
The Dawn of Devotion: A
Global History of Early
Religions
Exploring the origins, evolution, and profound impact of

ancient spiritual beliefs and practices across civilizations.

The human story is an intricate tapestry woven not only with threads of survival and

innovation but also with an enduring, profound quest for meaning. From the earliest

tool-makers to the builders of grand empires, humanity has continually grappled with

the mysteries of existence, laying the foundations for what we now understand as

religion. This article delves into the dawn of devotion, exploring the origins, evolution,

and profound impact of ancient spiritual beliefs and practices across diverse

civilizations, revealing how these early faiths continue to shape our world today.

The First Stirrings of the Sacred: Prehistoric
Spiritual Impulses
The human journey through time is not merely a chronicle of survival and technological

advancement, but a profound exploration of meaning. Long before the advent of written

language or formalized institutions, our prehistoric ancestors grappled with the mysteries

of existence, laying the foundational spiritual origins of what we now understand as

ancient religions. This recurring human effort to comprehend the world beyond the

tangible—to find purpose in birth, solace in death, and explanation for the



inexplicable—has taken different forms across societies. Material remains offer clues to

symbolic activity, but cannot tell us exactly when religion began or recover every

prehistoric belief. This uncertainty is part in the vast religious history of humankind.

One proposed early component of human belief systems is animism: relationships with

beings or features of the world understood to possess agency or spiritual significance. A

comparative study of hunter-gatherer traditions reconstructed animism as an ancestral

feature in its sample. That is a model-based inference from ethnographic data, not a direct

observation of Paleolithic thought. We should not assume that every community held the

same beliefs, or that animism automatically produced environmental harmony. It offers

one approach to investigating the possible diversity of early faiths. [1]

Shamanic practices are another subject of comparative research, including traditions in

which specialists mediate relations with spirits or undertake healing rituals. The hunter-

gatherer study considered shamanism alongside other religious traits, but its

reconstruction does not establish a universal sequence from animism to shamans and then

priests. Nor does it allow us to identify a prehistoric religious specialist solely from an

unusual object or image. Similar-looking practices can have different meanings in

different communities. [1]

Responses to death offer important evidence for early human belief systems, but

interpretation requires care. Deliberate burial, ornaments, and other mortuary deposits

can show that people treated the dead in socially meaningful ways. The elaborate Upper

Paleolithic burials at Sunghir are a striking example. They do not, by themselves, prove

ancestor worship or a particular doctrine of the afterlife. Archaeologists compare the

placement of bodies and objects, site formation, and differences between individuals

before proposing explanations. [2]

Dreams and altered experiences may have contributed to some religious traditions, but

the private experiences of prehistoric people are not directly recoverable. Accounts from



documented societies can suggest questions about the formation of early faiths; they

cannot tell us what an unidentified Paleolithic person dreamed or whether a particular

image records a vision. Such possibilities should remain hypotheses rather than

descriptions of established events.

Cave art at Lascaux and other sites provides evidence of sophisticated symbolic activity,

while its specific spiritual meanings remain debated. Scholars have proposed hunting-

related rituals, structural relationships between images, and shamanic interpretations.

The French Ministry of Culture presents several such approaches rather than a single

settled explanation. Neither a remote location nor an animal image alone proves a ritual

purpose. These works are central to discussions of religious history, but their makers left

no written explanation. [3]

Finally, the communal sharing of stories and myths can help transmit and reshape human

belief systems. In societies without written records, oral traditions were the bedrock of

cultural transmission, weaving together narratives that explained the origins of the world,

the behavior of spirits, moral codes, and the very identity of the community. Such

narratives can provide a framework, translating abstract spiritual concepts into relatable

narratives that not only entertained but also educated and bound people together. Their

social roles depend on the people telling them and the situations in which they are told.

