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Introduction:
The Progress Paradox


It was not the diagnosis I had expected. Sitting in front of the psychiatrist, I could only hear him accuse me of being a reptile. I paid Harley Street prices for this?


A couple of weeks before, I had been hit by a panic attack so powerful that the floor of Oxford Circus tube station seemed to peel up and tilt towards me. Escaping to the street, ten-storey buildings became leaning towers of Pisa, teetering over the heads of workers scurrying into Pret a Manger for their duck hoisin wraps. The noise of cars and buses was sickening, the torrent of people dizzying. I fought the urge to lie on the street and stabilise myself by looking up at the clouds. A line from a poem floated into my consciousness: ‘My mind’s not right . . .’


So there I was, paying £220 for a consultation with a psychiatrist, when I heard him mention reptiles. I had wanted a diagnosis of generalised anxiety disorder and some pills. Instead, he was talking about my ‘lizard brain’.


The lizard – or reptilian – brain is the most primitive part of our mind, a neurological fossil buried deep in the grey matter. It is the human brain’s foundation stone, the part that governs all the life-sustaining processes we don’t think about – digestion, heart rate, body temperature – as well as basic drives such as lust and hunger. Crucially, it controls our instinctive responses to danger, preparing the body to fight or run away.


The trouble with the reptilian brain is that it can be unsophisticated in responding to the modern world. It didn’t get the memo that we are living in the 21st century, so when another part of the brain alerts it to a modern ‘danger’ – like a looming work deadline – it gears up the body as though it’s facing an ancient danger, like a sabre-toothed tiger. Against a fanged beast, our best options were to fight or to flee, each requiring gallons of adrenaline. Even if the ‘danger’ is hardly life threatening, the reptilian brain still dutifully clicks the body into survival mode – cue galloping heartbeat and shortness of breath.


The doctor’s neurological history lesson was a revelation. My heart-pounding horror on Oxford Street was linked to a nugget in my head that began its development between 250 and 500 million years ago, in the brains of fish that swam in the dark waters of prehistory.


‘But surely,’ I asked, ‘our brains have changed a bit since then? Haven’t they grown, got more sophisticated?’


‘Well, the neocortex is more sophisticated, but it is still very old. The human brain hasn’t changed that much in thirty, forty thousand years.’


Ping! It was a light-bulb moment, or perhaps a spark-from-the-campfire moment, for in that second the faces of our ancestors from forty millennia ago were illuminated, faces of those who didn’t just live before us but who live in us, in the genetic inheritance that shapes our bodies and brains.


In this link to our ancient selves was the beginning of an answer to a question I had been asking since my teens: why am I so anxious? The feeling of having a boa constrictor coiled around my chest started when I was seventeen. Having a few alcopops would relax the snake for a bit but come the next morning he’d be vice-like around my ribcage again. One morning, after a particularly heavy night with that old charmer, Jack Daniels, I had my first panic attack. Pinned to the bed, my heart pounded so much that the sheets leapt. ‘Mum, call an ambulance! I’m dying!’


Throughout my twenties the anxiety ebbed and flowed. Sometimes I was Zen, then work stress or a bout of comparing-and-despairing on social media would wake the boa constrictor from his slumber. Anxiousness drove me to drink like a fish and work like a lunatic. By my early thirties I was doing pretty well, on the outside: working as the chief speechwriter in 10 Downing Street, clocking off late and heading straight to a glamorous bar to drink espresso martinis until the last tube home.


Inside, though, I was jaded on a deep, deep level. In my worst periods – including a proper burnout – my brain felt as jagged as a bag of broken glass. I compared myself endlessly to other people: She’s written a novel at twenty-four? I felt pummelled by the implicit messages of our times: Buy more things! Achieve more goals! Become more popular!


When feeling panicky, I longed to switch off the noise: the ringing of telephones; the television news blaring in my office; the wailing sirens of the city. I’d lose hours on a website called private-islands.com, wondering if I could live off-grid on a two-acre chunk of rock in the Irish Sea.


