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Introducuon

The impact of human technologies
on the natural environment began
long before the industrial revolution
and the refining of fossil fuels.
Human uses of fire, all sorts of
primitive tools, the invention of
watermills and windmills, and the
harnessing of animals for work each
mark significant steps in human
technological advancement with
consequences for the environment.
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Technology

He AR

Humans developed tools and
technology to enable them to survive

in a natural environment that was not
always beneficent. While technology
enabled humans to survive—and
sometimes to control—the natural
environment, the overuse or misuse of
technology, especially as
industrialization takes place, has
sometimes had adverse or




unanticipated effects on the natural
environment. This has led some people
to blame technology for many of the
ills that today beset the total
environment, posing a threat to
humankind’s future. However, there is
no reason to believe that technology, if
properly used, cannot undo its previous
(and oftentimes unforeseen) damages
and, in the process, restore the natural
environment and also create a better
world for the future of humanity.
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Most anthropologists believe that
technology, that is, the use of tools,
enabled our ancestors to adjust to and




survive great changes in the natural

environment, such as floods,

earthquakes, volcanic explosions, and

climatic changes. Humans, they point

out, are too weak to cope with nature
with only their hands and teeth, but
tools serve as extensions of human

hands and multipliers of human muscle

power.
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As a result of their use of hand and
mind to cope with nature and to shape
it when necessary so that they could
survive, humans and the natural world
form part of a dynamic ecological
system. According to its Greek root,
ecology is the study of “houses.”

While some ecologists limit their

~ scientific research to the natural
environment, the fact is that ecology,
in accordance with its original
meaning, must also include the social
environment, the ‘“household of
humankind.” Humans, with the aid of
technology, have created their own




physical and social environment,
which has thus become part of the
larger ecological system.
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How did the use of technology enable
Homo sapiens to survive and then to
develop complex civilizations? One of
humanity’s first great steps in
controlling the natural environment
was the conquest of fire. At first, food
was cooked by holding it over the fire

or putting it in the fire. The range of
cooking and nutritional possibilities
was enormously increased when
suitable containers— pots and pans—
could be made, making it possible to
boil, stew, fry, and bake foods.
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Agriculture
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As humankind advanced from the
Stone Age into the Bronze Age, fire
also made possible the use of metals
for tools, weapons, and
ornamentation. Long before using
metals, however, humans had already
initiated a whole new technology that
changed their lifestyles and gave birth
to civilized existence: agriculture.




Agriculture allowed humans to
cooperate with nature to obtain
food—and that required new and
special tools, such as hoes to till the
soil, sickles to reap grain, flails to
thresh it, and querns to grind it.
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Since people had to remain in one
place to plant seeds and tend the
crops, they could begin to accumulate
goods and to build permanent shelters.
At the same time, any surplus of
foodstuffs could be exchanged for
other goods. The Bronze and Iron

Ages could not have occurred without
the surplus of food grown by the
agriculturists, because the metal
deposits were found in uplands, not in
the fertile valleys where food could be
grown. So there was an exchange of
foodstuffs for metal tools, and then for
textiles, which became necessary




