
Hunter-Gatherer Societies and What They Teach Us 
About Human Nature 

Long before the rise of agriculture, cities, and modern civilization, 
human beings lived in small, mobile bands that relied on hunting 
animals and gathering wild plants for sustenance. These groups, 
known as hunter-gatherers, made up the entirety of the human 
population for over 90 percent of our species' existence. While today 
they comprise only a tiny fraction of global communities—primarily in 
remote regions of Africa, Southeast Asia, and South America—hunter-
gatherer societies offer vital insights into the biological, social, and 
cultural traits that define humanity. By studying these groups, 
anthropologists and evolutionary psychologists seek to understand the 
foundations of cooperation, equality, gender roles, and even our mental 
health in its most natural context. 

One of the defining features of hunter-gatherer societies is their 
egalitarian structure. In contrast to agricultural or industrial societies, 
which often feature hierarchies based on wealth, lineage, or 
occupation, hunter-gatherers tend to practice resource sharing and 
collective decision-making. Because mobility and subsistence depend 
on mutual cooperation, hoarding is discouraged, and social norms 
enforce equitable distribution of food and goods. Leadership, when it 
exists, is typically informal and situational. A skilled tracker or 
experienced elder may offer guidance, but they do not wield coercive 
power. This tendency toward equality has led some scholars to argue 



that hierarchical institutions are relatively recent developments in 
human history and not inherent to our species. 

Moreover, hunter-gatherers generally exhibit a strong ethic of 
cooperation and social interdependence. Survival in such communities 
hinges on working together—sharing information about resources, 
jointly caring for children, and dividing labor in ways that maximize 
group efficiency. This has prompted researchers to suggest that 
humans are "ultra-social" animals, evolutionarily wired to collaborate in 
small, kin-based groups. Modern experiments in behavioral economics 
and game theory support this view, showing that people often act 
altruistically even when it contradicts their individual interests, 
especially when dealing with close social networks. Such tendencies 
likely evolved in the context of hunter-gatherer life, where reciprocal 
relationships directly impacted survival and reproductive success. 

Another area in which hunter-gatherers provide insight is gender 
dynamics. Contrary to outdated stereotypes that portray men as 
dominant hunters and women as passive gatherers, evidence from 
contemporary hunter-gatherer groups reveals a more nuanced reality. 
While there is often a division of labor by sex, it is not rigid, and the 
contributions of women are critical to community sustenance. In many 
cases, gathered plant foods make up the bulk of the caloric intake, and 
women frequently hold knowledge of medicinal plants and ecological 
systems. Additionally, decision-making is often communal and 
inclusive, suggesting that egalitarian gender roles may have deeper 
historical roots than previously assumed. 



The flexible and decentralized nature of hunter-gatherer societies also 
has implications for mental health and well-being. Many of these 
groups report lower incidences of depression, anxiety, and social 
isolation compared to individuals in industrialized nations. This may be 
attributable to the embeddedness of individuals in tight-knit, supportive 
communities, as well as the absence of many modern stressors, such 
as rigid schedules, financial pressures, or chronic social comparison. 
While life in these societies is not without hardship—such as threats 
from disease, predation, or food scarcity—their social resilience offers a 
compelling model for how human communities might foster 
psychological health. 

Importantly, hunter-gatherers also demonstrate remarkable ecological 
sustainability. Their subsistence strategies often involve detailed 
knowledge of seasonal cycles, animal behavior, and plant life, honed 
over generations through trial and error. Rather than maximizing short-
term gains, many groups engage in practices that allow ecosystems to 
replenish. For example, they may rotate foraging areas, practice 
selective hunting, or maintain taboos against overharvesting certain 
species. While these practices are not always consciously 
environmentalist in the modern sense, they reflect a lived 
understanding of ecological balance that contrasts sharply with the 
extractive tendencies of industrial societies. 

Despite their significance, hunter-gatherer societies have long been 
marginalized or misrepresented. Colonial narratives frequently painted 
them as primitive or backward, reinforcing assumptions that civilization 



must follow a linear path toward agriculture, urbanization, and 
technological complexity. However, more recent anthropological work 
challenges this "progressivist" view. Rather than relics of a bygone past, 
hunter-gatherers can be seen as diverse, dynamic societies that made 
intentional choices about how to live. Some groups actively resisted 
agriculture, not because they were incapable of farming, but because 
they preferred the autonomy and flexibility of foraging life. This 
reframing underscores the adaptability and agency of these 
communities rather than viewing them through a lens of deficiency. 

Studying hunter-gatherers also raises important questions about the 
modern world. For example, are the social structures we take for 
granted—such as centralized government, competitive markets, and 
strict gender divisions—truly reflective of human nature, or are they 
cultural adaptations to specific environments? If the latter, then 
alternative models of social organization may not only be possible but 
more consistent with our evolutionary history. Hunter-gatherer societies 
challenge us to reconsider what is natural or inevitable and invite 
critical reflection on the values that guide modern life. 