It was as though the 21st century itself was jangling my nerves, so when the doctor spoke about how ancient our brains really are, it clarified a vague thought that had been floating at the margins of my consciousness for years: perhaps it’s not my mind that is the enemy. Perhaps the real enemy is modern life?


That conversation with the psychiatrist sparked years of research into evolutionary psychology and the lives of hunter-gatherers. I don’t claim to be an expert. I don’t have a PhD in anthropology and have never spent months observing foragers in the rainforests of the Philippines or the valleys of Tanzania. I’ve learned through the writings of many brilliant anthropologists, archaeologists, evolutionary psychologists, scientists and historians – and what I’ve learned compels me to think that, as a species, we have travelled too far from the lives we evolved to lead.


To be clear: I don’t want to turn the clock back to the Stone Age. There’s a lot about life in the 21st century that I’m grateful for. I’m grateful for the medical technology that enabled us to see my daughter’s brain when she was sick, for the drugs that boost my woefully underperforming thyroid gland, for the surgical advances that excised my mother’s cancer. I’m grateful that infant mortality has fallen like a stone, that babies are born to those who once could never have had them, that we have globally agreed views on the basic rights that human beings should have. I’m grateful for false eyelashes, for ice cubes, for chickens with the giblets removed, for Seinfeld re-runs, streamed music, silk pyjamas, central heating. I’m grateful for the aeroplanes that have taken me to pink-skied Venice in the spring and scarlet-treed Vermont in the autumn.


Much of modern life is wonderful, but my research has convinced me that much of modern life is also jarring with our evolutionary inheritance – thus making us dissatisfied and depressed.


This realisation inspired fundamental changes to my own life. I don’t claim to be ‘cured’ of all the ills and anxieties described above. Nor can anyone magic away all the difficulties and discontents that are part of being human. But living in a way that is guided by the lives of our ancestors has undoubtedly changed my life. It has released the boa constrictor from my chest, clarified what matters, and allowed me to be a better version of myself. It’s called the Paleo Life, and here I want to share it with you.


Why do our hearts feel so bad?


At the turn of the millennium, the big song on the radio was Moby’s ‘Why Does My Heart Feel So Bad?’. It was a fitting anthem for the times. We in the West had never had it so good: the Berlin Wall behind us, no clash of nuclear empires to keep us awake at 3am; the ‘end of history’, they called it, in those years of relative optimism before 9/11. Living standards were rising, Sex and the City-inspired sisters were doin’ it for themselves, our Nokia 3310s were making life a lot easier. We had never had it so good – so why did many hearts feel so bad?


Between the 1990s and the 2010s, the global prevalence of mental illnesses such as depression and anxiety surged.1 In the UK, the amount of people with common mental-health problems rose 20 per cent over just a couple of decades.2 Around one in four people living in England will experience a mental-health problem in a year, despite living in the sixth richest country on earth.3 Some have called it the progress paradox: the more mankind advances materially and technologically, the worse many feel.


Why, despite the relative affluence and ease of our age, do so many feel so unhappy? There are many credible answers to this question: our work–life balance is out of whack; more families are breaking down; social media sucks us into a vortex of boasting and bickering; we’ve become disconnected from nature; we’re not anchored by religion or ritual in the way we used to be; our diets are terrible; our sedentary lifestyles don’t help.


Standing back from all these issues, a bigger picture emerges, a theme that joins the dots of our distress: as the world develops, billions of human beings are living in a way that evolution did not design us for.


We were not designed for working in brightly lit boxes for nine hours straight, for sitting down all day, for switching listlessly from the screen in our hand to the screen on our desk to the screen in our living room. We were not designed to live in competition with billions of other people, to fret endlessly about our future and how it might be better, glossier, richer than our past. We were not designed for mindlessly grazing on ‘treats’ that we treat ourselves to eight times a day. We were not designed to live hundreds or thousands of miles away from our friends and family, or for ‘checking in’ on our closest kith and kin once a month. We were not designed for vistas of concrete and advertising hoardings.


We were designed for a far simpler life, and one without a lot of the mental poisons that modernity and ‘progress’ have brought with them. We were designed for the life that human beings lived over the long millennia of prehistory, a life earthed by family, nature, purpose and the present moment. We were designed to be hunter-gatherers.


