
HPSC20002: A History of Nature 

Notes 
 

Day 1, Lecture 1: Origins 

Human Origins – Prehistory: 

→ Mid-19th c. = the world at this time was based on religious record of time, but the 

gradual emergence of geology disproves this: 

→ 1859: Darwin’s Origin of Species is published, but not fully recognised for 

another decade 

→ 1842: Jacques Boucher collected hand axes (he claimed to have discovered 

proof of antiquity) 

→ 1859: 2 geologists verified Boucher’s claim – today, we know hand axes were 

at least 500,000 years old and probably used by homo-erectus (this was proof 

of the Palaeolithic era – coined in 1865 by John Lubbock) 

→ Since mid-19th c. it has been common to divide history into the Palaeolithic era (Old 

Stone Age) or Neolithic era (New Stone Age) 

→ The difference between them is the transition from hunter-gatherer to 

agriculture  

The Palaeolithic (200,000BP – 12,000BP) 

→ The most striking change is the spread of modern human beings out of Africa, 

roughly 100kya. 

→ Ecological relationship with nature = extensive vs. intensive; 

There was a shift from extensive to intensive at this time: 

→ Extensive: roaming land for food/resources 

→ Intensive: particular area that you farm 

→ Art, symbolic thinking, and language are thought to have originated with modern 

humans since some 150k-200k BP. 

→ Language/culture accelerated technological change 

→ Jared Diamond: argues that it was language that triggered a “Great Leap 

Forward” about 35,000 years ago that led to human culture and set us apart 

from Neanderthals 

Origin Theories: 

There are 2 main competing theories in 20th c.: 

1. “Out of Africa” 

2. Multi-regional Hypothesis  

→ Neither theories are well-supported now, as the reality is likely much more complex 

 

Modern belief = Human Migrations 

→ People went out of Africa many times; while they were there, they adapted to local 

environments which gave them genes that were useful.  

→ Then it is believed that these same peoples returned to Africa, and likely went in and 

out of Africa many more times.  

→ Not just one time as in the “Out of Africa” theory.  

→ Thus, a lot of migration 

 

Hunter-forager-fishers (hunter-gatherers): 



→ Before the Neolithic Revolution, people were largely what we now call “hunter-

forager-fishers” (hunter-gatherers): 

→ They used plant material for ropes, bags, weapons, clothing 

→ Mineral and stone based lithic materials for weapons, paints etc 

→ Used fire often too  

→ By 100,000 years ago, humans had already learned to live in deserts and dense 

rainforests  

→ Following 80-90,000 years migrating to essentially the rest of the world 

→ Allowed them to spread to every ecosystem  

→ We do not know how early civilisations perceived nature: 

→ We can see they made art (painting, beads, remains) 

→ Blomburg Cave, South Africa: a lot of early evidence (beads, ochre painting) 

→ Lascaux Cave, France: 35-40,000 years old; cave paintings  

→ Older can be found in Australia and South East Asia 

Origins of Agriculture: 

→ Agriculture begins around 10-12,000 years ago on the Fertile Crescent  

→ The Fertile Crescent = geographically consists of what are now southern Iraq, Syria, 

Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, Israel, Egypt, and parts of Turkey and Iran (Middle East 

essentially) 

→ Home to the ancient Sumerians (Mesopotamia) 

→ Neolithic period ends around 6,000 years ago, when complex societies first begin to 

emerge  

→ Agriculture = “A symbiotic relationship in which humans help favoured species 

reproduce in return for food or other services” (2008, David Christian – natural 

relation perspective) 

Or, = “The creation of an artificial ecosystem in which selected species of plants and 

animals are cultivated and reared” (2005, Chris Scarre – artificial relation 

perspective) 

Early Origins of Agriculture: 

→ 10-12,000 years ago: 1st agrarian societies appear – agriculture arose independently in 

at least 6 places around the world, widely separated 

→ Earliest: 10,000 years ago (Emmer wheat) 

→ 9,000 years ago: agricultural system based on rice, meat, poultry 

→ 4-5,000 years ago: agricultural system based on beans, maize, squash, 

potatoes, small animals (potatoes possibly domesticated as early as 7,000 

years ago however) 

→ Period of 5,000 years essentially, that agriculture spread to become dominant 

assistance for most human populations  

→ We still don’t know how to explain the simultaneity – a major contender is a 

shift in climate 10,000 years ago which made agriculture possible 

Decision of Agriculture: 

→ 1972, Marshall Sarlens, article: challenged the popular notion of the Palaeolithic as 

being a brutal fight for survival  

→ Evidence to suggest (ethnographic studies) between 3–6-hour work day was 

sufficient for survival 

→ Life may not have been better for farmers: 