This collective meaning-making through shared stories highlights how deeply interwoven

spiritual origins are with the very fabric of human society, shaping our earliest cultures

and leaving an indelible mark on the unfolding of world religions. The origins of human

belief systems are not found in ancient texts or grand temples alone, but are etched,

painted, and buried deep within the archaeological record. The "Dawn of Devotion" is

investigated through the work of archaeologists who piece together the fragments of our

ancestors' lives, offering compelling insights into their spiritual origins and early faiths.

This investigation into ancient religions through material culture can illuminate different



efforts to seek meaning, connect with the unseen, and establish order in a chaotic world.

Burial sites show both substantial investment in the dead and considerable variation in

mortuary treatment. At Sunghir in Russia, approximately 34,000-year-old burials include

large numbers of ivory beads and other carefully placed objects. [2] At Shanidar Cave in

Iraqi Kurdistan, researchers have investigated articulated Neanderthal remains and

evidence relevant to deliberate burial. The circumstances and interpretation of the

deposits require detailed analysis. Neither site supplies a written account of the beliefs

behind the treatment of the dead, so claims about afterlife preparations or the earliest

community laws go beyond what the remains establish. [4]

Megalithic monuments offer further evidence of collective effort and attention to the sky.

Stonehenge has a well-documented solstitial alignment, while sunlight enters the chamber

at Newgrange around the winter solstice. These observations do not justify assigning an

equinox alignment or an identical ritual calendar to every monument. [5] [6] In present-

day Türkiye, Göbekli Tepe contains monumental structures built between about 9600 and

8200 BCE. UNESCO describes probable ritual uses and pillars with wild-animal imagery.

It belongs to the period of major changes in settlement and subsistence; saying it predates

agriculture everywhere by millennia is misleading. Monumental construction does not

establish a single cause for the emergence of farming. [7]

Prehistoric figurines also invite questions about bodies, identity, and belief. The so-called

Venus of Willendorf is an Upper Paleolithic object, around 29,500 years old, rather than a

Neolithic agricultural figurine. [8] It should not be grouped without qualification with

much later objects from farming settlements. Fertility, ritual, self-representation, and

other functions have been proposed for prehistoric figurines, but a female form does not

by itself identify a goddess or establish a fertility cult. The variety of these human belief

systems must be investigated through each object's context rather than assumed from a

modern label.



Offerings provide clearer evidence when objects can be read alongside texts and images.

In ancient Egypt, ritual offerings included food, drink, clothing, and ointments presented

to divine beings or the blessed dead. [9] This documents particular practices, rather than

proving that all prehistoric deposits were sacrifices or that offerings necessarily produced

a priestly ruling class. Their economic and political roles need to be investigated in the

context of each society.

Hunting magic, initiation, and shamanic journeys remain proposed explanations for some

prehistoric images. At Lascaux, researchers have developed different interpretations of

the relationships between animals and the arrangement of panels. [3] A human-animal

figure can support questions about symbolism, but does not independently demonstrate

trance, a particular ceremony, or a shared cosmology. Distinguishing the visible evidence

from an interpretive model makes the study of early art more informative.

Red ochre appears in some prehistoric mortuary contexts, including Sunghir. [2] Its

deliberate placement can be discussed alongside the treatment of bodies and objects, but

its precise meaning is not self-evident. Associations with blood, life, protection, or renewal

are possible interpretations rather than a universal prehistoric vocabulary. Such finds

contribute to debates about world religions and their antecedents without proving a direct

line of descent. Reconstructing early faiths requires attention to differences as well as

similarities.

The Rise of Divine Order: Religion in Early
Civilizations
Settlement, cultivation, and urbanization changed the settings in which ancient religions

were practiced. Yet there was no single documented transition from simple animism to a

more advanced pantheon. Beliefs and institutions could coexist, change, and interact in

different ways. Comparing particular societies is more useful for religious history than



treating them as stages on one ladder toward world religions.