The long, long age of the hunter-gatherer


To understand the impact of our hunter-gatherer past on who we are now, it’s important to understand just how long we were hunter-gatherers for. The agricultural revolution – which started to bring the days of hunting and foraging to an end for the vast majority of humans – began only around 12,000 years ago. In the sweeping span of human history, this is the blink of an eye. Before this, for 99.4 per cent of the time that creatures belonging to the genus Homo have walked the earth, we were hunter-gatherers of one variation or another. We have been settled, ‘civilised’ people for a tiny fraction of our time on earth: 0.6 per cent of it.


Let’s put that 0.6 per cent into the context of a normal day. You rise at 6am, the darkness of your cave gently illuminated by the morning light. You spend the day foraging for berries, hunting and talking to your friends. As night falls you gather around the campfire for reflection and warmth, a huddle of familiar souls under an infinite sky. You fall into a reverie in the pall of camp smoke . . . and then, at around eight minutes to midnight, you are suddenly teleported to Times Square, New York on the busiest evening of the year: your vision filled with flashing lights, towering buildings, people, people, people. Your ears are assaulted by the honking of taxi horns, your nose by the smell of greasy takeaways, cigarette smoke and exhaust fumes.


Those eight minutes at the end of the day would have been a huge shock to the system after the very different pace of life in the hours beforehand. This is not to suggest that prehistoric life was stress-free – facing the constant threat of attack by wild animals was hardly conducive to relaxation – but for millennia the rhythms of human life were markedly different.


Few people give much thought to the shock of this shift because, from an individual perspective, the changes have happened over a long period of time. But it is bred in our bones – and our minds – to live differently from the way we do now. Forty thousand years ago we might have met a few hundred people in a lifetime; today it’s countless thousands. Back then we were only required to care about what directly affected us; now the news plugs our emotions into the agonies and sufferings of the world. Back then we had a daily practical purpose – to find and feed – now we’re endlessly searching for distraction and dopamine hits.


‘The human brain hasn’t changed that much in thirty, forty thousand years . . .’ No wonder we’re burned out.


Fixing our environment, not just our brains


I am hardly the first person to point out that the mismatch between our Stone Age brains and our modern environment is making us sick. A whole conference hall of evolutionary psychologists could tell you that. But the remedy for that sickness is usually to focus on calming our fretful minds through deep breathing, mindfulness, meditation, and so on.


I’m not knocking these tools – they are proven anxiety-helpers – but they treat the symptoms of our malaise rather than its cause. They ‘fix’ our ancient minds in order that they can cope better with modern life. Why don’t we reverse this, and fix the aspects of modern life that aren’t working for us, too?


You may have heard of the hugely popular Paleo diet, based on the simple idea that our guts – which evolved a long time ago – are better able to digest the kind of foods we ate a long time ago: plants and simple proteins, not Big Macs and microwave meals. The Paleo diet doesn’t suggest that we simply mitigate against the effects of modern food by taking a probiotic; it suggests we rewind the clock to more digestible foods. Paleo Life applies the same principle to our minds: adapting our lifestyle so that it is kinder to our ancient brains.


In this book is a programme of practical ideas to tailor our 21st-century environment to our Paleo brains. This isn’t about going all Flintstones; no one wants to say goodbye to deodorant or 400-thread-count sheets. Instead, we’ll explore why we should be more discerning about which of the trends and teachings of today we allow into our lives, and how we can imitate some of the patterns followed by our hunter-gatherer forebears.


Crank your mind open, because this book will upend a lot of what you have been told is true. You have learned that being a successful human means being super-popular, ultra-busy, engaged with the world. The Paleo Life will suggest that a lot of the beliefs we’ve been sucked into are actually doing us harm, making us wired, tired and jaded.


Please don’t treat this as a rule book. They never work. Think of it instead as a rail book: laying down some tracks to guide us on a different, more fulfilling journey. It’s not just a journey away from the damaging elements of modern life; it’s a journey back to ourselves. The goal: to live in a way that is more fully, contentedly, simply, human.


