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We often imagine our Stone Age ancestors as big meat eaters, 

subsisting mainly on the products of hunting. A recent study, 

however, shows that the menu of prehistoric men was much 

more varied than previously believed and that a high proportion 

of their calories came from foods of plant origin, far from the 

established clichés. 

Around 10,000 years ago, humans gradually abandoned their nomadic 

lifestyle, focused on hunting and gathering products as sources of food, for 

a more sedentary life, where their survival is based instead on agriculture 

and livestock breeding. This transition from the Paleolithic to the Neolithic 

is considered one of the greatest revolutions in the history of humanity, as 

much for its major impacts on the nature of food as for its influence on 

cultural, political, military, economic and scientific aspects of our lives. 

GRADUAL TRANSITION ? 

This adoption of agriculture occurred independently and almost 

simultaneously in several regions of the world, suggesting that it truly 

corresponded to a need or even a natural inclination of humans for this 

way of life. However, it is difficult to imagine that such a significant 

change in diet occurred overnight: to make the decision to grow wheat, 

rice, millet or corn (depending on the region) as essential foods for 

survival, these foods certainly had to already be commonly consumed (and 

appreciated). It is therefore likely that a transition period was required to 

allow this transition from the hunter-gatherer lifestyle to agriculture. 

VEGETABLES ON THE MENU 

A good example of this transition has just been highlighted by the results 

obtained by the analysis of teeth and bones of humans who lived around 

15,000 years ago in North Africa, in the region that corresponds to Current 

Morocco (1). Since the analysis of older archaeological sites (25,000 years 

before today) in this region had revealed that the traditional diet of these 

hunter-gatherers contained a lot of meat (Barbary sheep, wild boar, snails), 

the study of more recent sites offer a good opportunity to visualize the 

dietary transition from hunting products to plants. 

It may seem incredible, but it is possible to determine the broad outlines of 

the diet of a person who died several thousand years ago by measuring 

certain stable (non-radioactive) isotopes that are present in their bones. 

These isotopes vary greatly between food sources and therefore represent 

an atomic signature of the major foods consumed during a person's 

lifetime. For example, isotopes of nitrogen (15N) and zinc (66Zn) in 

collagen and tooth enamel can reveal how much meat was eaten, and 

isotopes of carbon (13C) can indicate whether it was mostly meat or fish. 

Using these methodological tools, the researchers were able to determine 

that the majority of proteins consumed by this African population came 

from plant sources, in a manner similar to what is found among 

populations in the Middle East who were the first to adopt an agricultural 

lifestyle. They also observed a higher frequency of dental caries in these 

individuals compared to what is usually observed in hunter-gatherers, 

another indicator of a high intake of carbohydrates from cereal plants and 

nuts. Finally, the botanical remains of nuts, pistachios, pine nuts, wild oats 

and legumes discovered on the site confirm that these foods occupied an 

important place in their diet. There is no doubt that the dietary transition 

from hunting products to plants was already well underway among this 

population, several millennia before the establishment of agriculture. 

The image we have of the caveman who feeds exclusively on meat is 

therefore an absurd myth which in no way corresponds to reality. The 

proportion of meat and plants in the daily menu of prehistoric men 

obviously varied according to latitude, with more meat in the north and 

more plants in temperate regions, but experts agree that plants have always 

represented a significant proportion of what our ancestors ate. It is this 

importance given to plants that catalyzed the development of agriculture, 

the key step in the emergence of modern civilizations. 

(1) Moubtahij Z et al. Isotopic evidence of high reliance on plant
food among Later Stone Age hunter-gatherers at Taforalt,

Morocco. Nature Ecol. Evol, 2024; 8(5):1035-1045. 

Y
o
u
 f
in
d
 t
h
e
 c
o
n
te
n
t 
o
f 
th
is
 c
o
lu
m
n
 u
se
fu
l?
 M

ak
e
 a
 d
o
n
at
io
n
 a
t 
h
tt
p
s:
//
w
w
w
.r
ic
h
ar
d
b
e
liv
e
au

.o
rg
/ 
to
 s
p
e
e
d
 u
p
 o
u
r 
re
se
ar
ch
  Y

o
u
 fin

d
 th

e
 co

n
te
n
t o

f th
is co

lu
m
n
 u
se
fu
l? M

ake
 a d

o
n
atio

n
 at h

ttp
s://w

w
w
.rich

ard
b
e
live

au
.o
rg/ to

 sp
e
e
d
 u
p
 o
u
r re

se
arch

 
You find the content of this column useful? Make a donation at https://www.richardbeliveau.org/ to speed up our research 

You find the content of this column useful? Make a donation at https://www.richardbeliveau.org/ to speed up our research 


