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INTRODUCTION

APPROACH AND RATIONALE

he Neolithic Revolution: The First Farmers and Shepherds is one of

over sixty teaching units published by the National Center for History
for the Schools that are the fruits of collaborations between history profes-
sors and experienced teachers of World History. They represent specific is-
sues and “dramatic episodes” in history from which you and your students
can delve into the deeper meanings of these selected landmark events and
explore their wider context in the great historical narrative. By studying
crucial turning points in history the student becomes aware that choices
had to be made by real human beings, that those decisions were the result of
specific factors, and that they set in motion a series of historical consequences.
We have selected issues and dramatic episodes that bring alive that deci-
sion-making process. We hope that through this approach, your students
will realize that history is an ongoing, open-ended process, and that the
decisions they make today create the conditions of tomorrow’s history.

Our teaching units are based on primary sources, taken from government
documents, artifacts, magazines, newspapers, films, private correspondence,
literature, contemporary photographs, and paintings from the period under
study. What we hope you achieve using primary source documents in these
lessons is to have your students connect more intimately with the past. In
this way we hope to recreate for your students a sense of “being there,” a
sense of seeing history through the eyes of the very people who were making
decisions. This will help your students develop historical empathy, to real-
1ze that history is not an impersonal process divorced from real people like
themselves. At the same time, by analyzing primary sources, students will
actually practice the historian’s craft, discovering for themselves how to
analyze evidence, establish a valid interpretation and construct a coherent
narrative in which all the relevant factors play a part.

CONTENT AND ORGANIZATION

Within this unit, you will find: Teaching Background Materials, includ-
ing Unit Overview, Unit Context, Correlation to the National Stan-
dards for History, Unit Objectives, Introduction to The Neolithic Revolution:
The First Farmers and Shepherds; A Dramatic Moment; and Lesson Plans
with Student Resources This unit, as we have said above, focuses on certain
issues and key moments in time and should be used as a supplement to your




Introduction

customary course materials. Although these lessons are recommended for
grades 6-8, they can be adapted for other grade levels. The teacher back-
ground section should provide you with a good overview of the entire unit and
with the historical information and context necessary to link the specific
dramatic moment to the larger historical narrative. You may consult it for
your own use, and you may choose to share it with students if they are of a
sufficient grade level to understand the materials.

The Lesson Plans include a variety of ideas and approaches for the teacher
which can be elaborated upon or cut as you see the need. These lesson plans
contain student resources which accompany each lesson. The resources
consist of primary source documents, any handouts or student background
materials, and a bibliography.

In our series of teaching units, each collection can be taught in several ways.
You can teach all of the lessons offered on any given topic, or you can select and
adapt the ones that best support your particular course needs. We have not
attempted to be comprehensive or prescriptive in our offerings, but rather to
give you an array of enticing possibilities for in-depth study, at varying grade
levels. We hope that you will find the lesson plans exciting and stimulating for
your classes. We also hope that your students will never again see history as
aboring sweep of facts and meaningless datesbutrather as an endless treasure
of real life stories and an exercise in analysis and reconstruction.




TEACHER BACKGROUND MATERIALS

I. Unit Overview

Sometime between 12,000 and 10,000 B. C. small bands of hunter-
gatherers roamed the earth as they had done for 500,000 years. But
things began to change about this time. Thus we call the period from 10,000
to 3,500 B.C. the New Stone Age, or the Neolithic period. This fascinating era
1s characterized by the development of farming (the domestication of plants
and animals), and the resultant move into hamlets and villages. It has been
called a great leap forward in the history of humankind.

This unit will investigate the profound changes brought about by the
domestication of plants and animals. Lesson One will place the Neolithic
period in its geological time-frame and explain the discoveries made by
archaeologists, which are our main source of information for this period.
Lesson Two will describe the shift from hunting and gathering to herding
and farming. Lesson Three will discuss the archaeological sties of Beidha
and Catal Huylik as examples of permanent villages and houses. Lesson
Four will cover developments in both decorative and religious arts. It is
essential that students of world history understand that the Neolithic
Revolution was the necessary foundation for the great civilizations that
followed. It was one of the most important single innovations in the evolution
of human society before the Industrial Revolution. As a result of the coming
of agriculture, humans controlled and regulated their food supply rather
than depending on foraging and hunting in the wild. Without this essential
shift to plant cultivation and stockraising, total world populations might
have remained less than 10 million. Because domestication permitted an
assured food

II. Unit Context

his Neolithic unit should follow a larger study on the origins of

humankind. It fits chronologically between the Old Stone Age and the
Bronze Age. It precedes and lays the essential foundation for a study of the
rise of later civilizations in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus
Valley. Thematically the unit should be seen as a profound leap for
humanity, leading to the production of food surpluses, which permitted
denser population, cities, and more attention to creativity and innovation.
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Farming may have emerged first in Southwest Asia, that is, the region that
today we call the Middle East. Any discussion of the Neolithic Revolution,
however, must recognize that farming may have developed independently in
as many as seven or eight different parts of the world. Factors in Eastern
Asia led to the domestication of millet, rice, and yams, and in Central and
South America to the domestication of beans, squash, gourds, potatoes, and
corn. It is important to realize that the genius of humankind at adaptation
was not unique to the Ancient Near East. In these other areas the same
consequences followed: division of labor, specialization, technological and
artistic advances, city development, and large-scale political organization.