We can’t stop the modern world and get off, but we can take steps to better enjoy the ride.
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Meet the Hunter-Gatherers


The artist steps into the cave. In his hand is a grease lamp made of limestone, its indentations holding bone marrow that has been lit to cast a pool of golden light on the walls around. Making his way through the gloom, the artist climbs the wooden scaffold until he is inches from the cave ceiling. There he sweeps a piece of dampened moss through a pile of clay ochre and begins to paint the forelock of a horse, its long, graceful nose and eyes.


Seventeen thousand years later, another artist stepped out of the northern Spanish cave and into the dazzling sunlight. ‘Well, what did you think?’ asked his guide. Pablo Picasso shook his head in amazement: ‘Seventeen thousand years, and we have invented nothing!’


Perhaps he had expected to see the daubings of a savage. Instead, Picasso looked at the brushstrokes of a 17,000-year-old distant peer and felt the thrill of recognition. These were not savages. They created. They dreamed. ‘They’ were us.


Cave paintings are magical because they capture the moment in prehistory when human intelligence exploded into something powerful and wonderful, becoming the force that would eventually bring us Angkor Wat and ‘Ave Maria’, flight and nuclear fission, pyramids and Pythagoras’ theorem, democracy and the declaration of human rights. The great flowering of human creativity and ingenuity began in those caves.


Cave art isn’t the beginning of the tale, however. The story of humans began a long time before anyone mashed up some clay and water to paint a mammoth. If you were to climb into a time machine and land in sub-Saharan eastern Africa 2.5 million years ago, you might meet some creatures who looked somewhat like us; hairier and rather ape-like, yes, but able to walk upright: Homo habilis, the first of the genus ‘Homo’.


Around two million years ago came the evolution of Homo erectus, whose brains were significantly larger than those of Homo habilis. Perhaps in that extra brainpower there was the first spark of human curiosity, for Homo erectus were the first brave humans to strike out of their African homeland.


Armed with sharpened stone hand axes with which to rip up the carcasses of deer – or even hippos – on their way, over a period of 1.75 million years Homo erectus spread out and up through Africa, crossed through the modern-day Middle East and the Gulf into West and East Asia, all the way to the land now known as Indonesia.


Because the traits needed to survive snowy tundras are different from those needed on swampy islands, different species evolved, so that by 300,000 years ago nine different kinds of human walked the earth at the same time. On the baking savannahs of central Africa lived Homo rhodesiensis; in the tropics of South-East Asia H. erectus; on the islands of Indonesia the diminutive Homo floresiensis and in the woodlands of Europe Homo neanderthalis.


Eventually, around 200,000 years ago, a species evolved in Africa that would go on to conquer and dominate the world: our own Homo sapiens.


What we know of our ancestors


Paleolithic archaeology is a detective story, not a whodunnit but a howdunnit: how did our ancestors live, work, eat, fight, trade, die? There are limits as to what we can know, of course, but using bones and artefacts scattered from Australia to Zimbabwe we can partially draw back the dark, heavy veil of prehistory.


What do we know of the early Homo sapiens? We know that they used teardrop-shaped stone hand axes and throwing spears to ambush and kill antelopes, gazelles, wildebeests and other large animals. The discovery of stone-tipped arrows and bows in Sibudu Cave in South Africa suggests that by 62,000 BCE many had discovered a new way to kill. When prey eluded the arrow, they foraged for berries, plants, nuts and seeds.


Twenty-thousand-year-old fishing hooks found in a cave in East Timor suggest that some of them were casting lines for fish, too. Perhaps these were caught from a boat or raft; although the remains of a wooden vessel would be unlikely to last in the soil for millennia, we can be pretty confident that early humans were seafaring, for how else would they have made it to islands such as Crete or Indonesia? When the catch was brought home, it was probably cooked on a fire, for humans have heated food in this way for almost 800,000 years, and quite possibly longer.


