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Reading 3.1 
 

Chapter 4: Hominines Humans and the Palaeolithic Era 
  
Hominine Evolution: 8 Million to 200,000 Years Ago  
• Genus Homo formed about 2.5 million years ago when dramatic cooling began 
• Amon these early forms of the genus Homo were;  

o H. rudolfensis 
o H. habilis 
o H. ergaster 

• By 2 million years ago Homo species lived in large groups vocalizations and gestures similar to 
apes. 

• 1.8-1.7 million years ago emerged H. erectus its appearance was more human-like. Almost as 
tall as modern humans and 70% brain-size than ours. 

• Due to babies being born prematurely, because of female pelvis becoming smaller and babies 
head being larger, they need more care from mum and then dad would stay around to make 
sure his offspring survived. Thus, pair bonding occurred. 

• H. erectus also discovered fire. It was a significant step that differed them from other animals. 
• H. erectus was the first Hominine species to venture out of Africa. 
• 1.8 million years ago H. erectus evolved into H. neanderthalensis (Neandertals). They lived till 

about 20,000 - 30,000 years ago.  
• An offshoot of H. erectus is H. floresiensis. They were no taller then 1 metre. 
• Decedent's of H. erectus evolved in a few ways over Afro-Eurasia. 

o Asia: change very little; remained same species.  
o Europe: Reaching to glacial conditions they became Neanderthals. 
o Africa: They evolved into H. sapiens.   

  
Threshold 6: The Appearance of Homo sapiens 
  
What Makes us Different? 
  
• We judge that a threshold has been crossed when minor changes generate a cascade of 

further changes that yield new emergent properties.  
• You can see the differences clearly by comparing modern human societies with the societies of 

chimps today. 
o Important differences is humans relationship with the environment in that human 

behaviours have changed over time. This has created our history. 
• What is distinctive about our ancestors is that, unlike all other species, whose technologies 

were limited, our ancestors kept finding new ways of adapting to their environments. 
  
Teamwork 
• Teamwork is the source of ecological and social creativity. Humans collaborate better then any 

other large organism.  
• Teamwork is apparent in all forms of complexity. 

o Chemistry arises when atoms join together in new combinations.  
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Symbolic Language 
• At present, there are many reasons for thinking that the transformative event for our species 

was the appearance of new and more powerful forms of language that allow humans to share 
information and ideas more efficiently than any other species on Earth. 
o There is limits to how much chimps can communicate.  

• We can even discuss things that may not exist, such as pink elephants. This is because we 
possess what Terrence Deacon has called symbolic language. 
o Rather then using sounds and gestures to refer to something, we use sound as 

conceptual parcels that refer to ideas.  
• From this we can pass of knowledge to later generations that will changes their behaviours 

over time. These slow behavioural changes are called history.  
• Symbolic language accounts for our remarkable ability to collaborate through Collective 

Learning, or the ability to share in great detail and precision what each individual learns 
through symbolic language. 
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When and Where is Homo sapiens Appear? 
  
• Sometime between 250,000 years ago (the start of the Middle Palaeolithic) and 50,000 years 

ago (the start of the Upper Palaeolithic). 
  
Can we be more precise about when human history began? 
• We could determine when symbolic language and Collective Learning began but that is 

difficult because these things don’t leave a direct trace.  
• With how quickly we begat to evolve over the 200,000 we can assume that the pack-age came 

together quite quickly (a few 10,000 years). 
  
Where did our species evolve? 
• When did H. sapiens split off from the hominies (all descendent of H. erectus)? There are two 

hypothesis: 
1. The "Out of Africa hypothesis". 

• Modern humans evolved in Africa within the last 250,000 to 200,000 years. 
2. The "multiregional hypothesis".  

• Various forms of H. erectus or H. ergaster evolved slowly into our own species 
over much of Afro-Eurasia and over many hundreds of thousands of years. 
However, studies show that Neandertals are not a variant of our own species, but 
that we diverged about 500,000 years ago from later forms of H. erectus.  

• Most scholars now accept that our species evolved in Africa sometime within the last 250,000 
years. 
o Still remains debate about where and when. 