Urban societies such as Mesopotamia and Egypt provide written and material evidence

for specialized religious roles. Egyptian ritual sources describe offerings to gods, kings,

and the blessed dead, with the king represented as the principal officiant and duties

performed by local substitutes. [9] Their relationship to ma'at, royal authority, and local

institutions varied over time; it is unsafe to assume that priests everywhere formed a new

class with power equal to or above kings.

Mesopotamian temples could combine worship with economic and administrative activity.

Getty's exhibition presents temples as community institutions with more than a religious

role. [10] Early writing also records administration and transactions, illustrating the

importance of accounting in the earliest surviving written evidence. This does not

establish that every early document was a temple account or that all civic power belonged

to a temple. The relationship between administration and early faiths must be examined

locally. [11]

The human quest for meaning found expression in the development of intricate creation

myths and heroic epics. Narratives such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, one of the most

important surviving works of ancient Mesopotamian literature, explored kingship,

friendship, mortality, and the limits of human life. These stories, more than simple

folklore, offered moral guidance, reinforced cultural identity, and addressed existential

anxieties surrounding life, death, and destiny, offering themes for comparison with later

world religions. The enduring themes of mortality, heroism, and the search for meaning in

Gilgamesh continue to resonate, demonstrating the foundational nature of these spiritual

origins. Surviving tablets include an account of a great flood, but similarities with later

traditions require historical analysis rather than an assumed universal lineage. [12]

Divine kingship further solidified societal hierarchies and religious authority in ancient

belief systems. Rulers in places like ancient Egypt were often regarded as living gods or



direct representatives of the divine, such as the pharaohs being seen as the incarnation of

the god Horus. In Mesopotamia, while kings might not always have been considered gods

themselves, their rule was frequently legitimized by claims of divine appointment, as

exemplified by Naram-Sin of Akkad declaring himself divine. Such representations

asserted royal legitimacy by attributing earthly power to supernatural endorsement,

though it also cemented stark inequalities and could support unequal relationships—a

historical dynamic that analysts of power structures continue to examine today. The

horned headgear on the victory stele of Naram-Sin is a concrete example of royal use of

divine imagery. [13]

Rituals, offerings, and festivals could bring communities together while also displaying

differences in authority and access. Their purposes were not identical across societies.

Egyptian evidence, for example, documents recurring offerings performed for divine

beings. [9] The Latin expression do ut des is sometimes used as a comparative shorthand

for exchange with gods, but should not be treated as a universal description of every

ancient religious order.

The monument known as the Code of Hammurabi illustrates the association of justice with

divine authority in some early societies. Its relief depicts the Babylonian king before

Shamash, while its text presents legal judgements covering several areas of life. Calling it

a code should not imply a modern statutory system, or that its contents were

unquestioned and immutable. The Louvre describes it as a collection of case law from

around 1750 BCE. It offers evidence of how royal authority was represented within

ancient belief systems. [14]

Divination linked religious interpretation with practical decisions. Shang oracle-bone

inscriptions record questions addressed to royal ancestors about matters such as

harvests, warfare, and the future. [15] In Mesopotamia, astronomical observation and



celestial interpretation developed over a long period; the twelve-sign zodiac belongs to a

later stage of that history. A University of Hamburg account discusses a text dated 419

BCE listing twelve signs. [16] These examples illuminate religious history without

implying that divination reliably predicted events. Their spiritual origins must also be

distinguished from modern astronomy.

Myths, Morality, and the Cosmos:
Foundations of Early Spiritual Thought
The human quest for meaning is as old as humanity itself, a perpetual drive to

comprehend our existence, the vast cosmos, and the inexplicable forces that govern life

and death. In the dawn of devotion, long before systematic theology or organized religion

as we understand it, early human belief systems articulated their understanding through a

rich tapestry of myths, moral precepts, and elaborate rituals. These foundational elements

were not mere stories or practices; they were the very blueprints of ancient societies,

shaping worldviews, reinforcing social structures, and offering a profound sense of

purpose.