We know that most early Homo sapiens lived in bands of around thirty to fifty people, and – judging by the state of some of the skeletons found – we can be pretty sure that the sick and vulnerable were cared for. In 2022 archaeologists working in a remote part of Indonesian Borneo found the remains of a young hunter-gatherer who had lived 31,000 years before. They found an astounding detail: his lower left leg had been surgically amputated. Whether wide awake or sedated with some natural concoction, the patient had endured the agony of having his leg sawn off with a sharpened stone. While we might have imagined that blood loss or infection would have seen him off pretty swiftly, this hunter-gatherer survived for years after the surgery. How? Only with the care of his tribe.


We know that thousands of years before the invention of the wheel, hunter-gatherers were rolling and pinching coils of clay, shaping them into vessels and baking them for use as cups, bowls and storage; a haul of ceramic fragments found in China dates back 20,000 years.


We know – thanks to the remarkable efforts of scientists who have studied the genetic lineage of clothes lice – that about 170,000 years ago, humans started wearing garments. At first these were just animal hides worn as shawls. By around 43,000 BCE, humans in what is now Siberia and China had developed eye sewing needles sharp enough to pierce a hide. Needles have been found all over the world, from Wyoming to Western Europe, meaning that these very helpful inventions were developed in isolation.


There is evidence that early humans wore clothes not only to stay warm but to look good, too: tiny pierced shells found on the body of a child who lived 12,000 years ago suggest that they were sewn on to the clothing. A thirty-three-shell bead necklace found in Morocco conjures up who might have worn it: pale shells against dark skin, a woman enjoying the power that youth and beauty bestowed on her.


We know they made music. Inside the dank, dark Hohle Fels cave in south-west Germany archaeologists found the world’s oldest musical instruments: 43,000-year-old bone flutes made of vulture wing and mammoth tusk. Not only did our ancestors enjoy making and listening to music, they also had the time to halve the bones, whittle them down, pierce holes in them and create a sealant to stick the halves back together. The location of these flutes – found near to hearths inside the cave – suggests that then, as now, we liked to listen to music together.


We know they loved, cherished and grieved accordingly. Ornate burial sites, such as that at Sunghir, 200 kilometres east of modern-day Moscow, show how some hunter-gatherers were sent to the next life amid a trove of treasures: mammoth ivory beads, pierced fox canines, ivory armbands.


Perhaps the most affecting human burial is the oldest (that we know of), discovered in Kenya’s Panga ya Saidi cave in 2021. A toddler who lived around 80,000 years ago is curled on his side. From the way the skeleton has crumbled, scientists deduce that a pillow made of leaves or animal hide was placed under his head. In this sad detail eighty millennia are crunched down to nothing. We grieve with those who grieved; the mother tucking a pillow under her baby’s head to ensure his comfort in the next life.


The clearest glimpses of ancient life come from cave paintings, protected from millennia of storms and sweltering summers. One of the most famous is the Bird Man of Lascaux in France, a strange sketch of a man falling backwards, his erect penis pointing at a bison charging towards him. What is notable about this man, aside from the erection, is that he has the head of a bird. To the 21st-century mind accustomed to CGI graphics, this is hardly mind-blowing, but it is important to the human story.


Bird men have never existed, meaning that Homo sapiens could imagine things. When you can imagine, you can talk and think about things that don’t actually exist, and these things – religion, myths, legends, fantasies, and even nations – can motivate and inspire vast numbers of people to collaborate together on common goals. In short, imagination is how we became the most spectacularly successful species the world has ever seen.


‘Nasty, brutish and short’?


This much we know: our ancestors thought with complexity, loved with sincerity, hunted with dexterity, lived in community, indulged in creativity. But given the goal of the Paleo Life is to improve our wellbeing, you might be thinking: Yes, but did they live more contentedly?


Alas, the human skull is no black box from which we can learn the joys and sorrows that were contained within it. There is no definitive way to tell if our ancestors were more contented than we are today. And yet there has been a fierce debate about whether life was better in that long stretch of prehistory.


The key moment in Homo sapiens’ story was the agricultural (or Neolithic) revolution, which began about 12,000 years ago. As humans learned to cultivate crops and domesticate animals such as cows and pigs, hunter-gatherers started laying down their spears. Instead of moving around to hunt and forage, farmers could make more than enough to eat by staying put and growing wheat, barley, maize and rice.