  
Summary 
• First, what makes us unique as a species is our capacity to keep developing new forms of 

behaviour and new ways of relating to our environment. This ecological, technological, and 
artistic creativity explains why we alone have a history of long-term change. 

• Second, the source of this creativity seems to be the peculiar efficiency of human language, 
the fact that we can share ideas so well that they get locked within the collective memory, and 
begin to accumulate. This is what we call Collective Learning. 

• Third, most palaeontologists argue that our species evolved within the last 250,000 years, 
probably somewhere in Africa. From about 100,000 years ago, the evidence that our ancestors 
not only looked like modern humans, but also behaved like them (in other words, that they 
were adapting through Collective Learning), becomes increasingly powerful; and from about 
50,000 years ago, it is indisputable. 

  
The Palaeolithic Era: 200,000 to 10,00 Years Ago 
  
Definition and Significance of the Palaeolithic Era of Human History 
• Palaeolithic = "the Old Stone Age". Defined as the first age of distinctly human history, from 

the appearance of H. sapiens (200,000 years ago) to the beginning of agriculture (12,000 years 
ago).  

• During this period is when we become who we are and began to realize our species' potential 
physically, socially, technologically, and linguistically.  It is also the foundation of all 
subsequent world history.  

  
Two Main Events of the Palaeolithic Era 

1. Climate Change 
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o Specifically the impact of the last ice age on human history. 
2. Extensification. 

o The spread of humans around the world, as a result of new technologies to cope with 
different environments.  

  
Climate Changes: Survival in the Ice Ages 
• Palaeolithic humans lived through two distinct ages.  

1. Beginning 195,000 years ago conditions began to deteriorate and the planet entered 
long glacial stage that lasted until approx. 123,000 years ago. 

2. Beginning 110,000 years ago and lasted until 11,500 years ago.  
• Human life during the Palaeolithic largely evolved under ice age conditions. 
• Around 14,000 years ago earth experiences a rapid global warming and moistening.  
• After a few thousand years of recovery the planet went through a short lived glacial event 

called the Younger Dryas (100 years). It disappeared 11,500 years ago and this marks the start 
of the Holocene epoch.  

• From 11,500 the earth became warmer and wetter and the ice sheets gradually melted.  
• The period between 9,000 and 5,000 BCE Is known as the Holocene Optimum.  

  
Extensification: The Spread of Humans 
• Small groups of modern human began to migrate out of Africa from about 90,000 years ago.  
• Extensification is the term used to describe the process of global colonization. It is a from of 

innovation that allows “an in- crease in the range of humans without any parallel increase in 
the average size or density of human communities”.  
o This suggests that there was little increase in complexity during these Palaeolithic 

migrations. 
• The chronology for these global migrations suggests that humans had left Africa and migrated 

into West Asia and the Mediterranean regions by about 100,000 to 90,000 BP; had made it to 
East Asia and Australia by 60,000 BP; were occupying cold regions of the Ukraine and Russia by 
about 35,000 BP; Siberia by about 20,000 BP; and the Americas by at least 13,000 BP. 

  
Palaeolithic Lifeways: How did People Live? 
Foraging as a Way of Living 
• Foraging involves the gathering of food-stuffs and other needed materials from the 

environment to survive.   
o This is important as it shows a level of teamwork. Humans also use knowledge 

accumulated over many generations to hunt.  
• Because foraging couldn’t sustain a large population infants and elderly were often left to die 

or killed deliberately. Thus populations of nomadic foragers grew slowly. 
  
Palaeolithic Standards of Living 
• Some experts argues that Palaeolithic communities lived as an affluent society. However, 

many people argue that they lived on the verge of starvation and did not choose to continue 
the foraging lifestyle, but had no option. 

  
Living in Small Groups: A Do-It-Yourself Approach to Life 
• Forager generally live in small groups of 10 to 20 people and the family is the basic social unit. 

Everything was done within the family. 
  
