Hunter-Gatherers

"Hunter-gatherers" is a term generally used to describe people from ancient societies who survived exclusively by hunting, fishing, or gathering wild foods. Man lived the life of the hunter-gatherer for millions of years.  Human beings survived and spread over the earth even during such harsh climatic times as ice ages. Until about 8,000 years ago, all people were foragers of wild foods. As recently as 3,000 years ago, the entire population of southern Africa depended on hunting game and gathering wild plants for their survival. These hunting societies were so successful that they managed to drive many prey species to extinction using only stone spears as weapons.

Basic Characteristics of Hunter-Gatherer Societies

While there is evidence that many differences existed among hunter-gatherer societies throughout the ancient world, there are also numerous uniting traits. The hunting and gathering lifestyle depended tremendously on large land areas where these ancient peoples could scout for adequate food. It has been estimated that people who depend on hunting and gathering must have approximately 20 to 1,500 square kilometers (10 to 700 square miles) of land per person, depending on the climate. Hunter-gatherer societies were generally very small. Large groups would have exhausted available food supplies rather quickly in any one area. These small groups are thought to have been made up of individual family members or a number of related families collected together in a small band.

Hunter-gatherers usually moved in order to follow local food supplies. Possessions had to be carried from one camp to another. This suggests that permanent villages were rarely possible. Housing most likely consisted of crude lean-tos, huts, or primitive tents. A sedentary lifestyle may have been possible where food supplies were unusually abundant and reliable. Evidence suggests, for example, that the American Indians of the Pacific Northwest coast achieved high population densities and established permanent villages because resources were vast and reliable and food could be stored. Their main staples were dried salmon and flour made from acorns.

Throughout their travels, these groups continually affected the environment around them. Often these hunter-gatherers interfered with wild vegetation for the purpose of promoting the growth of a particular plant by sowing its seeds. They also uprooted and destroyed flora deemed undesirable. These types of environmental modification were frequently aided by the use of fire. Aside from the ability to clear large areas of land, fire was favored because of its ability to increase nutrient cycles in the soil. Because they moved around so much, the land and soil was able to recover from these impacts relatively quickly and thus stayed healthy.

The major impact humans had on the environment came through hunting. With their technological advancements, hunter-gatherers were able to over-hunt many species. Many of these groups concentrated their hunting to a particular species that often lead to its extinction. Humans were responsible for the disappearance of many large flightless birds and other large animals on every continent. 

It has been argued that the hunter-gatherer society was far more beneficial to the individual than our modern life.  Studies of the few remaining hunter gatherer societies show these people work less hard than their farming neighbors, and enjoy a much healthier and more varied diet. The evidence from archaeology supports the idea that hunter-gatherer societies were surprisingly healthy. Skeletons from Greece and Turkey show that average height at the end of the last ice age was around 5'9". With the adoption of agriculture, the figure crashed, and by 3000 BC had reached a low of 5'3". Similar comparative studies of tooth decay and from the scars left on bones by diseases like tuberculosis, point to a similar conclusion.

Transition to Agriculture

When agriculture came on the scene, it allowed people to give up the nomadic life and settle in one location.  People often congregated around a reliable source of food, such as a river with spawning salmon.  These areas were some of the first that were cultivated.  It takes a lot of work to prepare the soil for planting and tend crops.  Along with the extra work comes a surplus of food that can provide for larger populations.  Cities developed which relied on the growing of various foods to supply them with energy.  Labor was done by hand and a class system developed.
Agriculture allowed a ruling class to develop.  Agricultural societies were some of the first to employ slaves to do the backbreaking work of planting and harvesting.  These societies developed permanent structures, water distribution systems, governments, and armies.  None of this would have been possible without the farmers to feed all these people.  It is agriculture that allowed some people to lead lives of leisure and develop writing and science.  Society was built on the work of the poor people, often held in slavery.  Human beings developed a hierarchical society in which a privileged upper class controlled the lower classes that were doing the actual work.  Even animals were pressed into service as a source of mechanical energy for the plowing of fields and the threshing of grain.
Pros of Agriculture

· More food due to plant cultivation, use of fertilizer, etc.

· Supports a larger human population

· Humans have a longer life expectancy

· Higher standard of living for many people

· Formation of villages, towns and cities

· Towns and cities serve as centers for trade, government, education, etc. 

Cons of Agriculture

· Massive destruction of wildlife habitats due to clearing forests and grasslands

· Killing of wild animals feeding on grass, crops or livestock 

· Fertile land turned into desert by livestock overgrazing

· Soil eroded into streams, rivers and lakes

· Towns and cities concentrate wastes and pollution and increase the spread of diseases

· Increase in armed conflict and slavery over ownership of land and water resources