Myths, in particular, could provide a narrative framework through which early human

belief systems understood the cosmos, the actions of deities, and the origins of natural

phenomena. For participants, such narratives could offer explanations for "how things

came to be" and "why things are the way they are." From creation myths detailing the

emergence of the world from primordial chaos to epic narratives explaining celestial

movements or the changing seasons, these stories served as cultural cornerstones. Their

meanings depended on the traditions and audiences involved. For societies grappling with

the unpredictable rhythms of nature, myths could offer a sense of order and intelligibility,

making the terrifying unknown a little less daunting.



Ideas of cosmic order recur in discussions of ancient religions, but they should not be

collapsed into one doctrine. Egyptian ritual practice connected offerings and royal

responsibilities with maintaining the world. [9] Zoroastrian traditions developed

distinctive accounts of good and evil and of Ahura Mazda, with theological relationships

that changed and have been debated. [17] Comparisons can suggest useful questions

about order and moral action without implying that Egyptian, Chinese, and Iranian

concepts mean the same thing.

Moral and legal traditions could also express the authority of rulers and gods within early

faiths. The Hammurabi monument contains 282 legal judgements and depicts the king

receiving symbols of authority before Shamash. [14] It reflects a particular social and

royal setting, rather than a timeless or egalitarian system of justice. Claims that such a

monument created an unchallengeable social contract go beyond what its surviving text

and imagery demonstrate.

Offerings and sacrifices could express devotion, petition, obligation, or other relationships

with divine beings. Their meanings must be established from a particular tradition's

evidence. Egyptian cult sources document regular offerings, but do not warrant treating

every ancient ritual as an attempt to repair a broken relationship or every deposited

object as a sacrifice. [9] Similar material acts can carry different meanings.

Funerary texts provide more explicit evidence than prehistoric graves for some later

beliefs about the dead and their spiritual origins. Egyptian Books of the Dead assembled

spells intended to help a deceased person face dangers and judgement in the afterlife.

Qenna's papyrus is one surviving example described by the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden.

[18] Such evidence allows discussion of a documented tradition; it should not be projected

back onto all earlier burials or treated as a universal explanation of cremation and other

mortuary practices.



A Global Tapestry of Devotion: Diverse
Ancient Belief Systems
While discussions of early religious history often gravitate towards the foundational

narratives of the Near East, a critical and empathetic lens reveals that the tapestry of

early human belief systems was woven far more broadly and diversely across the globe.

Indeed, ancient religions took distinctive forms in numerous regions, reflecting varied

human efforts towards grappling with spiritual origins and the mysteries of existence,

through local development as well as contact. This global proliferation of early faiths

invites questions about human efforts to seek meaning, establish order, and connect with

forces beyond the immediate material world. Such foundational beliefs were not merely

abstract philosophies; they were deeply integrated into the social, political, and daily lives

of ancient peoples, shaping their understanding of laws, power, and their place within the

cosmic order.

The Indus civilization presents a particularly important limit on interpretation. Its script

remains undeciphered, and the seated figure on the seal often called Pashupati has

received competing readings. A proposed connection to Shiva is not a securely established

identification. [19] Figurines, animals, and tree imagery do not independently prove a

universal mother-goddess cult, environmental harmony, or a direct ancestry for later

world religions. Nor does the difficulty of identifying temples establish that religion was

entirely local or unorganized. Archaeological context remains essential.

Early Chinese early faiths are documented through both objects and texts. Shang oracle

bones record royal divination addressed to ancestors and other powers. [15] Zhou

traditions also articulated the Mandate of Heaven as a way to justify and discuss dynastic

authority. Columbia University's presentation of the Book of Songs explains how royal

conduct could be connected with Heaven's support or its withdrawal. [20] These are

distinct historical developments, rather than evidence of an unchanged doctrine extending



from the Neolithic onward. The Mandate offered a language of political legitimacy, not an

automatic constitutional check on rulers.

