisti c 
similaritie s spannin g extende d tim e an d distanc e i s a  clea r 
indicatio n tha t  hominid s di d successfull y communicat e 
spatia l  information . 

For  earl y hominids ,  th e consciou s knowledg e o f  locatio n 
and th e abilit y t o represen t  an d communicat e spatia l 
informatio n wa s advantageou s fo r  th e predator s i n predator / 
pre y relationships .  B y puttin g onesel f  i n th e plac e o f  th e 
pre y on e ca n predic t  an d giv e onesel f  advantage s ove r  it . 
Therefore ,  a  consciou s abilit y t o manipulat e locatio n ma y 
ver y wel l  b e a  predator/pre y advantag e fo r  huma n predators , 
eve n whe n th e pre y wa s ourselve s (sam e genera-sam e 
species )  o r  variation s o f  ourselves . 

For  ou r  remot e ancestor s th e specifi c  abilit y t o analyz e 
sophisticate d spatia l  dat a wa s a  selectiv e advantage .  Thi s 
abilit y  t o understan d locationa l  phenomen a migh t  hav e bee n 
originall y sit e specific .  Th e mor e spatiall y an d 
geographicall y generalize d i t  became ,  th e mor e evolutionar y 
and culturall y advantageous .  Ther e i s considerabl e advantag e 
t o m o v e fro m th e ste p o f  takin g shelte r  i n a  particula r  are a t o 
knowin g tha t  on e m a y tak e shelte r  i n an y locatio n tha t  ha s 
simila r  characteristics .  Buildin g shelters ,  makin g tools , 
followin g game ,  movin g o n paths ,  o r  gathering s o n a n 
annua l  roun d ar e eac h improve d b y th e proces s o f 
generalizin g location . 

I t  coul d (an d ha s been )  b e argue d tha t  hominid s possesse d 
no majo r  physica l  advantage s whic h allowe d the m t o conten d 
wit h thei r  physica l  environmen t  an d competitors .  I n spit e o f 
this ,  hominid s hav e no t  onl y survived ,  bu t  the y hav e thrived . 
I n th e cas e o f  huma n ancestry ,  thi s ha s bee n mainl y 
attribute d t o a  leve l  o f  cognitiv e developmen t  wel l  abov e tha t 
of  othe r  species .  Thi s developmen t  ha s allowe d u s t o rise 
abov e al l  othe r  competito r  specie s an d t o manipulat e ou r 
environmenta l  situation s toward s ou r  suitability .  W e ar e 
suggestin g tha t  on e o f  th e mos t  fundamenta l  manifestation s 
of  thi s cognitiv e developmen t  i s  th e huma n abilit y t o 
recognize ,  process ,  an d communicat e complicate d spatia l 
information .  Thi s spatia l  abilit y  allowe d human s t o enac t 
advance d casua l  sequence s whic h hav e le d t o a  tremendou s 
increas e i n technologies .  Thi s ha s als o allowe d huma n t o 
achiev e th e broades t  spatia l  adaptiv e radiatio n o f  an y species . 
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