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The Natufians 
And the Neolithic 

Since the earliest appearance of modern humans more than 150,000 years 
ago during the Pleistocene Epoch (Ice Age), people had always relied on 
hunting herds of wild animals, fishing, and gathering wild plants to feed 
themselves. This required humans to organize themselves in small-scale 
groups as nomadic hunter-gathers, also known as foragers, migrating 
across the landscape to follow their prey, and to collect a variety of widely 
scattered wild plant species. However, with the major climate changes that 
marked the end of the Pleistocene and the beginning of the Holocene (or 
modern) Age, a major cultural change took place that would change the 
world forever: the Neolithic Revolution. The Neolithic Revolution marks 
the change in the primary method of attaining food, from foraging to farming, and is arguable the most significant 

development in human history. However, while the impact and 
importance of the birth of agriculture are frequently explored at length, 
the actual process by which it began is often barely discussed, if it is 
mentioned at all. Since the development of agriculture occurred 
independently in many parts of the world, there is no one absolute 
right answer to the question of how farming started, but as an 
illustrative example, we will look into the story of the first group of 
humans to develop agriculture and the way in which that took place: 
the Natufians. 
 
Warm Days in the Ice Age 
An ice age is a period of reduced temperatures on earth in which ice in 
the form of glaciers forms at the poles and on mountain ranges, and 

spreads from there. Our earth has experienced several “ice ages” throughout its existence. Contrary to popular 
imagination, ice ages are not super cold the whole way through. Within an ice age, there are cold periods called glacials, 
in which the glaciers expand past the poles to cover large parts of the earth, 
and warm periods called interglacials, in which the glacial ice caps shrink, 
but without disappearing completely. As a matter of fact, the Last Glacial 
Period, commonly referred to as “The Ice Age,” usually said to have lasted 
from 110,000 to 11,700 yeas ago, never actually ended. Since the poles are 
still covered in ice today, we are simply living through an interglacial 
period!	 The current warm period is known as the Holocene Epoch. 
 
Natufians in Paradise 
The conditions of the Ice Age made weather unpredictable and greatly 
limited human habitation. However, around 11,900 BCE, the world began 
to enter a warm period, known as the Allerød Oscillation, in which glaciers 
shrank and the global climate became more suitable for life to thrive. This 
was especially true of the climate in Southwest Asia (the Middle East), 
which became warmer, wetter, and more stable. During this period, the 
Natufians, hunter-gatherers from the Levant, on the Mediterranean coast, 



lived in an area of great abundance, with grasslands populated by gazelles and wild edible 
cereal grasses (grains), flourishing oak and pistachio forests, and a Mediterranean Sea full 
of fish. Resources were so plentiful and in such close proximity that Natufians no longer 
needed to travel long distances to hunt and gather, so they gave up their nomadic lifestyle 
and became sedentary (settled in one place) while 
remaining hunter-gatherers. This combination was only 
possible because of these unusually favorable conditions. 
With a reliable food source and a stationary lifestyle, the 
Natufian population grew rapidly to a level that never 
would have been possible before. You could say they were 

living like farmers, but without having to do any farming! 
 
Winter is Coming 
 But then, around 10,900 BCE, after a thousand years of warmth, cold suddenly returned 
in what is known as the Younger Dryas Event. While there are a few theories as to the 
cause of this rapid cooling, such as a cosmic impact or a volcanic eruption, scientists and 

other experts are still debating and looking for more solid 
evidence. According to what is currently the leading theory, all 
the way in what is today Eastern Canada, which had been 
covered by gigantic glaciers, the glacial melt water that had been 
pooling over centuries of warming had formed a tremendous 
glacial lake called Lake Agassiz. The Yonger Dryas Event is 
believed the have occurred when this massive lake broke 
through its melting icy boundaries and flooded into the Arctic 
Ocean. 
The abrupt 
influx of 
massive 

amounts of cold, fresh water disrupted the balance of temperature 
and salinity (saltiness) in the system of ocean currents that brought 
warmth from the equator to the poles, causing those currents to slow 
down, bringing less warmth to the northern part of the planet. This 
disruption caused the warming of the planet to take a step backward, 
returning earth to ice-age conditions, bringing ice back to Europe, 
and creating dry conditions in Southwest Asia.	 
 