Indigenous peoples of the Americas developed many different traditions that cannot be

summarized as a single set of early faiths. The Smithsonian's Native Knowledge 360

framework emphasizes the diversity and continuing development of Native cultures and

their relationships with place. [21] Particular communities may describe responsibilities

to land, ancestors, or other beings in ways that should be understood through their own

accounts. A blanket contrast between cyclical Indigenous time and linear Western time, or

between universally sustainable Indigenous societies and uniformly exploitative others,

obscures that diversity.

African religious histories likewise encompass many spiritual origins and changing

traditions. The Metropolitan Museum's collection brings together works associated with

ancestor veneration, healing, divination, rulership, and other activities, while also

recognizing the histories of Islam and Christianity across the continent. [22] These

examples should be situated in particular communities and periods. They do not establish

one universal hierarchy of ancestors, spirits, and a supreme being, or an identical form of

governance throughout Africa.

The emergence of distinct mythologies and pantheons across different continents, such as

those seen in ancient Greece, Egypt, and Mesopotamia, invites investigation into the

changing character of human belief systems in response to unique environmental and

societal contexts. Whether it was the Mesopotamian reliance on powerful deities to

explain unpredictable rivers, the Egyptian focus on cycles of life and death mirroring the

Nile's floods, or the Greek pantheon reflecting a more human-centered view of the divine,

belief and lived experience could be closely related, but neither geography nor river

behavior alone explains a religion. Such traditions could serve to legitimize power

structures, explain natural phenomena, and provide coping mechanisms for the existential



challenges of their time.

Despite geographical separation and distinct cultural trajectories, fascinating common

themes frequently appear in the religious history of disparate ancient civilizations. Some

documented traditions feature deities associated with the earth, crops, and the cycle of

life and death. Sky gods, representing cosmic order and power, were also common across

many cultures. Furthermore, narratives of underworld journeys, often involving a perilous

passage or a divine figure descending into the realm of the dead before returning, are

remarkably widespread, reflecting universal human concerns about mortality, the

afterlife, and rebirth. Recurring themes can arise through contact, adaptation, or different

communities addressing comparable concerns. Similarity alone does not establish a

shared origin or an identical psychological explanation. Understanding these parallel

developments allows us to critically appreciate the complex and organic evolution of

world religions and the enduring quest for meaning that defines our species.

Enduring Echoes: The Legacy of Early Faiths
in Modernity
The grand tapestry of human spirituality, woven across millennia, reveals that the dawn of

devotion was not merely a historical phase but a foundational crucible for civilizational

development. Far from being relics confined to ancient texts or archaeological digs, the

early faiths and their profound spiritual origins cast long, enduring shadows into the

present, profoundly shaping our contemporary world. To truly understand the societies we

inhabit, the laws we uphold, and the identities we forge, one must critically engage with

how these primordial human belief systems continue to resonate, often subtly, within the

very fabric of modernity.

Indeed, the foundational concepts of many ancient religions, though transformed and

recontextualized over epochs, continue to echo within contemporary world religions and



philosophical thought. Consider the ethical injunctions found in ancient Mesopotamian

wisdom literature, such as the Instructions of Shuruppak, which offers advice on conduct.

These precepts, emphasizing justice, respect, and communal responsibility, find

sophisticated parallels in the dharmic principles of Hinduism, the Abrahamic emphasis on

divine law, or even in modern secular ethics promoting human rights. The very idea of an

afterlife, divine judgment, or the cyclical nature of existence – concepts deeply embedded

in Egyptian polytheism, early Vedic traditions, or Greco-Roman mythologies – have been

reinterpreted, debated, and assimilated into current theological frameworks, illustrating

recurrent questions without establishing an unbroken chain of transmission. Resemblance

should be distinguished from documented borrowing or continuity.

