Discuss whether early Hominids and Australopithecines were Gatherers, Hunters or Hunted by other predators and how this effects what we know of the Evolutionary timeline.


The debate on whether early Hominids were either Hunters, Hunted or Scavengers has been a debate amongst archaeologists and anthropologists that has had a huge impact on the understanding of Human Evolution. To understand where humanity has evolved from and how we evolved, there needs to be some other thought process using the evidence and information given but look at the evidence as a reflection of the area at the time and not making general assumptions on the basis of what was found in a specific area. Many anthropologists and archaeologists look at different aspects of the evidence such as looking at a specific area and skeleton and creating a new species based on individual adaptations. To get a better understanding of this, archaeologists and anthropologists need to look at other theories and include them in their own theory to bring a definite conclusion on the debate. In the past, humanity were once Gatherers, Hunters and Hunted rather than just being Hunters. Circumstances in the environment impacts the specific species that is in the area. Species such as Homo antecessor can give us clearer understanding on this big debate. Chimpanzees and Hominid’s behaviours can be compared but more research and understanding is needed.

In the Archaeological record, there is evidence of Gathering being used by Australopithecines. According to Colin Barras’s article in New Science, the skeleton remains of an Australopithecus afarensis known as ‘Lucy’ is seen to have long arms which indicates the ability to swing from treetops, similar to modern apes (2016). ‘Lucy’s’ arms shows proof of gathering food on treetops an attribute that is lost further into the timeline. This observation gives archaeologist an understanding that Australopithecus afarensis Skeletons are adapted for the main purpose of gathering food from trees. This method of gathering is similar to many Apes that are alive today. Stanford suggests the similarity between Humans and Chimpanzees (Stanford, 1999, pp52-53). By similarities between Human and Chimp the behaviours suggest how early Hominids behaved in terms of gathering from treetops. This theory creates a period in the evolutionary timeline where early species were in treetops and on the ground. The process in this period suggests that early Australopithecines lived in treetops gathering food and at some point in the evolution timeline, came down to the ground and later became Bipedal resulting in an evolution of gathering methods. The exact transition of going from treetop to bipedalism is still unknown within the Archaeological record.

Modern Hunter-Gatherers are often used to identify the behaviours of the early Hominids (Marlowe, 2005, p55). By looking at the Gatherer roles, we can see that a majority of the gathering is done by the females. This brings to light the idea that there are Gendered roles within the early hominid groups. However, it should be questioned that Modern Hunter-Gatherers have evolved to the environment around them and throughout time. All the theories that are based on Gathering within the early hominids are speculation and no evidence to suggest the similarities between the modern Hunter-Gatherers that would suggest gendered roles within gathering. Despite this, by reflecting on chimps and modern Hunter-Gatherer groups we can strongly suggest that females did have this role, but it is still speculation and no evidence can suggest either arguments. There is evidence based on ‘Lucy’, that the practice of Gathering and foraging has been a part of way early ancestors have gained food since the beginning of the Human Evolutionary timeline but the male’s would also have this attribute.

Therefore, it is clear to see that gathering has been a huge process for gaining food since the start of time and is a great way to understand the evolution of how food has been gained as there is a difference between how food was gathered in treetops and then how food was gathered on the ground when bipedalism became a common action within Australopithecines. Each Species has to adapt to the environment around them so they can survive. 

Darwin’s idea of Natural selection fits in with the changing of the body from Gatherers to Hunting. Natural Selection is used by Darwin to explain how animals are different around the world. His biggest example is birds, the Birds adapt overtime from one common ancestor (Reznick, 2010, p32). Darwin observed different sized beaks, and this was depending on the availability of food. By using this theory, Australopithecines adapted from Treetops to ground because of reason’s unknown to the archaeological record. However, mental and physical adaptions happened as a result of a change in environment. This results in a change of how Australopithecines gathered food and impacted on Hominids. ‘Lucy’ is a great example of how australopithecines were adapted to surroundings and how changed the skeleton has become due to the changing environment.