Palaeolithic Impacts on the Planet 
• Modern evidence shows that they did have a significant impact on the environment. 
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Fire-Stick Farming 
• Setting fire to huge tracts of bushland to drive game our and to promote the growth of new 

vegetation.  
o Turned scrubland into grassland. Supressed the succession of certain species. 

  
Megafaunal Extinction 
• Humans demonstrated their adaptive abilities and technological prowess by initiating a wave 

of extinctions, among the megafaunal (that is, large-sized animal) inhabitants of these 
continents, who had had no previous experience with this introduced predator. In the 
Americas nearly 75 percent of all animals weighing more than 100 pounds (45 kilograms) 
disappeared after humans arrived. In Australia the figure is 86.4 percent. 
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Video 3.1  
 

Threshold 6: Humans and Collective Learning 
  
• About 200,000 years ago, man evolved to become the most important force for change on the 

Earth's surface. 
• What makes us so different from other living things? How did we, together, make something 

entirely new? 
• Many creatures can learn. Some can share what they learn. Only humans can share ideas so 

efficiently that we learn collectively as a species. We are uniquely powerful because we 
use symbolic language to store and circulate information that would otherwise disappear 
when individuals die. This enables us to manipulate and react to our environments like no 
other species on the planet. 

  
What Makes Humans Different? 
• No other species can do what we can do, however, there is no universally agreed upon answer 

to what makes us different. 
• 200,000 - 100,000 years ago H. sapiens started spreading (left Africa), they started building 

houses and using a whole different variety of tools. Eventually humans spread all across the 
globe, which happened very quickly in evolutionary standards. 

• No other species shows the same capacity for creativity that we do. 
• Humans have a specific way to communicate which is very powerful -> symbolic language  

o Stored in the Collective memory, thus, ideas don’t die. We learn collectively. 
• Being able to pass down information from generation to generation is unique to humans. 
• Collective Learning defines our species and is why it is the 6th threshold and why we have 

such a profound impression on the biosphere. 
  
The Common Man 
• Common Traits: 

o Collective Memory  
o Language  
o Accumulation of Information 
o Sharing of information efficiently  
o Cooperation -> better then most organisms  

• Some plants and animals cant cooperate without us. 
o Curiosity. Why we are here? What is over the next hill? What is in space? 

• Just to know for the sake of knowing. 
  

How Did the First Humans Live? 
• Traits: 

o Large area  
o Small population 
o Nomadic  
o Travelled light 

• Palaeolithic era begins with the arrival of H. sapiens and ends with the arrival agriculture.  
• Life seemed ok as long as there is an abundance of food. They travelled around a lot and were 

fit from this. 
• Significant migration happened 60,000 years ago.  
• About 10,000 years ago humans had settled across the entire globe.  
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Lecture 3.1 – Collective Learning and Palaeolithic 
Lifeways 

 

Recap Week 2: 
• Went through thresholds 1-5. 
• Looked at Homo sapiens and our development. Looked at our hominine brothers. 
• The spread of Hominines across the globe. H. sapiens spread even further. 
• Zoom into Asia and saw how we have a lot of remains in China, Indonesia and Asia. 
• H. Sapiens originated in East Africa. But this has been challenged. 

 

Collective Learning 
• What makes us different from other species? 

o H. sapiens spread much more rapidly. Only H. s reached Aus. Around 100,000 
- 200,000. 

• The dominant species on earth in a way that no other species has been before. 
• Growing agreement that what makes us unique is our ability for Collective Learning. 

Most species can learn, however, most of this knowledge is lost when the individual 
dies. But with humans we have symbolic language which allows us to pass on our 
knowledge.  

o Language is the key the Collective Learning as it allowed us to build on 
knowledge.  

o Collective Learning gives us a unique and powerful adaptive mechanism.  
 