Some elements of early faiths have been adapted in later traditions, but individual

histories matter. Christmas provides a useful caution in religious history: the Library of

Congress notes uncertainty about its origins while documenting celebration of the

Nativity on December 25 in fourth-century Rome and the later combination of customs.

[23] That does not prove that every modern holiday directly descends from a prehistoric

solstice rite. Similar symbols can also have different meanings, and a claim of deliberate

political absorption requires evidence for the specific case.

This persistent human quest for meaning, purpose, and connection to something greater

than oneself, whether divine or cosmic, reflects the enduring power of these fundamental

spiritual origins. From the elaborate burial rituals of Neolithic communities designed to

honor ancestors and navigate the unknown of death, to the modern pursuit of mindfulness

or spiritual awakening, humanity’s intrinsic need to make sense of its place in the vast

universe continues in varied forms. This quest, at its heart, drives not only religious

observance but also informs our philosophical inquiries, scientific explorations, and

artistic expressions. It’s a primal urge that has historically bound communities together,

providing moral compasses and fostering collective identities, and continues to do so even



as societal structures evolve.

Studying early human belief systems can clarify how particular communities understood

authority, obligation, and relationships with their surroundings. It also requires avoiding a

simple opposition between environmentally harmonious Indigenous traditions and

supposedly uniform Abrahamic views. Native traditions are diverse, as are later religious

interpretations and practices. [21] The Hammurabi monument is one concrete example of

law and divine authority appearing together; it does not prove that every legal system has

the same origin. [14] Careful comparison is therefore essential to religious history.

Even in increasingly secular societies, the archetypes and narratives from ancient

mythologies continue to influence art, literature, and popular storytelling, a testament to

their deep roots in the human psyche. The hero's journey, a comparative framework often

applied to ancient epics such as the Mahabharata or Homer's Odyssey, remains a

dominant storytelling device in contemporary film and literature, offering one way to

compare stories of struggle, transformation, and triumph. Characters like the wise elder,

the trickster, or the formidable divine mother, found across disparate ancient religions,

can be interpreted in relation to shared experiences as well as specific cultural settings,

shaping our understanding of identity, conflict, and societal roles, often without conscious

recognition of their ancient provenance.

The study of ancient religions therefore provides a vital perspective on the human

condition itself, inviting comparisons in how humanity grapples with life, death, and the

unknown. Whether through elaborate mummification rites, sacrificial offerings, or

contemplative asceticism, early humans sought to explain suffering, ensure prosperity,

and navigate the transition between worlds. These recurring concerns—the search for

justice, the desire for fertility, the fear of chaos, the hope for an afterlife—are not unique

to any single era but appear in many different forms of human belief systems, while

retaining different meanings in different settings. From the immediate, localized animistic



reverence for nature, which can recognize agency beyond human beings, to the

development of complex theological systems with abstract deities and universal moral

codes, the journey of religious history underscores humanity's continuous spiritual

exploration. This journey is not a linear progression towards a singular truth but a

dynamic, multifaceted process of inquiry, adaptation, and transformation. Understanding

these early faiths is not just an academic exercise; it is an essential critical lens through

which we can better comprehend the societal structures, cultural expressions, and

persistent human quest for meaning that define our present and will undoubtedly shape

our future.

The exploration of early religions provides invaluable insights into the enduring human

quest for meaning, the foundational role of belief systems in shaping societies, and the

deep historical roots of our contemporary world. By examining these ancient spiritual

impulses, from prehistoric animism to the structured pantheons of early civilizations and

the diverse faiths across the globe, we gain a critical understanding of how laws, power

structures, and cultural identities have been intrinsically linked to spiritual origins. These

historical narratives not only illuminate our past but also offer a vital lens through which

to analyze persistent societal challenges, promote empathy across diverse belief systems,

and advocate for more inclusive, just societies that honor the complex tapestry of human

devotion.
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