III. Correlation to National History Standards

he Neolithic Revolution: The First Farmers and Shepherds provides

teaching materials that address National Standards for History, Basic
Edition (National Center for History in the Schools, 1996), Era 1, “The
Beginnings of Human Society.” Lessons specifically support Standard 2,
“The process that led to the emergence of agricultural societies around the
world.” Students are to be able to explain how and why humans established
settled communities and experimented with agriculture (Standard 2A) and
how agricultural societies developed around the world (Standard 2B).

The unit likewise integrates a number of specific Historical Thinking Stan-
dardsincluding: establish temporal orderin constructing historical narratives
(Standard 1, Chronological Thinking); draw upon visual sources and
data in historical maps (Standard 2, Historical Comprehension); hold inter-
pretations of history astentative and evaluate major debates among historians
(Standard 3, Historical Analysis and Interpretation); and, interrogate
historical data (Standard 4, Historical Research).
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IV. Unit Objectives

1. To be able to define and describe the Neolithic period in world
history.

2. To discover how and why we are dependent upon archaeological
evidence for information about the ways in which prehistoric
humans lived.

3. To learn how to work with and interpret renderings of
archaeological evidence as historical sources.

4. To explain how relatively “recent” the Neolithic Revolution is
in geological time.

5. To distinguish between humans as hunters and gatherers and
humans as domesticators of plants and animals (food
producers).

6. To become aware of the profound changes in society brought

about by the domestication of plants and animals and the
development of agriculture.

7. To identify and describe some of these changes as they affected
art, religion, domestic architecture, and the growth of villages.

8. To identify the Neolithic period as a major turning point in
human history.

Lessons
Lesson One: Geological Time and Archaeology
Lesson Two: The Domestication of Plants and Animals

Lesson Three: Houses and Villages

Lesson Four: Art: Decorative and Religious
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VI. Introduction to The Neolithic Revolution: The First
Farmers and Shepherds

The units of time into which historians divide up the past are always, to some
extent, arbitrary. We talk about the “Middle Ages,” the “Classical Era,” or
the “Early Modern” period, none of which would have been identifiable as
such by people living through them. The terms provide a convenient system
within which to organize our understanding of the past. In the same manner,
archaeologists and ancient historians have divided the early history of
humankind into ages: the Stone Age, Bronze Age, and Iron Age. When the
terms were originally defined, historians equated the beginning of each with
the introduction of a new type of technology in the manufacture of tools and
weapons. With advances in the sophistication of archaeological techniques,
scholars have since realized that the definitions of the “ages” are too
simplistic. The system continues to be used, but with the recognition, for
example, that most of the earliest “bronzes” were not bronze at all but copper
or other copper alloys. Also, the introduction of iron did not immediately
cause sweeping changes in society because manufacturing processes were
initially faulty and early iron was weak and no match for bronze. The Stone
Age, meanwhile, has been subdivided into two major parts, the Paleolithic
(“Old Stone Age”) and Neolithic (“New Stone Age”), in recognition of the
great changes that took place in the last few millennia of the period. The
Neolithic is the name given to the time when humankind first settled in
villages, herded and domesticated animals, and farmed the land.

The reasons for the dramatic changes in the ancient economy are intriguing
but elusive. Why did our ancestors, who for thousands of years had survived on
food that they could hunt or forage, choose to take the risky step of settling in
one place and trusting their survival to the vagaries of the weather and its
effects on their crops? Archaeologists and anthropologists have shown that
early farming involved much more labor and much more risk than did hunting
and gathering; a crisis must therefore have forced men and women to give up
their traditional way of life and resort to agriculture. Archaeologists have put
forward many suggestions as to the nature of this crisis (such as climatic
change or population pressure) and the sequence of events that followed:
whether settled communities preceded farming or vice versa, whether herding
preceded or succeeded the growing of crops, and whether the earliest farming
took place in the “nuclear zone”—the area blessed with plenty of rainfall,
fertile soil, and abundant wild life—or outside it.
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None of the theories has yet found general acceptance, and in the following
unit we have not emphasized the question of why agriculture developed. The
nature of the crisis and the sequence of events giving rise to village life are
less important than the fact of village life in the Neolithic Age and its

significance for the rest of humankind’s history.
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Origins of Food Production

Darkened areas indicate independent rise of food production. Some sites (marked?)
may have been influenced by food production in another area. New Guinea
(marked*) is thought to have independently produced food, but the exact crop
produced there is unknown.

