
Lecture 5 - Neolithic Revolution & Agriculture 
Neolithic Revolution: 
• Hunter-gatherers: 

o They rarely live on the edge of starvation or hunger  
o They rarely work for long hours compared to other subsistence modes  
o They spend more time socializing than almost any society in the world  
o They have better health than most pre-industrial agriculturalists  
o They live longer than most pre- industrial agriculturalists  
o They have less inequality than most societies 

• Stasis and Change: 
o Synchronic: examination of a subject which focuses on it as a unity. (The study of hunters and gatherers)  
o Diachronic: examination of how a specific subject has changed over a given time. (The study of 

domestication)  
• Younger Dryas: 

o Palaeolithic: old stone tools (for hunting and cutting) 
o Neolithic: New stone tools (for farming)  
o The holocene (A stable climate) began at the end of the Pleistocene (15,000 years ago)  
o The climate warmed at the end of the ice age  
o Climate supports sedentary life in some cases  
o Then climate becomes much colder and drier (in certain parts of the world); 

• Younger Dryas: Climatic period of intense cold and dryness for much of the world  

• Takes place at the end of the Pleistocene just as things appear to become climatically stable and 
warmer  

• Requires intensification of getting food (agriculture)  
• 13 000 - 11 500 years ago  
• Caused by ocean current change after Lake Agassiz  

• Domestication: 
o Human interference with the reproduction of another species, with the results that specific plants and 

animals become more useful to people and dependent on them.  
o Process concerning more than humans and one plant or animal.  
o Domestication requires niche construction  

• Niche: an organism's location and activity in a ecological setting (or food web)  
• Niche Construction is the activity of altering other aspects of the environment to allow for a 

certain species to grow.  
o Process of Domestication: 

• Graduation  
▪ Burning  
▪ Gathering/collecting  
▪ Replacement planting  
▪ Weeding  
▪ Harvesting  
▪ Land clearance  
▪ Systematic soil tillage  
▪ Genetic interference  

• Pre-agricultural niche construction: 
▪ Fire  
▪ Weeding  
▪ Hunting  
▪ Promoting shade  

o Different plants and animals domesticated in different regions 
o Characteristics of Domesticated Plants: 

• Reduction of seed dispersal (non- shattering)  
• Reduction of opening at maturity  
• Increase in seed yield  
•  Increase in size of the seed in cereals  
• Decrease in seed size in other plants  



• Reduction in plant height  
o Animal Domestication: 

• “the capture and taming by human beings of animals of a species with particular behavioural 
characteristics, their removal from their natural living area and breeding community, and their 
maintenance under controlled breeding conditions for mutual benefits” (Bököyi 1989)  

• Some animals easier to domesticate: 
▪ Social Animals  
▪ Animals with a hierarchy  
▪ Animals with phenotypic malleability  
▪ Animals that are not too big or small for human manipulation  
▪ Animals Useful for Food 
▪ Animals Useful for Milk and Dairy  
▪ Animals Useful for transportation   
▪ Animals useful for agriculture 

• Results of Domestication: 
▪ Reduction of non-essential body parts (horns)  
▪ Increase in fleshy body parts (increased meat)  
▪ Increase in specific reproductive organs (utters)  
▪ More passive behaviour  
▪ Larger Density of animals in a certain area  

•  Evidence for Domestication: 
▪ Presence of animals specious outside of it natural environment.  
▪ Morphological changes (size of sheep horns)  
▪ Abrupt population increase of some species relative to other species  
▪ Age and gender of fossils found  

• Co-evoltution: 
▪ 2 or more organism evolve together  
▪ Antagonistic relationships (predators and prey) 
▪ Symbiotic relationships (bees and flowers, human and livestock) 

• Agriculture: 
o Systematic modification of the environments of plants to increase their productivity and usefulness.  
o What allows for agriculture: 

• Need to have vegetation and wildlife you can eat:  
▪ Non-digestible  
▪ Poisonous 
▪ Low Nutritional Value  
▪ Difficult to gather  
▪ Difficult to process 
▪ Difficult to hunt  

• Soil that can be planted/tilled 
• Source of water 
• Certain type of plant  

▪ Little effort  
▪ Lots of energy  
▪ Fast growing  
▪ Stores most of its energy in edible part  
▪ Cereal  

• Type of grass with seeds 
• Plant dies but seeds live 
• Adapted to Mediterranean climates  
• Convert energy into seed  

o Invention Verse Dispersal: 
• One place invented - fertile crescent  
• Likely that farmers/herders outcompete Hunter Gatherers  

• The Levant - Natufians: 
o The Levant: This is the region of Southwestern Asia. Currently Israel, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, etc. 

