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agriculturalists), and non-food producers (generalized foragers) in the contemporary 
world, and as bioarchaeologists studied the activity of those groups in the past, it 
became clear that life for the earliest food producers was probably more difficult than 
for foragers. In particular, ethnographic research showed that food producers work 
longer in subsistence activities than non-food producers. Thus, foragers have more 
leisure time than food producers. Research from bioarchaeology showed that early 
food producers suffered worse nutrition and health than foragers.

Once archaeologists realized that food production did not immediately lead to a 
better life overall, they discounted all the early hypotheses that saw only the benefits 
and none of the ill effects of relying on domestic foods. In recent decades, archaeolo-
gists have been examining other potential benefits that may have been viewed as a 
worthy trade-off to increased work and worse health.

One of the most oft-cited benefits of food production is that it supports larger 
populations and allows increased sedentism. The debate, however, is whether these 
are really advantages. There is no doubt that domestication, because of the increased 
productivity of plants and animals, supports higher populations, but many people 
would argue that higher populations, with all that they bring in the form of conflict 
and transmission of disease, may be at least as much a disadvantage. While domestica-
tion also clearly allows for increased sedentism, not all view that as an advantage either. 

FIGURE 10.1   
Agriculture in Egypt. 
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designed to enable the 
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PHOTO: Bob Muckle.© Bob Muckle