Needing somewhere to store all this food, villages were settled, then towns, then cities. By 6000 BCE the world’s first city – Çatalhüyük in what is now Turkey – was home to around six thousand souls. This maze of mud-brick buildings looks like a honeycomb from above: no streets, just holes in each ceiling through which the Çatalhüyükians could climb, via timber ladders, back down into their home.


In such places there was no need for everyone to farm. Those tending the fields or minding the animals could produce more than enough food to go around, so others were freed to learn new skills: butchery, garment-making, woodwork, politics, religion. They could invent, experiment, collaborate. The birth of cities meant the unfurling of that lofty thing we call ‘civilisation’. The rest is (literally) history.


And so the agricultural revolution is the big bang, the giant leap, the definitive before-and-after moment in Homo sapiens’ rise to world dominance. If population growth equals success, you could argue that this revolution was a great thing for our species as a whole; but were individuals’ lives better before or after it?


The 17th-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes famously argued that life before agriculture was ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’.1 The ‘poor’ bit is hard to dispute from the vantage point of modern comfort. We pampered creatures start turning up the thermostat in September to stave off the cold – imagine living a lifetime of winters in it. ‘Short’ is hard to argue with either, with average life spans significantly shorter than we enjoy today.


Yet against the ‘nasty and brutish’ brigade – who argue that mankind has been on a steady upwards trajectory since 10,000 BCE – there’s a rival camp that thinks the total opposite. Renowned historian Jared Diamond has called the agricultural revolution ‘the worst mistake in the history of the human race . . . a catastrophe from which we have never recovered’.2


But why, when farming seeded more food and more freedom? Because it also seeded the concept of property, which seeded hierarchies, which seeded greed, which seeded rivalry, which seeded war, which seeded slavery. Furthermore, although farmers could conjure up a lot more food than foragers, their diet was actually worse and less varied, evidenced by the inches that fell off the average human’s height after the agricultural revolution. Disease became rife, too; living cheek by jowl in cities such as Çatalhüyük, tuberculosis and leprosy swept through populations.


Who is right? Was the pre-agricultural world an Eden or a purgatory? Was life for individuals better or worse than what came after?


It is, of course, impossible to chuck the vast spectrum of human experience under the headings ‘better’ or ‘worse’. If you were a wealthy Babylonian merchant in 1700 BCE, life was probably more enjoyable than it was for an ancient hunter-gatherer living through a drought. If you were a mill worker putting in fourteen-hour days in Victorian Britain, life was probably worse than it was for an early human living on the African savannah, who foraged for a few hours before feasting on their bounty, spending time with family and sleeping.


It is naive to paint the pre-agricultural world as a lost Eden. Yet you will know – from the title and thrust of this book – that I believe there were aspects of hunter-gatherer life that were more conducive to living contentedly.


Let’s switch tenses now, from past to present: there are elements of hunter-gatherer life that are more conducive to living contentedly. Not all hunter-gatherers laid down their spears during the Neolithic revolution. Thousands of them live today, custodians of a way of life that stretches back two million years.


How hunter-gatherers live now


In the Eyasi Valley of Northern Tanzania, the Hadza still set out to hunt for antelope or birds. On the banks of Brazil’s Maici river live the Pirahã, who gather fruits, nuts and small game from the jungle and eat food as they acquire it. On the frozen ice of the Arctic, Inuit still base a large part of their diet on the seal and caribou they have hunted for five thousand years.


Some of the remaining hunter-gatherers have fiercely resisted contact with the outside world, most notably the Sentinelese islanders, who live in the Bay of Bengal. In the 1970s a National Geographic film crew came to shore to catch a glimpse of this reclusive tribe, leaving gifts including a live pig and a doll. The Sentinelese killed the pig, buried the doll and shot an arrow into the documentary maker’s thigh.3 They have not been troubled much since.


Other tribes have been friendlier, opening up their homes and lives to the anthropologists and linguists who have turned up to see them over the past century or so. Unlike the hunter-gatherers of prehistory, whose feelings we will never know, these people can talk, share, let us know how they find their life. The results are thought-provoking. Time and again surveys and anthropological reports from these societies find a level of contentment that we in the ‘WEIRD’ world (Western, educated, industrialised, rich and democratic) can only envy.