Domestication is thought to have begun 12,500 years ago there.  



o Natufian: the name of the culture at the end of the Palaeolithic and before the Neolithic living in the 
eastern Mediterranean  

o Around 12,500 years ago, the last ice age ends.  
o The environment was much more hospitable than it had been earlier.  
o People were able to have a diet high in wild cereals of wheat and barely (pre-domesticated) for which 

they foraged. 
o Natufians had large settlements of 40 to 150 people which is 5 to 10 times larger than most hunter 

gatherer living groups.  
o Natufians have houses that are more than just camps.  
o Natufian Tools - Motar and Pestle  
o There is not evidence for agriculture among the Natufian sites  
o The Natufian practiced broad-spectrum foraging.  

• A subsistence strategy based on collecting a wide range of plants and animals by hunting, fishing 
and gathering.  

• This is likely very different than following and hunting mega fauna during the Pleistocene and 
Palaeolithic era.  

o Sedentism: 
o The transition from a nomadic lifestyle to one in which groups do not migrate.  
o Almost all agricultural societies are sedentary, however, the Natufian were likely not agricultural.  

o Natufian Subsistence: 
• Natufian hunting red deer, wild sheep, wild goats, but focused on gazelles (40-80 % of bones 

found).  
• Gazelles migrated through and breed in that area thus they did not have to move during the year.  
• They burned woodlands to promote the growth of cereals. 
• Likely hunted and gathered in large groups.  

o Natufian Social System (Graves): 
• Increase in social stratification.  
• Early burials at Hayonim Cave were done corresponding to family groups (presence of a recessive 

trait of a third- molar agenesis).  
• Burial grouping also corresponded to the amount of ornaments in the burial (some families have a 

lot, others little)  
• Change in Burials (Diachronic): 

▪ Natufians stop being buried in family oriented sites.  
▪ Natufians are buried individually. 
▪ Suggestive of family groups becoming less important in the organization of society. 
▪ Instead, it is theorized, that this reflects an ordering of a society not based on kinship but 

something more abstract.  
o What happened to the Natufians (10 500 years ago): 

• Climate began to become drier.  
• Forests that they used to hunt shrank  
• Settlements were too large for the environment  
• Natufians returned to migratory hunting and gathering.  

• Transition to Agriculture and the Neolithic: 
o Most Natufians returned to hunting.   
o However, much of society had been organized for: 

• Sedentary Life  
• Harvesting of cereals  
• Social complexity  

o In the Southern Levant (so Israel today) the technology and social processes continued to agriculture.  
o Jericho: 

• 400-900 Inhabitants  

• Mud brick homes with courtyards  
• Walls 6 feet thick and 12 feet high  
• Ditch 9 feet deep and 27 feet wide  
• Tower three stories high (took 100 people 104 days to build)  
• This early Neolithic culture is referred to as Pre-PoPery Neolithic A. (9500 to 8500BC)  

▪ Large walls and structures made from mud brick.  



▪ Permanent source of water.  
▪ Find granaries in the town.  
▪ However there are no pots and the evidence is not complete as to the domestication of 

plants.  
• Pre Potter Neolithic B: Period between 8700 and 6000BC.  

▪ When domestication of several plants and animals takes place.  
▪ Domestication is when a plant’s characteristics are changed so that it cannot grow and 

reproduce without the aid of humans.  
▪ The first domesticated plants in the Near East were wheat, barley, lentils and peas.  

o Agriculture in Fertile Cresent: 
• Warmer wetter climate = People settle down  
• Settled people = More knowledge about different species of plants 
• Younger Dryas = Harsher environment  

• Some people return to hunting and gathering  
• Some people intensify attention to plants and start cultivating cereals and other vegetation  

Effects of Agriculture: 
• Review of Hunter Gatherers: 

o They rarely live on the edge of starvation or hunger  
o They rarely work for long hours compared to other subsistence modes  
o They spend more time socializing than almost any society in the world  
o They have better health than most pre-industrial agriculturalists  
o They live longer than most pre- industrial agriculturalists  
o They have less inequality than most societies 

