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All That Glitters: How Gold has Shaped Human Behaviour

Of all elemental metals, the human relationship with gold is arguably one of the oldest and most interesting. Due to its widespread geological dispersal (Onlygold.com), tendency to naturally surface and come to rest in river and stream beds, and its light-catching sheen, gold would have been easily attainable in many localities across the globe by early hominids, making it difficult to pinpoint definitively when it was first incorporated into human use. However, the discovery and analysis of gold artefacts at ancient archaeological sites suggest that the metal has been known to, and used by, humans since at least 4500BC (Daley 2016). During this essay I aim to demonstrate how the aesthetic, malleability and conductivity of gold are all properties, among others, which have contributed to the popularisation of its use as a crafting material, in turn shaping both social behaviour and migratory patterns of humans. 
Gold has been long associated with luxury, power and riches, “because it is beautiful and imperishable, and because exquisite items can be made from it” (Kirkemo et al., 1997). The Latin word aurum, from which the chemical symbol for gold (Au) is derived, means “yellow” or “the morning glow”, gold being the only known metal of its yellow colour (Vanderkrogt.net). Being a noble metal, gold is immune to oxidisation under normal conditions; this along with its soft malleability (Kirkemo et al., 1997:7) and pleasing aesthetic make it an excellent candidate for use in the crafting of intricate items for long-term use such as jewellery and currency – items more commonly owned throughout history by affluent, powerful members of society. Through this association, humans have elevated gold on a pedestal of desirability, thus influencing the behaviour of those who come into contact with it, or wish to obtain it. 
Over the course of history this lust for gold has led humans to travel vast distances, often settling in new lands in order to reap the spoils of gold-rich localities. Gold was a significant factor in sparking the 16th Century Spanish conquest of the Aztecs; Fitzgerald writes that many of Hernan Cortés’ conquistadors were “seduced by the promise… of gold and unimaginable riches” (1997) to join the conquest, which eventually led to the colonisation of the Americas by the Spanish, bringing with it the Spanish language, Christianity, and traditional Spanish customs. Gold, therefore, has been a significant factor in permanently shaping the lives of millions of South and Central Americans. 
Similarly, the California Gold Rush brought an influx of immigrants to the West coast of America, all looking to find their fortune after James Wilson Marshall discovered gold in a river near Coloma, California, in 1848 (Elder, 2013:16). Elder explains that “San Francisco was transformed from a tiny settlement of 1,000 in 1848 to a boomtown of 25,000 by the end of 1949” (2013:17), a rapid expansion of human settlement which was mimicked throughout the area. Many of these prospectors which arrived in the state during the 7-year Rush were from as far afield as China (Kanazawa 2005) and this dramatic increase in population and varied nationalities in such a short space of time had a remarkable influence on residents of the area, Californian towns and cities becoming a melting pot of different cultures and traditions.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Gold has more recently had a hand in the development of a far more globalised human influencer – modern technology. Due to its high conductivity (gold is the third most conductive metal behind copper and silver) and highly ductile nature, and its resistance to corrosion, gold is an excellent material for utilisation in the creation of intricate electronics and computer components (Goodman 2002:21). Since the invention of the ENIAC, the first electronic computer, by John Mauchly and John Eckert Jr. in 1946 (Levy 2013), the continual development of computers has been at the forefront of technological advancement and has unequivocally changed the way people live and behave. Computers have been gradually incorporated so vastly into devices and appliances that they have shaped every aspect of living for people who engage in their use. They have allowed the development of new means of communication and access to information via radio, telephone and internet (Kaul 2012); safer modes of transport have advanced via the incorporation of computers into motorised vehicles. Advancements made possible by the existence of electronics allow humans to store and grow food more efficiently (Gilpin 2004). Computers have facilitated new ways to record music, animation and film, and new ways to engage with a myriad media. Gold, through its inclusion in the make up of a vast array of modern technology, has had a direct impact on people and the manner in which they live day to day. Through contemporary research, new applications for gold continue to be developed; writing in 2002, Corti et al. described the potential applications for gold nanotechnology, suggesting advancements in “pollution control, chemical processing and [production of] fuel cells” (2002:111; also see Bond and Thompson 1999).
In conclusion, gold has a wide assemblage of properties which make it a remarkably applicable crafting material for human use, with those very properties having the ability to shape the way in which we live and perceive the world, and other people. Its association with affluence and power gives gold the ability to influence how people treat each other, how humans perceive a certain environment and influence decisions to relocate over huge distances. Its use in the development and construction of modern technology has shaped and continues to shape day to day life in an unprecedented way. Our use of gold is an excellent demonstration of how we do not change, alter or advance in isolation of the materials we access; gold has as much capability to manipulate humans as humans do gold, and the use of gold has evolved and developed just the same as we have. Its existence has the ability to both advance and hinder our development, and create supply and demand that further shapes our own existence.  
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