According to Craig B. Stanford, the Chimpanzees are a ‘special focus’ for Anthropologists and Archaeologist as the Chimpanzee is the nearest ape with similar meat-eating behaviours as Homo Sapiens (Stanford, 1999, pp52-53). Meat-eating and hunting is only seen in Chimpanzees and Homo sapiens and according to Stanford this is what separates Chimpanzees and Humans from other apes (Stanford, 1999, pp52-53) By looking at the attitudes of Chimpanzees, we can identify the relationship that early Hominids had towards the environment with the impact on how that effected the eating behaviours of early Species. Stanford discusses the observations made by Jane Goodall on Chimpanzees. She observed that chimps use tools for a number of reasons, and this links Humans and Chimps as both species have similar behaviour in using tools (Stanford, 1999, p57). Stanford also writes that Foraging parties are used to provide females with optimum fruit foraging which allows women to not just forage but also used for sexual functions (Stanford, 1999, p57-58). This can be linked to Modern Hunter Gatherers who have the gendered roles such as woman foraging as observed within Chimps. If chimps are to be used to understand Human evolution, we would suggest that foraging has a sexual and gendered aspect as, according to Stanford, the females would independently forage as to gain more food and not share but also because they would only interact with males for reproductive reasons (Stanford, 1999, p61). However, sharing of meat is done as it is observed that to gain meat there needs to be cooperation and this makes meat a shared resource (Stanford, 1999, p65). There is also evidence of scavenging within Chimps that could suggest the different methods that early hominids and australopithecines did. Chimps would scavenge off other animals as well as hunting (Stanford, 1999, p66). By looking at Chimpanzees, we can gain the basic understanding of the behaviours of early hominids and australopithecines but to gain a more complex understanding, archaeologists and anthropologists need to understand the environment at the time and take closer looks at the fossils. The conclusions of each study made will bring a different result as there would be different climates, environments and social attitudes.

Stanford recognises that Chimpanzees have evolved from the common ancestor, however, Chimpanzees are closer to the common ancestor than modern Homo sapiens (Stanford, 1999, p54). Therefore, by looking at Chimpanzees, archaeologists and anthropologists can gain a better understanding about ancestors. Chimpanzees may be able to give some idea on how early hominids and australopithecines lived but Chimps are adapted to a certain environment and natural selection would suggest that common ancestors would be adapted to different climates and environments. Chimps tend to hunt more in the dry season and if reflected on early Hominids, the seasonal hunting could also explain the variations of ways food is gathered. Meat-eating occurs more in areas that has a ‘bounty of meat’ available and in areas where meat is not as abundant, hunting is not practices often (Stanford, 1999, p101). Chimpanzees that live in areas that do not have any meat, may not recognise Antelope as potential food due to them not having meat as a resource (Stanford, 1999, 101).This can be the theory that is reflected onto early hominids. However, Stanford argues that evidence in meat eating is not complete therefore a conclusion on this argument cannot be fully resolved (Stanford, 1999, 102). 

However, early hominids and australopithecines show signs in the fossils and remains that suggest they have different behaviours compared to the Chimpanzee. The archaeological record presents a more complex method for tool use within the Early Hominids. The process of Stone tool making evolves and how different type of stone are used for certain tasks which suggests a mental adaptation and creativity being used to find ways to perfect the process of stone tool making (Diez-Martín, Panera, Maíllo-Fernández, Santonja, Sánchez-Yustos, Pérez-González, Duque, Rubio, Marín, Fraile, Mabulla, Baquedano, Domínguez-Rodrigo, Elsevier, 2022, p21). The different stone used for the tools gives archaeologist and anthropologists a better understanding about the evolution of the mind and how thinking processes have evolved to use resources that are around to ensure survival. This reflects the natural selection used by Darwin but using it to explain the behavioural attitudes towards the environment.

Washburn writes about the mass Animal Skeleton remains found at the Wankie Game Reserve. There is clear evidence in the area of Australopithecines hunting the animals that can be identified by archaeologists, however there is evidence of other animals could have possibly continued to eat the remains which causes many archaeologists and anthropologists to have different ideas on what happened to the bones and what was the cause of death (Washburn, 1957, p613). Washburn talks about the movements that can be seen by the remains of the Australopithecines in Africa. The remains of a ‘man’ is seen to have been adapted to walk for miles, which Washburn suggests is a vital adaptation for hunting in a large area (Washburn, 1960, p69). The adaptation is a result of the environment in the area at the time. The need for these adaptations are important for the archaeological records as the adaptations that help the ‘man’ walk for miles suggests that it is necessary for hunting as all the resources that are needed for survival are in different locations. The need for movement indicates the different methods used for gathering and hunting for food.

In the Archaeological record, there are evidence of skulls having damage that is more likely caused by other Hominids. This often is associated with Cannibalism or the defleshing of bodies for either food or as a ritual (Sala, Arsuaga, Pantoja-Pérez1, Pablos, Martínez, Quam, Gómez-Olivencia, de Castro, Carbonell, 2015, p2). The Skull found in the Sima de los Huesos Middle Pleistocene site shows evidence of lethal interpersonal violence, which is a huge discovery for the hominin fossil record as it changes the behaviour of Hominids. The Skull contains two fractures on the top of the head which has raised a lot of questions for archaeologists and anthropologists on how it happened. The cause of these fractures is widely accepted to be as a result of cannibalism as there is no evidence on the skeletal remains of animal teeth marks or herbivore remains (Sala, Arsuaga, Martínez, Gracia-Téllez, 2014, p71). As the remains were found in a cave it could be understood that this cannibalistic behaviour happened due to a desperate attempt at survival. Archaeologists can rule out any accidental damage as the two damages on the skull were made with the intention to kill and if it was done by accident or naturally it would have damaged other parts of the skull. Another example of defleshing is the Krapina remains in Croatia. The bones show marks that were made post-mortem that are consistent with defleshing that could have been caused by other Hominids of the same species (Monge, Kricun, Radovc, Mann, David, Frayer, 2013, p1). Therefore, rather than only hunting animals, Australopithecines and early Hominids would hunt each other if it was needed in order to survive which is evident with the skull in Sima de los Huesos. 

