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Biology Lesson Six: Becoming human


Aim

For students to reflect on what it is to be human and the extent to which this is determined by our biology.


Suggested content (to be adapted as appropriate for the specific learners/class being taught)

Students should be asked to imagine that they are living in a tribe of 100-150 individuals before the dawn of civilisation. Fire has been discovered and agriculture has been invented. However, writing does not yet exist and tools are only made from wood and stones as metalwork does not yet exist. Their main problems are starvation, the climate, infectious diseases and getting attacked by individuals from other tribes.

Students should first of all, in small groups, think about what would be the likely consequences of such a life for:

· life expectancy (short – probably to no more than about 40 or 50 assuming one survives childhood);
· childhood mortality (high – with perhaps only half of all children surviving to age five);
· the number of people one knows (everyone in one’s tribe, so 100-150 individuals, but probably few people outside of that tribe and then only because of trading or warfare, neither of which is likely to result in deep contact, though some individuals might move between tribes for the purpose of reproduction).

Students should then draw up an ethical code for life in such circumstances. If they need some help, get them to think about rules to do with property, truthfulness, war, reproduction and food. They should think about the extent to which these rules hold only within the tribe or across tribes. They should also think whether they hold equally for all individuals in the tribe or differently for males and females, and for children and adults.

Once students have done this, and shared their ethical codes, get them to think about how similar or dissimilar their ethical codes are to:

a. the rules that operate within their families
b. the rules that operate at school
c. the laws of the land.

Finally, students should be encouraged to think about the extent to which features of humanity such as our moral codes, our language and our ways of life follow from our biology and are common to all of us or differ among different peoples. They might like to know that specialists such as anthropologists do not always agree on the answer. Some experts argue that human diversity is so great that biology (understood as genetics, anatomy and physiology) is of little importance. Other experts argue that while humans obviously differ with respect to such things as language, the foods we eat, our clothing and the ways we live, we have much in common with all people, having a complex, spoken language, using fire to cook some of what we eat, having a strict ethical code, wearing clothes, enjoying music and dance, and so on.
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