
 

 

 
 

Human Life History: 
Evolutionary and Biocultural Perspectives 

Anth 627 [Current Topics in Biological Anthropology] 
Thursdays, 10:00 AM to 1:00 PM, room 419 of the Museum (Eisley Room) 

 
Course description 
Humans are characterized by several distinctive life history features, e.g. large babies, 
late age at puberty and first reproduction, cessation of menstruation long before death, 
and a long life span. In addition, our reproductive decisions are heavily influenced by 
society and culture. This seminar will explore human life history from an evolutionary 
ecology and biocultural perspective, and will analyze the possible contributions of this 
approach to other disciplines such as demography, sociology, medicine, and public 
health. We will read and discuss seminal articles and recent developments on the topic. 
 
Instructor 
Claudia Valeggia 
valeggia@sas.upenn.edu 
URL: www.sas.upenn.edu/~valeggia 
432 University Museum 
215-746-5162 
 
Readings: 
We will be reading and discussing a variety of articles and book chapters.  For our 
introductory discussions on life history theory and related models, we will have a 
selection of seminal and current articles (posted on BlackBoard). For more specific 
topics on human life history, we will use selected chapters of Hawkes and Paine (2006) 
as leading material, which will be supplemented by other articles. 
  
The Evolution of Human Life Histories (2006) Kristen Hawkes and Richard R. Paine, Eds. 
School of American Research Advanced Seminar Series, Santa Fe, 526 p. 
This book costs approximately $26.00 new, but you can get it used for approximately 
$22.00. 
 
You will also have to read at least one of the following books as examples of life 
histories in contemporary hunter-gatherer societies. 
 

http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~valeggia


 

 

 
Howell, N. (2010) Life Histories of the Dobe !Kung: Food, Fatness, and Well-being over 
the Life-span, University of California Press, 221p. 
 
Hurtado, A.M. and Hill, K. (1996) Ache Life History: The ecology and demography of a 
foraging people, Aldine de Gruyter Press. 
 
Marlowe, F. (2010) The Hadza: Hunter-Gatherers of Tanzania, University of California 
Press, 336 p. 
 
Class Requirements and Grading 
 
Discussion Leading (30% of the grade) 
Each student will LEAD one or two of our discussion sessions depending on the number 
of students enrolled. Leading discussion does not mean simply summarizing the 
readings! Rather, the leader is expected to open the class by highlighting the key points 
of interest and controversy about the topic(s) we are discussing for the day in a brief 
presentation (12 minutes max).   This presentation will be in Powerpoint format. This 
will be an exercise in presenting your ideas in the typical professional meeting format.  
You will be graded and you will receive feedback on the presentation style, delivery, and 
content. 
Then, the leader will direct and moderate the rest of the meeting while discussing the 
readings: choosing the order in which we discuss them, the attention we pay to each 
one, raising specific issues or posing questions for us to talk about.   
 
Discussion Participation (20% of the grade) 
In non-leading weeks, students must ACTIVELY participate in discussions, offering your 
own comments, critiques, and questions. Class participation is absolutely essential! 
Thus, students will be expected to have read and thought about all of the assigned 
materials before coming to class and be ready DEMONSTRATE this. Do not be surprised 
if I or the seminar leader put you on the spot with a question or ask for your comments 
on particular issues. 
 
Discussion Scribe (10% of the grade) 
For each of our weekly sessions, one student will be assigned to prepare, for the rest of 
the class, a SUMMARY of our session. This is not a summary of the week's readings but a 
distillation of the high points of our discussion: the key ideas covered, insights reached, 
main points made, and by whom. Think of them as the "minutes" of the 
seminar.  Summarizers will prepare handouts for everyone and present their work 
verbally during the first 5 minutes of the following seminar. 
 
Position Papers (4 papers, 10% each) 

The remainder of your grade is based on four short written assignments ("position 
papers").  These papers should be up to 3 single-spaced pages in length, and they are 



 

 

your chance to explore in more depth an issue, question, or controversy raised by 
the readings and our discussion during the previous several weeks. Position papers will 
be shared (anonymously) with your classmates.  

In your papers, you should both DESCRIBE the issue you have chosen to focus on and 
OUTLINE YOUR POSITION on that issue based on your critical evaluation of the 
literature. In formulating your positions and writing your papers, I expect you to do 
some significant additional scholarly research and go beyond the set of readings 
assigned for class. These papers should not be simply literature reviews. The two main 
objectives for these papers are to help you organize YOUR ideas about a particular topic, 
and to give you practice in articulating those ideas in a concise way. You will not be 
graded on the position you take, but rather on how coherently you present and defend 
that position. 

Your position papers should be emailed to me as Word documents by midnight on 
the dates they are due (see schedule). I will then distribute them to the rest of the class. 
We will have two meetings during which we will discuss the position papers.  Depending 
on the number of students enrolled, we will discuss all the papers or vote on which ones 
to discuss.  
 
Preliminary Schedule 

Jan 13: Organizational meeting; assignment of discussion leaders’ roles. Discussion of 
Introductory Papers.  Math refresher courtesy of Kevin Burke. 

Jan 20: Evolutionary Theory: Overview of basic concepts necessary to follow 
evolutionary models of life history. 

Jan 27: Life History Theory 101 – Overview of foundations  WILL NEED TO BE 
RESCHEDULED!  CLAUDIA GOING TO THE FIELD…   

Feb 3: Human Life Histories:  Overview of models, Generalities and uniqueness  

Feb 10: Other models 1st position paper due 

Feb 17: Behavioral Ecology  

Feb 24:  2nd position paper due.  Primate Life Histories: Overview of current ideas on 
primate life histories, with paleoanthropological evidence for hominin species 

March 3:  First discussion of position papers  

March 10: Spring break 

March 17: Human Life History and Physiology 

March 24:  Human Life History: Infancy and Childhood Evolution 3rd position paper due 

March 31:  Human Life History: Reproductive strategies 

April 7: Human Life History and the evolution of longevity 

April 14:  No meeting (AAPA Meetings) – 4th position paper due  

April 21: Discussion of Position Papers and course wrap-up 


