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Culture and Civilization 

Prehistoric Cultures: Mesolithic 

Deep Background of Human Culture 

To understand human culture, anthropology first places humanity within deep 

geological time. The Earth formed about 4.6 billion years ago, and for most 

of this immense span, life remained simple and microscopic. Human culture 

appears only in the final fraction of Earth’s history, yet it is deeply shaped 

by earlier geological and climatic processes. 

During the Precambrian Supereon (4.6 billion–541 million years ago), the 

Earth cooled, oceans formed, and the earliest life appeared.  

The Archean Eon saw simple single-celled organisms, while the Proterozoic 

Eon witnessed the rise of oxygen in the atmosphere and the emergence of 

complex, multicellular life.  

A major turning point came with the Phanerozoic Eon (541 million years ago 

to present), when visible life diversified rapidly.  

Within this eon, the Cenozoic Era (66 million years ago onwards) is most 

important for anthropology. It is often called the “Age of Mammals”, and it is 

within this era that primates, hominins, and eventually humans evolved. 

The Quaternary Period (2.58 million years ago to present) is especially crucial. 

It includes the Pleistocene Epoch, marked by repeated Ice Ages, and the 

Holocene Epoch, which began about 11,700 years ago after the last Ice Age 
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ended. Almost the entire story of human cultural evolution—from stone tools to 

agriculture—unfolds within this short geological window. 

The Pleistocene( 2.6MYA to Present) 

The Pleistocene Epoch was a time of intense climatic instability. Global 

temperatures fluctuated between cold glacial phases and warmer interglacials. 

Although large ice sheets did not cover most of India, these global changes 

strongly influenced monsoon intensity, river systems, vegetation, and 

animal distribution across the subcontinent. 

It was under these unstable conditions that early humans learned to survive 

through technology, cooperation, and cultural learning. Stone 

tool-making became the primary means by which humans adapted to changing 

environments. In India, the Paleolithic period—spanning roughly from about 

2 million years ago to 10,000 BCE—represents the longest and most 

formative phase of cultural evolution. 

Indian Paleolithic cultures developed gradually and locally. Large stone tools 

such as handaxes and cleavers, found in river valleys like the Narmada, 

Belan, and Soan, show that early humans repeatedly returned to favorable 

ecological zones. Rivers provided water, animals, plant foods, and stone for tools. 

Over time, tools became more refined, hunting strategies more planned, and 

social cooperation more important. 

By the late Pleistocene, anatomically modern humans (Homo 

sapiens) were firmly established in India. They used blade-based tools, 

exploited a wider range of resources, and began to express ideas symbolically 

through pigments, ornaments, and early art.  

From Paleolithic to Mesolithic 
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The transition from the Paleolithic to the Mesolithic coincides with the end 

of the last Ice Age around 11700 years ago. The Holocene led to the 

beginning of more stable climatic conditions.  

This transition did not occur suddenly, nor did it involve the replacement of 

populations. Instead, it reflects a gradual reorganization of subsistence, 

technology, and settlement patterns. 

As the climate warmed after about 11,700 years ago, glaciers 

retreated, sea levels rose, forests expanded, and new ecological niches 

appeared. Large Ice Age animals declined or disappeared in many regions, 

while smaller animals, fish, birds, and plant resources became more abundant. 

Human groups responded by diversifying their food strategies. 

Mesolithic Culture  

The Mesolithic period represents a crucial transitional phase in the evolution of 

Indian culture and civilization. Chronologically, it falls between the Paleolithic 

and the Neolithic and broadly dates from about 10,000 BCE to around 6,000 

BCE, though regional variations existed. Geologically, this period corresponds 

to the early Holocene epoch, following the end of the last Ice Age.  

Climatic stabilization, rising temperatures, and strengthening monsoon systems 

transformed landscapes across the Indian subcontinent. These environmental 

changes deeply influenced human behavior, technology, and social organization. 

1. Climatic Background 

The transition from the Pleistocene to the Holocene marked a major turning 

point. Glacial conditions receded, sea levels rose, and forests expanded 

in many parts of India. Rivers stabilized, lakes formed, and grasslands 

supported diverse animal life. This relatively warmer and more predictable 
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climate reduced the risks faced by hunter-gatherers and allowed humans 

to exploit a wider range of resources. 

In India, stronger monsoons created seasonal abundance. People began 

to stay longer in resource-rich zones such as riverbanks, lakesides, forest 

margins, and rocky shelters. This environmental setting provided the foundation 

for Mesolithic cultural developments. 

2. Microlithic Industry  

1.Meaning and Characteristics 

Microliths are very small stone tools, usually measuring less than five 

centimeters in length. They were produced by carefully striking blades and 

bladelets from prepared cores and then retouching them to create 

standardized shapes. Unlike earlier Paleolithic tools, microliths were not always 

used alone; they were commonly fixed onto wooden, bone, or reed shafts 

to form composite tools. 
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The development of microlithic technology reflects a high degree of planning, 

manual precision, and cognitive ability. Tool-making was no longer limited 

to shaping a single stone object but involved assembling multiple components 

into a functional whole. 

2. Types of Microlithic Tools 

Microlithic tools in India appear in a wide range of forms, each designed for 

specific purposes. 

Triangular microliths were often used as arrowheads or spear tips. Their 

sharp edges and pointed ends made them effective for hunting small and 

medium-sized animals. 

 

Trapezoidal microliths were commonly embedded into wooden shafts to form 

cutting edges, possibly used in sickles or knives for plant processing. 
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Crescent-shaped microliths were likely used in hunting and fishing. Their 

curved edges were suitable for cutting flesh or skinning animals. 
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Backed blades and bladelets were used for slicing meat, scraping hides, and 

woodworking. The blunted back allowed safe handling when mounted on 

handles. 