Studies have shown that remote Inuit and Maasai tribes have high levels of life satisfaction;4 that the Himba – remote herding people of North-West Namibia – are significantly more satisfied with life than the urban Himba who have migrated to towns;5 and that the introduction of market goods and material wealth among the Tsimané people of the Bolivian Amazon has not correlated with increased wellbeing.6


Most interesting are the studies of the Hadza people of Tanzania, one of the last exclusive hunter-gatherer societies on earth. Every morning when the camp wakes there are no stores of food, no grazing animals to slaughter or crops to harvest. Every day they walk out with only sharpened sticks, axes, bows, arrows (and their own wits) to see what they can find.


In the rainy season they might dig up some tubers. In the sun they might chance upon a bush groaning with berries, some tangy baobab fruit or a golden honeycomb lodged in a tree, which they will eat, larvae and all. If they’re lucky, the arrow might find a warthog or antelope to feast on.


They live nomadically, setting up camps made of branches and dried grass, moving on when there’s more food to be had elsewhere. The Hadza have the oldest mitochondrial DNA ever tested in a human population; scientists reckon that they have been in the same area of Tanzania for at least 50,000 years.


Although there can be no perfect proximation of the lives of ancient hunter-gatherers in the 2020s, the lives of the Hadza are as close as we will get. And are they contented, relative to the rest of us? The answer is a resounding yes.


A study that compared life satisfaction levels between the Hadza and a dozen different cultures and nations found that the hunter-gatherers outscored them all. With an average happiness score of 5.83 on a 7-point scale, they were more contented than those surveyed in Malaysia, Turkey, Italy, Slovakia, the Philippines, Chile, Hong Kong, Spain, Austria, the United States, Mexico – more contented than for every other nation with comparable data.7


Many who have observed the world’s remaining foragers have been struck by their contentedness. Daniel Everett, who spent years with the Pirahã in the rainforests of Brazil, marvelled at their freedom from anxiety, depression, panic attacks and suicide.8 James Suzman, who spent twenty-five years visiting the Ju/’hoansi of the Kalahari, noted their enviable ability to live in the present: ‘People never wasted time imagining different futures for themselves or indeed for anybody else.’9 They work to acquire food for around fifteen hours each week, spending another fifteen to twenty hours on chores. The rest of the time is for relaxation, sleep, and seeing family and friends.


Have you ever dreamed of a life more like this? Does a part of you yearn for simpleness, for stillness, for night skies full of stars? We must be wary of patronising simplifications, of course. The 18th-century ideal of the ‘noble savage’, uncorrupted by civilised life, now rightfully makes us cringe. Such stereotypes minimise the breadth and depth of these lives. For the Pirahã, the Hadza or any other contemporary foragers, there will still be tragedies and difficult times – and they might well find the idea that they are ‘simple people living simple lives’ highly irritating.


Nevertheless, as the levels of life satisfaction in ‘traditional’ societies regularly outdo those in ‘WEIRD’ societies, and as the comforts of modernity seem to offer such diminishing returns to our own wellbeing, it’s worth asking: what do hunter-gatherers get right that we get wrong? What can we learn, both from our foraging ancestors and those alive today? How can we recover elements of the paleolithic life that our instincts tell us are important to us as human beings? Read on to find out.
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Tribe and Friendship


The coffin is cloaked in white lilies, the crowd in black coats. An organist for hire bashes out ‘Abide with Me’. At the end of one pew a mourner stares into the distance, his eyes misting. ‘In life, in death, o Lord, abide with me . . .’ As the hymn crescendoes, he slumps down, sobs, blows noisily into a tissue, then discreetly checks his notes to remember the name of the guy in the coffin.


Professional grieving has been going on for a long time. Since the days of ancient Egypt, mourners have been hired to wail extravagantly. They even have a name: moirologists. Today, a UK firm offers a ‘Rent a Mourner’ service, dispatching black-clad actors to the send-offs of strangers where they will be ‘sombre’ or ‘cheery’ according to taste. The grief-stricken shell out for this to avoid the shame of a low turnout. But what would be so wrong with that?