 
 

Palaeolithic Era 
• Eras and the percentage of humans throughout time (80 billion): 

o Palaeolithic: 200,000 – 10,000 BCE = 12% 
o Agrarian: 10,000 BCE – 1700 CE = 68% 
o Modern- 1700 – now = 20% 

• Palaeolithic = old stone age 
• Foragers = hunter-gathers  
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How did the first humans live? 
• Great variety of lifeways  
• Small groups 
• Competition and cooperation 
• Nomadism 
• Highly skilled individuals 
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Reading 3.2 
Chapter 5: Origins of Agriculture and the Early Agrarian Era 

  
Threshold 7: Agriculture 
• From 12,000 to 10,000 years ago new technologies began to appear and which gave humans 

access to more energy and resources. Thus, human began to multiply more rapidly and to live 
in larger and denser communities like agrarian villages and towns.  
o The adoption of agriculture was fundamental in economic and cultural revolution 

• Where agriculture was adopted the pace of change was normally faster. Not everywhere 
adopted agriculture so different regions began changes at different paces. 

• When denser farming communities appeared Collective Learning began to accelerate. 
  
Explaining the Agricultural Revolution 
• Instead of Extensification farmers find ways to extract more from a given area, a process 

called Intensification. Farmers harvest smaller numbers f animals and plants, whose output 
they have learned to increase artificially. 

What is Agriculture? 
• It is a series of methods to increase the energy and resources available to humans by 

manipulating the plants, animals, and landscapes around them. 
o Thus, there becomes a symbiosis (species co-dependence).  

• Over time, both humans and domesticates have come to depend on the relationship, so much 
so that th e survival of each might be seriously endangered if the other were to disappear. 

A Slow Revolution 
• First took place in a few widely separated areas across the globe and then gradually spread. 
• 23,000 BCE evidence was found of more then 90,000 plants had been eaten. Although no signs 

of domestication researches saw that wheat and barely was being ground up to create flour 
for dough and bread. 

  

 
  

The Transition to Agriculture 
• Initial argument was that someone invented it, however, archaeology shows that agriculture 

emerged separately in different parts of the world. 
• Foragers did not always see farming as a more attractive lifeway. 
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Lecture 3.2 – Agriculture and the Early Agrarian Era 
 

 
 

• What is agriculture? 
o A symbiotic relationship between humans and domesticated species.  

§ Symbiotic = cooperation between different species. When living 
together is a win-win. 

• E.g. the bee and the flower.  
§ Domesticated = the process by which humans breed a population of 

plants or animals to make them more productive, easier to control, or 
more beneficial to humans in other ways.  

• E.g. cattle. Domestic sheep are helpless without humans.  
• The population of domesticated species are very large.  

• Domesticates change genetically 
o E.g. domestic cattle are much smaller and gentler then their ancestors.  

• Humans change culturally 
o Humans from 50,000 – 60,000 are genetically very similar. However our 

lifeways change. We used to be foragers and now we are farmers living in 
huge cities. The biggest genetic change we have had is being able to digest 
other animals milk (it took us a few 1000 years). 

• Humans applied their Collective Learning skill to begin to produce food. This is a 
radically new way of living and it didn’t happen suddenly. It was small changes at 
accumulated. Many small groups that made smaller decisions. Many of this may 
have been unintentional.  

• Agriculture was certainly connected to climate change. Global warming + population 
growth = agriculture. 

o Which a growth in population it pushed people to find more and new sources 
of food. Global warming also made the climate able to produce crops. 

• Agriculture emerged first in SW Asia (Middle East) called the fertile crescent. Can 
check map on slides for more specific information. 
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• Agrarian Societies: societies in which agriculture is the foundation of wealth. 
• Was agriculture a process? 

o The trap of sedentism (in textbook). 
§ Once we started farming there was now going back ® From the 

growth of population. People depend on the food. If there is a bad 
crop or epidemic that kills animals, there is a famine.  

§ The life of foragers was better than the life of peasants. 
§ After a few generations later no know has the knowledge of how to 

live in the bush. 
§ Thus, we were trapped.  

o Animals are the biggest victims of the agricultural revolution. L agriculture 
(back them) seemed to make everyone miserable?  

 

Early Agrarian Era (Neolithic) 
• The period beginning with the appearance of agriculture and ending with the 

appearance of cities and states. 10,000BCE – 4,000BCE 
More information in the textbook 
  


