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Animal domestication and pastoral knowledge

Juan Segurola

Core question

How did sustained relationships with animal populations create new forms of biological,
behavioural and environmental knowledge?

Historical and evolutionary context

Animal domestication was not a single process and did not occur through one universal
pathway. Genetic and archaeological research shows multiple domestication events, regional
histories and repeated admixture between domestic and wild populations. Different species
entered human systems for different reasons and at different times.

Some relationships may begin through prey management; others through commensal species
adapting to human settlements; still others through deliberate herd control. The dog is a
crucial counterexample to any claim that animal domestication simply followed agriculture:
dogs were domesticated by hunter-gatherers before farming, while livestock such as sheep,
goats, cattle and pigs became entangled with later food-producing societies through different
regional pathways. Pastoralism then develops a distinctive knowledge system concerned not
merely with individual animals but with reproducing populations moving through variable
landscapes.

What could communities know before domestication?

Hunters already possessed sophisticated knowledge of animal behaviour, migration, age, sex,
habitat and seasonality. Domestication therefore does not begin from ignorance. It changes
the relationship from observation of wild populations toward managed reproduction,
movement and selection.

What changed?

Once humans influence which animals breed, where they feed and how they move,
knowledge becomes entangled with evolutionary change. Selection may favour docility,
altered body size, reproductive timing or other traits. Herding also requires tracking water,
forage, disease, predators, birthing cycles and landscape condition.

Pastoral knowledge is therefore mobile and distributed. It combines memory of routes with
real-time interpretation of weather, vegetation and animal condition. In many regions it is
transmitted orally and through apprenticeship rather than texts.

Why could this capability emerge?

Domestication becomes possible where repeated human-animal interactions create stable
feedback. Settlement, hunting strategies, waste environments, cultivation and climate can all
matter. The diversity of pathways is precisely why a single “invention of domestication”
narrative is misleading.

What later forms of knowledge did it enable?

Domestic animals provide food, fibre, traction, transport and manure, but they also reshape
disease ecology, land use and human mobility. Herd management contributes to later
veterinary knowledge, breeding, genetics and large-scale exchange networks.

New limits and risks

Closer contact with animals can increase opportunities for pathogen transmission, although
zoonotic emergence depends on specific ecologies and should not be reduced to a simple
domestication-equals-disease formula. Pastoral systems can also generate conflict over water
and grazing and may become vulnerable to drought or epidemic loss.

What changed in the architecture of human knowledge?

Humans began managing living populations whose behaviour and heredity responded
to sustained intervention. Knowledge was no longer only about predicting animals; it
increasingly helped shape future animal populations.

Page 1



PIO - Pioneers of Knowledge PIO-010

Loss, exclusion and uncertainty

Modern breeds are not direct windows onto early domestication. Genetic signals are
complicated by later mixing, replacement and introgression. Archaeological changes in bone
size or age profiles also require contextual interpretation. Pastoral knowledge has often been
underrepresented in histories centred on sedentary written societies.

Dependency map

* PARALLEL < PIO-009 Agriculture in multiple independent centres

¢ INDIRECT — PIO-066 Darwin, Wallace and common descent
INDIRECT - transport, trade, epidemiology and later genetics
RETROSPECTIVE — PIO-068 Mendel and statistical regularity in heredity
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