• Critical Transitions: 
• Low population density (HG) or small towns (farmers) to large cities and high population densities 
• The division of labor. (Durkheim) 

▪ Mechanistic Solidarity 
▪ Organic Solidarity 

• Qualitatively different technology and information 
• States 

• Why is Agriculture Important: 
• Allows you to make up to 90% of the environment edible or put in food production 
• Can produce more protein per land unit in the form of meat and milk 

• Offspring: 
• Farmers have more children than hunter gatherers 

• Children are used to work on agricultural lands or care for livestock 
• Hunter gatherers cannot have lots of children close together because they move from place to place and 

children are hard to carry and feed (if the population increases) 
▪ Long duration of breastfeeding 
▪ Taboo against sexual congress for periods after childbirth 

• A diet rich in cereal increases the protein to carbohydrate ratio from hunter gatherers to farmers 
• Increases the amount of energy in the metabolism of the young and they grow faster and reach sexual 

maturity faster. (more babies faster) 
• Ground cereals allow for feeding infants rather than just milk. 

• When the !Kung were placed in settlements, there was a sharp increase in fertility 
• Even though there is more energy, health decreased along with nutrition: 5’9 to 5’3 average height after 

Agricultural Revolution in Greece 
o Food Surplus: 

• A society can have a greater division of labor as not everyone has to directly find food (or produce it) 
• People can become specialized to a greater degree 
• Production increases with the division of labor 

• The development of complete writing can take place 
• Ideas can be produced and passed down through indirect means 

o Development of Language from Simple Pictographs: 
• Writing instead of simple pictures to record stories 
• Libraries to preserve knowledge  
• Every generation does not have to; 



▪ Start over with a small sum of knowledge 
▪ Inherit just a small fraction of what has ever been known (unless it is in your family, you are not 

going to learn it) 
▪ Learn only by the accidents of who you meet 
▪ Have most of their knowledge lost when they die. 
▪ Only focus on general forms of knowledge for subsistence. 

• Effects of writing and what makes it possible: 
▪ The Division of Labor: Émile Durkheim (1857 to 1917) French Sociologist. 
▪ Noticed that the social bonds that held societies together could be categorized into two types: 

• Mechanistic Solidarity: hunter gatherer and agricultural communities 
• Organic Solidarity: urban and modern communities 

▪ Social Solidarity: 
• Mechanistic Solidarity: Most of the people that you interact with and live in the community 

do things everyday that you do.  You can understand them and relate to them because you 
live similar lives. 

• Organic Solidarity: Most of the people that you interact with and live in the community do 
things everyday that you do not do.  You can trust them and work with them because you 
need to.  You make nails and they raise chickens.  You need chickens and they need nails 
which means that you have to trust one another. 

o Mesopotamia: 
• Small agricultural communities did not immediately become complex urban areas. 
• It was around 5,000 years before there were cities and states. 

▪ State: society with central government administrative specialization and social classes. 
o Urban Revolution (Characteristics of cities): 

• Places of large, extensive and dense populations 
▪ Babylon was founded as a city around 2300 to 2500 BC. 

• At one point, it had over 200,000 inhabitants 
▪ Uruk was founded around 4000 BC 

• Approximately 70,000 inhabitants 
• There was a division of labor into professions (craftsmen, priests, merchants, etc.) 
• Each farmer had to pay a tax to a religious system or king (treasury) 

▪ Money 
▪ Goods 
▪ Labor 

• “Monumental buildings” 
▪ Buildings such as palaces, Ziggurats and ornate gateways in walls 
▪ Built to be testaments of elite power  
▪ Not necessarily materially functional buildings 
▪ New type of non-domestic architecture 

• Show class structure by their necessity 
• Show class structure by the fact they were built 

• Military leaders ruled the population 
▪ Gilgamesh (the epic of Gilgamesh) 

• Writing used for recording transactions and events 
▪ Transaction (first use) 
▪ Epic of Gilgamesh  

• First book of which we have record 
• About humans and Gods  

• “Predictive sciences” 
▪ Namely Astronomy: Following seasonal patterns in the sky. 
▪ Were able to create abstract calendars (360 days) in Mesopotamia 

• Arts developed 
▪ Greater development in the craftsmanship in arts 
▪ Greater development in the diversity of arts 

• Long distance trade 
• Territorial and not kinship divisions 

▪ Caste System 