 

Points and borers were used for piercing hides, drilling wood, or making holes 

in bone and shell ornaments. 
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Evidence of these tools has been found at important Mesolithic sites such as 

Bagor in Rajasthan, Langhnaj in Gujarat, Sarai Nahar Rai in Uttar Pradesh, 

Adamgarh and Bhimbetka in Madhya Pradesh, and Birbhanpur in West Bengal. 

3. Importance of Microliths in Mesolithic Climate 

The microlithic industry emerged during the early Holocene, when climatic 

conditions became warmer and more stable after the last Ice Age. Forests 

expanded, rivers and lakes became reliable sources of water, and animal 

populations diversified. 

Large game animals became less dominant, while smaller animals, 

birds, and fish became more important food sources. Microlithic tools 

were ideally suited for these conditions. Light, sharp, and flexible tools allowed 

humans to hunt fast-moving animals, trap birds, fish in rivers, and process plant 

foods efficiently. 

Composite tools also made hunting safer and more effective. 

Arrowheads allowed hunters to strike from a distance, reducing risk. Sickles 
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made from microliths helped in harvesting wild grasses and cereals, marking 

early steps toward agriculture. 

4. Microliths as Evidence of Cultural Evolution 

The microlithic industry reflects several key aspects of cultural evolution in India. 

First, it shows the development of learned and shared technology. The 

uniformity of microlith shapes across wide regions indicates the transmission of 

knowledge and cultural traditions over generations. 

Second, it demonstrates advanced planning and foresight. Producing 

microliths required selecting suitable raw materials, preparing cores, shaping 

tools, and assembling composite implements. This multi-stage process reflects 

complex thinking. 

Third, microliths reveal economic diversification. Hunting, fishing, 

gathering, and early plant processing all became important, reducing dependence 

on a single food source. 

Together, these features mark a clear step toward organized cultural systems 

rather than mere survival behavior. 

Important Mesolithic sites include: 

Bagor (Rajasthan) 

Langhnaj (Gujarat) 

Adamgarh and Bhimbetka (Madhya Pradesh) 

Sarai Nahar Rai and Mahadaha (Uttar Pradesh) 

Birbhanpur (West Bengal) 

Paisra (Bihar) 

The wide distribution of microlithic sites indicates population expansion and 

increased mobility across ecological zones. 
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Importance of Microliths in Holocene Climate 

Microliths were well suited to the warmer and more stable Holocene 

climate. Forest expansion and smaller game animals required lighter, more 

flexible hunting tools. Arrowheads tipped with microliths were ideal for 

hunting deer, birds, and small mammals. 

Microlithic sickles helped in cutting grasses and wild cereals, marking 

the early stages of plant exploitation. Fishing tools also improved, reflecting 

increased reliance on aquatic resources. 

3. Subsistence and Economic Life 
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Mesolithic people practiced advanced hunting-gathering with increasing 

food diversity. They hunted animals, collected fruits, roots, honey, nuts, and 

seeds, and engaged in fishing. 

Evidence from sites like Sarai Nahar Rai and Mahadaha shows: 

Animal bones 

Fish remains 

Grinding stones 

Grinding stones suggest the processing of plant foods, indicating early 

experimentation with plant management. 

4. Pottery in the Mesolithic 

Pottery was not widespread in the Mesolithic, but in some late Mesolithic 

sites, primitive and coarse pottery has been reported. 

This pottery was: 

Hand-made 

Poorly fired 

Thick and coarse 

Sometimes cord-marked 

Such pottery indicates a shift toward longer seasonal occupation of sites. Storage 

of food became important as people began staying in one place for extended 

periods. 

5. Symbolic Art and Cultural Expression 

Rock Art 
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One of the most important cultural features of the Indian Mesolithic is rock art. 

Mesolithic rock paintings are especially well documented at 

Bhimbetka and other rock shelters of central India. 

These paintings depict: 

Hunting scenes 

Dancing figures 

Group activities 

Animals and birds 

The scenes suggest collective action, ritual behavior, and social cohesion. 
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Burial Practices 

Mesolithic burial sites provide evidence of ritual and belief systems. At sites like 

Sarai Nahar Rai and Mahadaha, human burials were found with grave 

goods such as tools and ornaments. 

These practices indicate: 

Belief in life after death 

Emotional attachment to individuals 

Emergence of social differentiation 

6. Social Organization 

Mesolithic society was organized into small groups, but social bonds became 

stronger. Seasonal camps likely formed social networks across regions. 

Knowledge of seasonal cycles, animal behavior, and plant growth was shared 

within communities. 
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Longer stays at particular sites suggest early forms of semi-sedentism, a 

significant step toward village life. 

7. Major Cultural Changes in the Mesolithic 

Several key cultural transformations during the Mesolithic contributed directly to 

the evolution of Indian culture and civilization. 

The first major change was the shift toward resource diversification. 

Humans no longer relied primarily on large game; instead, they exploited a 

wide range of plants and animals. This laid the groundwork for agriculture. 

The second major change was technological miniaturization. 

Microlithic tools were more efficient, adaptable, and easier to carry. This reflects 

advanced planning and innovation. 

The third major change was the emergence of semi-sedentary life. 

Seasonal camps, storage, and early pottery indicate a shift away from constant 

mobility. 

The fourth major change was symbolic and social development. Rock 

art, burials, and ornaments demonstrate shared beliefs, identity, and ritual 

behavior. 
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