While most of us wouldn’t think about hiring a moirologist, the fact that such a job exists speaks to a deeply held belief: that popularity is the sign of a successful life. If Uncle Bob’s funeral only had three guests, many would view it as a tragedy, even if those were close friends. What matters is the numbers.


In the months leading up to my thirtieth birthday I thought I would break the habit of a lifetime and have a party. Normally, I loathe the spotlight about as much as moths love it, so I had not had a birthday party since Captain Cornflakes was hired to celebrate my sixth. But at the end of a tumultuous decade, something compelled me to put down a deposit on a room above a London pub, with a savoury buffet thrown in.


When the big day was about a month away the panic began to set in. Numbers panic. Who would turn up? The room was big enough to need twenty-five guests without echoing. I could bank on my siblings, my closest girlfriend, my best work friend. But then? Tormented by images of untouched sausage rolls, I toyed with inviting the man who was tiling my bathroom. ‘Room meat’, they call such people; bodies to fill a space and avoid the shame of low numbers. In the end a jolly time was had by twenty-odd guests but, to be honest, numbers panic ruined it all until I was three Proseccos down.


The obsession with being (and appearing to be) popular is why humble braggers complain of how packed their social calendar is; why Instagrammers show off numerous bunches of birthday flowers; why people clutter the mantelpiece with Christmas cards, a chorus line of Santas proclaiming ‘a lot of people like me!’ We think, in short, that having many friends and acquaintances means a life well lived. But what if it doesn’t?


Why we long for a big tribe


Our desire for popularity is hardwired into us, because for millennia being socially successful meant staying alive. Fifty million years ago our primate ancestors found that by banding together in loose social groups they could better elude the jaws of predators.1 Those left out in the cold were less likely to make it to the morning. Those who were accepted and received the pack’s protection were more likely to pass on their genes. Survival of the fittest meant survival of the friendliest. And so, over the long, dark millennia of prehistory, a desire for social acceptance was hardwired into the primate brain.


By the time early humans evolved about two and a half million years ago, belonging to a tribe was still a matter of life and death. Out on the savannah there was, literally, safety in numbers. Our ancestors kept watch over each other at night, tending fires to warn off predators while others slept. Travelling in groups meant more hands for foraging and hunting. Tribe members shared food, labour and the raising of children. Belonging to a tribe came with a lot of benefits – and pro-social behaviour helped to ensure that you would continue to belong.


To understand how important social acceptance was for hundreds of thousands of years, imagine the sheer terror of being entirely on your own in a predator-filled world. Exclusion from the tribe would have been the signature on the loner’s death warrant, which is why we still feel rejection so profoundly hundreds of thousands of years later.


A body of research has found that the pain of being rejected is almost physical. Social psychologists from the University of California had volunteers climb inside an MRI scanner to monitor their brain activity while they played a virtual game of ‘Cyberball’, in which a ball is thrown between three players. When the virtual players in the game stopped ‘throwing’ the ball to the volunteer, even this small rejection increased activity in the parts of the brain that respond to physical pain.2 Another – rather crueller – experiment by Columbia University asked volunteers to look at pictures of ex-boyfriends and -girlfriends who had dumped them. Again, brain scans showed activity in the ‘ouch!’ parts of the brain.3


Sticks and stones may break our bones but being rejected can hurt physically, too. The lonely are more likely to have repeated heart attacks4 and cancer.5 Meanwhile, Sally Social enjoys brain-floods of opioid-like chemicals and all sorts of positive physical effects, from an improved heart rate6 to faster-healing wounds.7


How tribes got turbo-charged


Evolution has primed us to seek connection. Most of us are greedy to accumulate contacts, acquaintances and friends, because somewhere deep inside, an ancient voice is crying ‘safety in numbers!’ For the vast majority of our time on earth, though, that urgent desire to connect was frustrated by geography and circumstance. If you lived in a one-horse town or backwater village, you weren’t going to pick up much fresh friendship meat. When you bonded with a stranger over a pint of mead you couldn’t swap digits and promise you’d call later. Long after the agricultural revolution, we kept to our tight, intimate tribes.
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