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Activity 22:  Hominin evolution – Homo sapiens  – extra question

1.  About 10 000 years ago, many populations of Homo sapiens changed from hunter-
gatherers to using agriculture. The change occurred in many places around the 
globe around the same time.

  Discuss how this change led to an increase in cultural evolution. You should consider:
	 •	 	domestication	of	plants	and	animals
	 •	 	benefits	gained	by	the	change
	 •	 	key	disadvantages	of	the	change
	 •	 	how	new	developments	provided	solutions	to	disadvantages.

Answer
1. Domestication of plants and animals
	 	Domestication	occurred	when	wild	animal	species	were	deliberately	looked	after	and	

protected	from	predators,	and	wild	plant	species	were	deliberately	planted.	The	first	
animal to become domesticated was the dog (probably as a hunting companion), but 
later	sheep,	goats,	cattle,	horses,	pigs	and	chickens	were	domesticated	for	a	supply	of	
meat,	skins	and	fibre	and	as	beasts	of	burden.

  Domestication involved learning to use local animals and plants as dependable 
sources	of	food.	Techniques	developed	were	taught	and	knowledge	gained	passed	on	
to the next generation, becoming an important aspect of the ‘culture’ of the group.

	 Benefits	gained	by	the	change
  Increased food supply, increased survivorship as the food supply was more regular 

and dependable.
	 •	 	Fewer	individuals	needed	to	be	involved	in	food	production	activities,	so	some	

members of the group could experiment with other cultural developments (tool-
making,	making	clothing,	building	shelters	and	construction,	politics,	medicine,	
communication	(including	writing),	transport,	arts	and	music,	keeping	of	
calendars, etc.).

	 •	 	Excess	food	production	can	lead	to	trade	for	other	commodities	and	raw	materials,	
e.g. stones for better tools (obsidian), ornamental objects, spices, etc. Young 
animals excess to requirements could also be traded.

	 •	 	Domesticated	animals	could	provide	products	like	fibre	and	milk	without	being	
killed,	so	production	was	continuous.	The	same	applied	to	perennial	tree	crops,	
although their products were usually seasonal.

	 Key	disadvantages	of	the	change
  Larger populations, dependent on a small range of species for most of their calories, 

were vulnerable if climatic or weather conditions were unsuitable and the crop failed, 
or if a pest or disease spread through a crop. Hunter-gatherers were dependent on 
a wide range of plants and animals and could more readily switch to whatever was 
abundant at any time.

	 •	 	Dependency	on	a	small	range	of	crops	could	lead	to	malnutrition	or	deficiencies	
of vitamins and minerals.
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	 •	 	Cultural	ideas	that	became	prevalent	included	ownership	of	land	and	property,	
leading to territorial disputes and competition for resources (and ultimately to 
warfare).

	 •	 	Growing	plants	required	the	entire	crop	be	harvested	at	once,	so	the	crop	needed	
to	be	stored.	Stored	products	were	vulnerable	to	fungal	decay,	insects	(e.g.	
weevils) and vermin (e.g. mice).

	 •	 	Larger	populations	with	members	living	in	close	proximity	to	each	other	were	
more	likely	to	spread	infectious	diseases	and	parasites.

	 •	 	Many	human	diseases	originated	from	animals.

A zoonosis is an infectious disease transmitted between species (often needs a 
vector)	from	animals	to	humans	(and	vice	versa).	In	a	review	of	1	415	pathogens	
known	to	infect	humans,	61%	were	zoonotic.	Human	zoonoses	include	cowpox,	
bilharzia,	brucellosis,	bovine	TB,	CFD,	H1Ni	flu	virus,	rabies	and	plague.

	 •	 	The	gene	pools	of	domesticated	species	became	increasingly	narrow	as	inbreeding	
and	artificial	selection	concentrated	on	desirable	characteristics.

	 •	 	Larger	populations	created	more	waste,	especially	from	parts	of	animals	that	were	
not used, and from sewage. This, in turn, could lead to the spread of pests and 
diseases.

 How	new	developments	provided	solutions	to	disadvantages
	 	Technologies	helped	grow	crops	more	efficiently	and	increased	the	yield	of	crops.	

This in turn provided for a more reliable harvest and allowed a larger population to be 
supported:

	 •	 	tools	used	in	food	production,	e.g.	plough
	 •	 	machines	for	efficient	processing	of	crops	(e.g.	threshing	technologies)
	 •	 	beasts	of	burden	–	horses,	oxen,	etc.	to	pull	ploughs
	 •	 	development	of	irrigation
	 •	 	fertilisers	(animal	manures)	and	pest	and	disease	control	(cultural	practices,	

planting times, resistant cultivars and chemicals).
	 	Better	storage	techniques,	e.g.	drying,	preserving	in	various	ways	(including	

fermentation).
	 	Development	and	use	of	pottery	–	storage	containers	allowed	both	solid	and	liquid	

foods (e.g. fermented foods, game birds stored in fat), to be stored.
	 	Increased	food	production	was	made	possible	by	continued	selective	breeding.	Breeds	

of animals were produced with certain desirable characteristics and products in mind, 
e.g.	cattle	for	milk	rather	than	meat,	animal	breeds	and	plant	cultivars	that	were	pest	
and disease resistant.

	 	Development	of	political	systems	provided	rules	and	reduced	conflict	that	arose	from	
land and property rights, territorial disputes, competition for resources and warfare.

  Development of herbal remedies and medicines helped reduce the incidence of 
parasites and disease caught from animals.