Paradise Lost 
 This event had a tremendous impact on the Natufians. Within only 
a decade or so, the forests shrank, fields of wild grasses were reduced, and animals became fewer in number. It was 

becoming more difficult for anything to survive. For the rest of the humans 
on the planet, this simply meant that hunting and gathering would be more 
difficult, that they would have to work harder and travel further to find 
food. But for the Natufians, who had been a sedentary people for centuries 
with no experience with nomadic hunting and gathering and a dense 
population that had to be fee, they were faced with a serious dilemma: they 
could either give up their sedentary life and try to be nomadic or they could 
remain settled and try to find a way to survive with what was available to 
them. 



 
Lending Nature a Hand 
It has been said that the birth of farming was less about 
inspiration and more about desperation. While some of the 
Natufians tried to return to the mobile lifestyle, most were 
determined to make their situation work by lending nature a 
hand. The Natufians began to take a greater role in caring for 
the wild plants on which they relied. For instance, they might 
have started by watering the plants when they were not getting 
enough rain, then helping to plant the seeds by placing them 
thoughtfully in the soil rather than letting them naturally fall 
anywhere, and eventually to the point of selective breeding, in 
which they would identify the best specimens of plants with 
the most desirable qualities, such as bigger grains or stronger 
stalks, and choose those to plant for the future. Over many 
generations, this process, known as domestication, can 
dramatically change the plant to the point where it is no longer 
wild, shaped by natural selection to be best suited for its own 
survival, but rather domesticated, bred by human selection to 
be best suited for human needs. In some cases, a domesticated 
species cannot even survive without human assistance. So, 
without even meaning to or knowing they were doing it, the 
Natufians developed a new way of attaining food: agriculture. 
  

 
 
 



Revolutions Take Time 
However, the world did not shift to farming overnight. The 
Natufians remained hunter-gatherers long after they 
developed farming, which they originally used as a back up 
or a supplement to their foraging. Over time, however, 
agriculture became their primary method of attaining food. 
Planting and harvesting may have been much harder work 
than simply picking plants grown by nature, but farming 
was more reliable and controllable than foraging. As the 
Younger Dryas came to an end around 9700 BCE, the 
climate improved, which allowed agriculture to become 
even more productive. By 8300 BCE, the practice had 
spread to other communities around the region and new 
plants were being domesticated. By 7500 BCE, communities in Western Iran expanded the practice of agriculture by 
domesticating animals as well, taking the wild sheep and goats with the most useful traits, such as smaller horns, more 
milk and meat, and obedient attitudes, and selectively breeding them over generations until they had become domesticated 
versions of their wild cousins. Even at this point, communities continued to hunt and gather along with cultivating crops 
and raising livestock. While the Natufians in Southwest Asia were the first to invent agriculture, they were not the only 
ones. Agriculture developed independently in various regions around the 
world, such as Mesoamerica, South Asia, East Asia, and a few other places 
in Africa and the Americas. From these origin points, it continued to spread 
throughout much of the world. This entire process is what we call the 
Neolithic Revolution. 
 
Settling Down 
As many communities, especially those in very fertile regions, adopted the 
agricultural lifestyle, they had to give up nomadism and become sedentary 
in order to care for their crops. They settled near their fields in permanent 
villages such as the Natufian settlement of Jericho (c. 9000 BCE) in modern-day Palestine and the village of Çatal Hüyük 
(c. 7250 BCE) in modern-day Turkey. Early towns engaged in trade with neighbors, but were also at risk of attack from 
outsiders, which led many to begin building walls. Such early settlements had populations of a few thousand people, much 
more than a Paleolithic band, but later settlements grew even further from villages to towns and eventually to cities. 
 

Out On The Open Road 
However, some nomadic communities, especially those in geographic 
regions less well suited to raising plants, chose to focus solely on 
domesticated animals. Since, unlike plants, animals can move, this choice 
enabled them to remain mobile, taking their herds of animals from place to 
place in search of good pastureland on which to graze. This lifestyle, 
known as nomadic pastoralism, or simply herding, became an alternative 
to settled agriculture, and while the major civilizations to come were based 
on sedentary farming, communities of pastoral nomads existed alongside 
them and interacted with them throughout the centuries. 
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