
Chapter 7: 

Human Ecology 

Our Changing Relationship with the 

Environment 

 



7.1 Human Biological Evolution: 

Some Highlights 

Humans evolved from primates. 

Primates evolved from insect-eating mammals 

that probably resembled the modern tree 

shrew. 

 

    
Figure 07.01: Primates very likely evolved 

from insect-eating mammals that 
resembled this creature, a tree shrew 

native to Southeast Asia  

© Calvin J. Hamilton  



Human Biological Evolution 

We have evolved remarkable abilities that 

give us a distinct advantage over many other 

species.  

 

These advantages have permitted us to 

colonize much of the world and radically 

reshape the environment, sometimes to our 

own detriment. 



7.2 Human Cultural Evolution: Our Changing 

Relationship with Nature 

 Humans have evolved culturally through 
three distinct phases: 

 
1. hunting and gathering 

2. agricultural 

3. industrial 

 

 During this time, our interaction with the 
environment and our impact on it have 
shifted dramatically away from sustainability. 

 



Figure 07.04: Changing ways. (a) Carpets being made by hand in Nepal. (b) A factory can turn 
out thousands of carpets per year using the latest technology. The Industrial Revolution 

made goods more readily available, which increased the demand on resources 
(a) and resulted in widespread pollution and habitat destruction. 
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Throughout most of human evolutionary 
history, our ancestors were hunter-gatherers 
who lived in relative harmony with the Earth.  

 

Three main features of these societies held 
human impact to sustainable levels: 
 primitive technology 

 small population size 

 nomadic lifestyle 

 

Hunting and Gathering Societies 



Agriculture started as a subsistence activity. 

 

The plow and other forms of technology 
gave our ancestors the ability to produce 
excess food.  

 

This displaced farm workers, who took up 
crafts and trades in cities and towns, and 
fostered an upsurge in human population. 

 

Agricultural Societies 



Figure 07.04: Changing ways. (a) Carpets being made by hand in Nepal. (b) A factory can turn 
out thousands of carpets per year using the latest technology. The Industrial Revolution 

made goods more readily available, which increased the demand on resources 
(a) and resulted in widespread pollution and habitat destruction. 
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Figure SOSD07.01: Agroforestry. By planting trees and crops on the same plot, farmers can 
create a sustainable system of food and fiber production.  

© Still Pictures/Peter Arnold, Inc.  



The Industrial Revolution provided another 
boost to human civilization, increasing: 
 population size 

 resource demand 

 pollution 

 environmental destruction 

 

It dramatically altered the human–
environment interaction.  
 Attitudes toward nature shifted even farther away 

from stewardship. 

The Industrial Society 



Figure 07.04A: Changing ways. Carpets being made by hand in Nepal.  

© Khoo Si Lin/ShutterStock, Inc.  



Figure 07.04B: A factory can turn out thousands of woks per year using the latest technology.  

© AbleStock  



In recent times, industrialization has grown 

rapidly.  

Resource demand and environmental 

destruction have reached unsustainable 

levels. 
 

The Advanced Industrial Age 

Figure 07.05: Industrialization on the farm. 
Modern agriculture depends heavily on 

machinery, energy, and additional 
resources.  

© Jack Dagley/ShutterStock, Inc.  



7.3 The Population, Resources, and 

Pollution Model 

Human populations acquire and use 

resources from the environment to produce 

goods and services.  

 

These activities degrade the environment by 

altering abiotic and biotic conditions. 



Figure 07.06: Population, Resources, and Pollution. This model applies to all organisms. It 
outlines how organisms interact with their environment.  



7.4 The Sustainable Society: The Next Step 

Many changes are under way to create a more 

enduring way of life.  

 

 These changes may be the early signs of a new 

cultural shift—a Sustainable Revolution. 

 

 They are designed to restructure human systems to 

honor the limits of the natural systems on which all 

living things depend. 

 