Map adapted from Jared Diamond, Diamonds, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of

Human Societies (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), p. 99.




Dramatic Moment

For most of the time since the ancestors of modern humans diverged from
the ancestors of modern humans diverged from the ancestors of the
living great apes, around 7 million years ago, all humans on Earth fed
themselves exclusively by hunting wild animals and gathering wild plants.
It was only within the last 11,000 years that some peoples turned to what is
termed food production: that is, domesticating wild animals and plants and
eating the resulting livestock and crops. Today, most people on Earth
consume food that they produced themselves or that someone else produced
for them. At current rates of change, within the next decade or so the few
remaining bands of hunter-gatherers will abandon their ways, disintegrate,
or die out, thereby ending our millions of years of commitment to the hunter-
gatherer lifestyle.

Scientists used to quote a phrase of Thomas Hobbes in order to characterize
the lifestyle of hunter-gatherers as “nasty, brutish, and short.” They seemed
to have to work hard, to be driven by the daily quest for food, often to be close
to starvation, to lack such elementary material comforts as soft beds and
adequate clothing, and to die young.

In reality, only for today’s affluent First World citizens, who don’t actually do
the work of raising food themselves, does food production (by remote
agribusinesses) mean less physical work, more comfort, freedom from
starvation, and a longer expected lifetime. Most peasant farmers and
herders, who constitute the great majority of the world’s actual food
producers, aren’t necessarily better off than hunter-gatherers. Time budget
studies show that they may spend more rather than fewer hours per day at
work than hunter-gatherers do. Archaeologists have demonstrated that the
first farmers in many areas were smaller and less well nourished, suffered
more from serious diseases, and died on the average at a younger age than
the hunter-gatherers they replaced. If those first farmers could have
foreseen the consequences of adopting food production, the might not have
opted to do so. Why, unable to foresee the result, did they nevertheless make
that choice?

Source: Jared Diamond, Diamonds, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), pp. 86, 104-105.




LEssoN ONE
(GEOLOGICAL TIME AND ARCHAEOLOGY

Objectives

. To place the Neolithic Revolution in a geological time-frame.
. To define the concept of the Old Stone Age.

. To describe hunting and gathering as a way of life.

. To describe archaeology’s role in unlocking human history.

. To master the vocabulary necessary for comprehension of this

period.

Lesson Activities (two days)

1.

Read the Dramatic Moment to students. Discuss the meaning and the
questions it raises.

Walk around the perimeter of the classroom and draw an imaginary
line that begins around 2,000,000 years ago when early humankind
became toolmakers. Show students that the long period of hunting
and gathering in prehistory would take up almost the entire timeline.
Put a marker on the “timeline” indicating where the period 8,000 B.C.
would appear. (It would appear about two feet from the corner of the
room where the timeline began.) Show students where Columbus
would appear. (A couple of inches from the end of the timeline.)

Now read students the passage in Teacher Resource One,
describing the immensity of early human history compared with
the period since farming began.

. Distribute Student Resource One for this lesson, describing the

Stone Age and archaeology. Have the students read and discuss
the material. Follow up with “Uncovering Each Strata of
Prehistory” (Student Resource Two).
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5. Have students begin a notebook or journal for the unit. Include the
following:

a. An archaeological timeline
b. Vocabulary definitions
c. Achart contrasting the lifestyle of a hunter-gatherer with their

own. For example: feast or famine, shelter, clothes, privacy,
entertainment, etc. (This can be homework.)

Extended Activities

1. Draw atimeline representing the student’s life (11-14 years). Now,
on the opposite side of the timelines, draw the geological timeline.

2. Illustrate the archaeological renderings of early ways of life. Begin
planning a mural with the Old Stone Age at the beginning.

Students can depict caves, cave paintings, hunting and gathering,
camp fires, etc.

Sample Questions for Discussion of Background
Materials

1. Describe the homes and lifestyle of hunter-gatherers.

2. Did men and women perform different economic tasks? Why do you
think they did?

3. What advantages did humans have over animals?
4. What tools did men and women make?

5. Why is the period from 2,000,000 B.C. to 10,000 B.C. referred to as
the Old Stone Age?

6. Why didn’t settled communities develop during the Old Stone Age?
7. What religious beliefs might they have had?

8. Describe the role of archaeology in learning about early history.
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9. Look at the three pictures of cave paintings. What do they tell us?

Vocabulary

archaeology
B.C.

excavation
hunter-gatherer
nomadic

Stone Age
stratum (strata)

Evaluating The Lesson

1. Informal evaluation of discussion.

2. Evaluation of journal and notebooks.






