
Directions: Read the article below, annotating as you read, and then write one page (less than that will lose 
points) responding to the question, “Was the adoption of farming plants and herding animals a positive or a 
negative change for humanity?” You MUST include at least two arguments for either side of the argument, but 
make sure that you clearly explain which side you support and why. You MUST mention examples from the 
article below. 
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Tom Feilden | BBC, Tuesday, 19 May 2009 (adapted) 
 
Listening to Tom Standage talking about his 
new book, An Edible History of Humanity this 
morning I was reminded of a paper written by 
the anthropologist and author Jared Diamond 
in the late 1980's. 

Diamond described agriculture as, "the worst 
mistake in the history of the human race". 

Farming was, he argued, a catastrophe from 
which we have never quite recovered. With 
agriculture came "the social and sexual inequality, disease and despotism*, that curse 
our existence". 

It's a revisionist* interpretation of history that, at first glance, seems hard to square 
with reality. Walk into any supermarket today and the sheer abundance and variety on 
the shelves takes your breath away. When it comes to food we're better off in almost 
every respect than the people of the middle ages, who in turn had it easier than 
cavemen. And it's not just food. Agriculture has freed us from the daily grind of 
subsistence*, allowing art - and intellect - to flourish. Without agriculture there would 
have been no pyramids, no industrial revolution, no Internet, and certainly no man on 
the moon. Life would still be nasty, brutish and short. 

So what do Diamond, and now Standage, have to say to that? 

In the first place the view from the aisle of your local 
supermarket is a somewhat ethnocentric, western, 
perspective. For the average subsistence* farmer - the 
vast majority of the world's population today - life is 
still pretty nasty, brutish and short. As Jared Diamond 
asks, If one could choose between being a peasant 
farmer in Ethiopia or a bushman gatherer in the 
Kalahari, which do you think would be the better 
choice?” 

Secondly, even though the evidence for the 
'progressivist'* point of view in favor of farming seems 

overwhelming, it's surprisingly hard to prove. Studies of the few remaining hunter 



gatherer societies in the world show these people 
work less hard than their farming neighbors, and 
enjoy a much healthier and more varied diet. 
Diamond points out that, “these people have plenty 
of leisure time, sleep a good deal, and work less 
hard than their farming neighbors. For instance, the 
average time devoted each week to obtaining food 
is only 12 to 19 hours for one group of Bushmen, 
14 hours or less for the Hadza nomads* of 
Tanzania. One Bushman, when asked why he hadn’t 
emulated neighboring tribes by adopting agriculture, replied, ‘Why should we, when 
there are so many mongongo nuts in the world?’ While farmers concentrate on high-
carbohydrate crops like rice and potatoes, the mix of wild plants and animals in the diets 
of surviving hunter-gatherers provides more protein and a better balance of other 
nutrients.” 

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. 

As Diamond also emphasizes, the advent of farming paved the way for the development 
of social inequality. “Hunter-gatherers have little or no stored food, and no concentrated 
food sources, like an orchard or a herd of cows: they live off the wild plants and animals 
they obtain each day. Therefore, there can be no kings who grow fat on food [taken] 
from others. Only in a farming population could a healthy, non-producing elite set itself 
above the [diseased] masses. Skeletons from Greek tombs at Mycenae c. 1500 B. C. 
suggest that royals enjoyed a better diet than commoners, since the royal skeletons 
were two or three inches taller and had better teeth.” 

So why did hunter gather societies adopt agriculture? In a sense of course the answer is 
obvious. As Jared Diamond concedes, 

"Just imagine a band of savages, exhausted from searching for nuts or chasing wild 
animals, suddenly gazing for the first time at a fruit-laden orchard or a pasture full of 
sheep. How many milliseconds do you think it would take them to appreciate the 
advantages of agriculture?" 

His point, now echoed by Tom Standage, is that farming is not without its down side. 
 
Vocabulary 
Despotism: Rule by cruel oppressive rulers 
Elite: Upper class 
Nomads: People who move from place to place without a permanent home 
Progressivist: Believing that things are always improving, making progress 
Revisionist: Rethinking and challenging the commonly accepted view 
Subsistence: Getting just enough to survive 