Furthermore, the study of these societies is increasingly urgent. As 
globalization, deforestation, and climate change encroach on the 
habitats of remaining hunter-gatherer groups, their ways of life are 
rapidly disappearing. This loss is not merely cultural but also scientific, 
as it limits our ability to understand the breadth of human possibility. 
Preservation efforts must therefore extend beyond biological 
conservation to include linguistic and cultural diversity. Supporting the 



rights of indigenous peoples to maintain their traditional lifestyles is 
both an ethical imperative and a crucial step in preserving the richness 
of human heritage. 

In conclusion, hunter-gatherer societies offer a unique window into the 
evolutionary and cultural foundations of human life. Their social norms, 
ecological knowledge, and communal values provide a counterpoint to 
many assumptions embedded in contemporary civilization. By learning 
from these communities, we not only gain insights into our past but 
also explore alternative visions for the future—ones that emphasize 
cooperation, sustainability, and well-being over accumulation and 
hierarchy. 

 

Questions 

1. The word “subsistence” in paragraph 1 is closest in meaning to: 

o (A) survival 

o (B) competition 

o (C) cooperation 

o (D) production 
 

2. The word “egalitarian” in paragraph 2 is closest in meaning to: 

o (A) hierarchical 

o (B) equal 



o (C) competitive 

o (D) traditional 
 

3. According to paragraph 2, why are leadership roles in hunter-
gatherer societies considered informal? 

o (A) Leaders are chosen by popular vote. 

o (B) Leadership is based on wealth. 

o (C) Leaders only guide in specific situations. 

o (D) Leaders must pass rigorous tests. 
 

4. The word “altruistically” in paragraph 3 is closest in meaning to: 

o (A) selfishly 

o (B) secretly 

o (C) generously 

o (D) dishonestly 
 

5. According to paragraph 4, what role do women typically play in 
hunter-gatherer societies? 

o (A) They are excluded from decision-making. 

o (B) They primarily manage long-distance trade. 



o (C) They contribute significant knowledge and food 
resources. 

o (D) They avoid contributing to group survival. 
 

6. The word “embeddedness” in paragraph 5 is closest in meaning 
to: 

o (A) separation 

o (B) integration 

o (C) ambition 

o (D) fear 
 

7. All of the following are mentioned in paragraph 5 as reasons 
hunter-gatherers may have better mental health EXCEPT: 

o (A) Lack of modern stressors 

o (B) Strong social networks 

o (C) Regular access to mental health clinics 

o (D) Fewer experiences of social isolation 
 

8. According to paragraph 6, how do hunter-gatherers help maintain 
ecological balance? 

o (A) By cultivating crops in rotating cycles 

o (B) By avoiding any contact with wildlife 



o (C) Through trial and error in farming techniques 

o (D) By rotating areas and using selective practices 

 

9. What can be inferred from paragraph 7 about early human 
resistance to agriculture? 

o (A) It occurred because agriculture was not possible. 

o (B) It reflected a preference for the flexibility of foraging. 

o (C) It was caused by a fear of new technologies. 

o (D) It demonstrated a lack of ecological understanding. 
 
 

10. Which of the following best expresses the essential 
information in the highlighted sentence from paragraph 8: 
"Rather than relics of a bygone past, hunter-gatherers can be seen 
as diverse, dynamic societies that made intentional choices about 
how to live." 

• (A) Hunter-gatherers refused to adapt and became outdated. 

• (B) Hunter-gatherers are ancient groups that had no choice 
but to survive as they did. 

• (C) Hunter-gatherers were diverse and actively chose their 
way of life. 



• (D) Hunter-gatherers were similar in every society and limited 
in development. 

 

Answers 

1. The word “subsistence” in paragraph 1 is closest in meaning to: 
     Correct Answer: (A) survival 
 

2. The word “egalitarian” in paragraph 2 is closest in meaning to: 
     Correct Answer: (B) equal 
 

3. According to paragraph 2, why are leadership roles in hunter-
gatherer societies considered informal? 
     Correct Answer: (C) Leaders only guide in specific situations. 
 

4. The word “altruistically” in paragraph 3 is closest in meaning to: 
     Correct Answer: (C) generously 
 

5. According to paragraph 4, what role do women typically play in 
hunter-gatherer societies? 
     Correct Answer: (C) They contribute significant knowledge 
and food resources. 
 



6. The word “embeddedness” in paragraph 5 is closest in meaning 
to: 
     Correct Answer: (B) integration 
 

7. All of the following are mentioned in paragraph 5 as reasons 
hunter-gatherers may have better mental health EXCEPT: 
     Correct Answer: (C) Regular access to mental health clinics 
 

8. According to paragraph 6, how do hunter-gatherers help maintain 
ecological balance? 
     Correct Answer: (D) By rotating areas and using selective 
practices 
 

9. What can be inferred from paragraph 7 about early human 
resistance to agriculture? 
     Correct Answer: (B) It reflected a preference for the flexibility of 
foraging. 
 

10. Which of the following best expresses the essential 
information in the highlighted sentence from paragraph 8: 
     Correct Answer: (C) Hunter-gatherers were diverse and 
actively chose their way of life. 

 