Another indication and understanding of the evolution of Hunting can be seen by observing Modern Hunter Gatherers and the behaviours in hunting. One of the theories that can be taken from the Modern Hunter Gatherers and observed in the early Hominids is the Schlepp effect. The Schlepp effect is preferentially selecting certain body parts and inferring hunting from the body part patterning (Monahan. C.H, 1998, p405). The site of the Zinj at Olduvai Gorge shows evidence of the Schlepp effect. The site shows a huge amount animal remains and only two Australopithecine remains. The bones are fragmented which shows signs of transportation and that the bones were used for food. The location also shows signs of a temporary shelter that could have been revisited as the location is a great environment to use due to the vegetation and streams that bring animals, vegetation need for food, water and resources needed to survive.

The evidence found Sima de los Huesos could be seen to be showing evidence of Australopithecines and Hominids being Hunted not just by animals but of their own species (Sala, Arsuaga, Pantoja-Pérez1, Pablos, Martínez, Quam, Gómez-Olivencia, de Castro, Carbonell, 2015, p2). Another piece of evidence is the possible ritual cannibalism found in Krapina. The site shows Neanderthal remains from Croatia. Fractures and cut marks on skull caps are evident and seen to be done by de-fleshing or cannibalism (Monge, Kricun, Radovc, Mann, David, Frayer, 2013, p1). The defleshing and the cannibalism suggests them being hunted and if they are hunted by their own species then it is a possibility that they were hunted by other animals. There were animals that existed at the time that could possibly hunt the Australopithecines at the time. The Megantereon cultridens were in existence around 1.6 million years ago. They were fierce hunters at the time and looking at the teeth and mandibles of the remain of the Megantereon cultridens, we can see that they could have caused damage that archaeologists found on most bones that were alive at the time (Turner, 1987, pp1256-1258). If the Megantereon cultridens have features that show signs of a hunter than there must be many other species that could hunt Australopithecines.

Anthropologists and archaeologists have found a cannibal species, Homo antecessor (Rodríguez, Guillermo, Ana, 2019, p 228). Homo antecessor is a species of Homo that has clear evidence from the remains of cannibalism taking place. This piece of evidence suggests that early Hominids were being hunted by their own species making them both Hunter and the Hunted. By reflecting on the many cases of cannibalism we can still see evidence of Darwin’s Natural Selection. In some cases the cannibalistic nature is the only way of survival. cannibalism can only be seen in necessary circumstances and across the Fossil record is rare.

Therefore, australopithecines and Hominids were hunting and gathering but we also were being Hunted. In the period of the plate shifting and environment changing, there is a possibility to be cannibalism due to lack of food. By looking at the time periods between four to three million years ago, we have Gatherers, Hunters, the Hunted and the Scavengers as different environments call for different ways of gaining food and resources. Therefore, to gain a better understanding on how we gained food Anthropologists and Archaeologists need to look at the specific area rather than modern Hunter-Gatherers. They Hominid species Homo antecessor, is a great example to show that one species can be Hunters, Scavengers and the Hunted. 

By looking at Darwin’s Natural Selection theory, there is evidence that one animal species, such as Birds, can have different species that have adapted to that specific location. Darwin makes this incredibly clear in his observation of Beaks. If we reflect this onto Australopithecines and early Hominids behaviour to food, the method of gathering food differs depending on the environment. Therefore, archaeologists and anthropologists should not generalise a species found as a reflection on the world at the time. 

In conclusion, Australopithecines and Early Hominids were Gatherers, Scavengers, Hunters and Hunted as the environment of the area resulted in the method used for gathering food is dependent on the climate and environment of the area. Therefore, archaeologists and anthropologists cannot use one archaeological site to reflect the globe at that specific period in time. Archaeologists and anthropologists must look at Environmental and external factors at the time that could impact the methods used for gathering food and more evidence is needed to bring a stronger conclusion. Despite this, the different species can reflect many different methods of hunting and gathering as circumstances of environment and climate results in different behaviours, a modern example of this would be different cultures in Today’s world. Therefore, there is a need to combine many evolutionary theories so a clearer ‘picture’ is seen.
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