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 Over recent years rewilding, a movement that rejects the industrialized human lifestyle 

and instead seeks to return to the habits of the earliest humans, has gained more and more 

popularity. I personally have several friends who have tried changes in their lifestyles ranging 

from turning off all electronic devices after sunset, as it’s thought to impact sleep habits, to living 

in small communities of less than 150 people, per Dunbar’s number, the upper limit to the 

number of people an individual can maintain meaningful relationships with (Dunbar). However, 

in no area of human life has this movement been more influential than that of food. Diets based 

on the rewilding concept, such as the paleo diet, have become incredibly popular (Malacoff, 

RelaxNews). What a hunter-gatherer diet does to the body in just three days is an article by Tim 

Spector that, in my opinion, unsuccessfully presents a challenge to the notion that the hunter-

gatherer lifestyle was healthier than our own and he questions the rewilding concept. 

 What a hunter-gatherer diet does to the body in just three days is an article by Tim 

Spector that details the adventure of the author as he lands in Tanzania to eat alongside the 

Hadza people, a hunter-gatherer tribe (Spector). The author is a professor of genetic 

epidemiology at King’s College in London. This article was written for The Conversation, which 

according to The Conversation’s website (https://theconversation.com/uk), is a news 

collaboration between academics and journalists which offers well-sourced content from 

academic experts on topics of interest to the mainstream public. 

The article begins by making the case that a high diversity in the gut microbiome has a 

variety of health benefits, influencing such things as mood, the immune system, and metabolism. 

The most recent discoveries suggest that a high diversity lowers the risk of disease. Before 



 

leaving Tanzania, the author measures his own microbiome diversity. When he arrives, he is 

treated over the next few days to baobab fruit, the staple of the Hadza diet, Kongorobi berries, 

honey, hyrax, which is a guinea-pig-like animal, and a rare treat: porcupine. After just three days 

the author’s gut microbiome diversity has increased 20% compared to the measurement made 

before he left. It quickly returns to the original levels upon returning to England. The author ends 

with saying, “Everyone should make the effort to improve their gut health by re-wilding their 

diet and lifestyle,” (Spector) strongly suggesting that the author believes that a hunter-gatherer 

lifestyle is healthier than our own. 

 While I found the story the author told quite compelling, and I wanted to try some 

porcupine for myself afterwards, I do not think that the author successfully made the case for 

rewilding our diet, let alone our lifestyle. Although it is obvious to me that the author did not 

write this with the intention of reaching an academic audience, but instead for reaching the 

general public, there is still a glaring, egregious mistake in the author’s scientific methodology, 

the commitment to a logical fallacy, and a compelling case against how healthy the hunter-

gatherer lifestyle really is that was never addressed. 

 Perhaps it couldn’t be helped due to budget constraints, or the author’s prior 

commitments, but the author commits the capital sin of statistics: using a sample size of one. In 

the author’s own words, “The research plan was devised by Jeff who suggested I should have an 

intensive three days of eating like a hunter gatherer during my stay at his research camp. I would 

measure my gut microbes before heading to Tanzania, during my stay with the Hadza, and after 

my return to the UK” (Spector). While it must be granted that the one sample’s gut microbiome 

diversity did increase 20%, this same trend may not hold in the general population. Multiple 

variables need to be factored out, which means asking multiple questions. Sample objections and 

https://theconversation.com/east-african-hunter-gatherer-research-suggests-the-human-microbiome-is-an-ecological-disaster-zone-73668


 

questions may include, “Tim Spector is of Caucasian descent. Do hunter-gatherer diets have a 

similar effect on peoples of different race?,” “Perhaps the diversity was due to the differences in 

region and not due to the differences between industrialized and hunter-gatherer lifestyles. Do 

industrialized cultures near Tanzania, that eat baobab fruits and other Hadza foods, show the 

same diversity?,” and “Perhaps the diversity was due to…diversity. The set of foods Spector eats 

in England is surely different than the set of foods he ate in Tanzania. Wouldn’t a Hadza 

tribesman that ate nothing but English foods for 3 days show increased gut diversity just as 

much?” 

 To add to the poor methodology used in this study, no control was introduced and 

nothing was said about the foods Spector ate while traveling to Tanzania, which could have had 

as significant of an impact, especially with a study that has as its main objective showing the 

effects of this diet over a short time period, as anything he ate alongside the Hadza themselves. 

 Faulty generalization is a group of logical fallacies. When committing one of these 

fallacies, the reasoner “leaps to a conclusion about a whole category of things” based off 

insufficient evidence. (Hansen, “Faulty Generalization” in Wikipedia). The example in the 

previous paragraph, where Spector uses a sample size of 1, is a particular kind of faulty 

generalization: hasty generalization. However, Spector goes further and commits another faulty 

generalization. As he says in his conclusion, “However good your diet and gut health, it is not 

nearly as good as our ancestors,” before he makes the normative recommendation to begin a diet 

like them, as if all hunter-gatherer tribes have similar diets. Gathering evidence from one tribe, 

the Hadza, does not entitle us to make conclusions about the entire category of hunter-gatherer 

tribes. He’s over-generalized the applicability of his experiment. Clearly, without further 



 

evidence from multiple hunter-gatherer tribes, this is a case of faulty generalization about their 

gut microbiomes. 

 Lastly there is a compelling case against the hunter-gatherer lifestyle to consider. One of 

the major, objective measurements of the health of a society, perhaps even the chief 

measurement, is lifespan. Healthy people live longer than unhealthy ones. According to research 

done at the University of California Santa Barbara, people from industrialized nations have 

longer lifespans than those from hunter-gatherer societies (Gurven and Kaplan). This is because 

industrialized peoples live lifestyles that include impressive, vital improvements in sanitation, 

public health, and, you guessed it, nutrition (Riley; Oeppen and Vaupel). Even in his article, 

Spector mentions not only what I presume to be restrictions to his habits to more closely match 

those of the Hadza, but his encounter with unsanitary conditions, “I was also not allowed to wash 

or use alcohol swabs and I was expected to hunt and forage with the Hadza as much as possible -

- including coming in contact with the odd Hadza baby and baboon poo lying about” (Spector). 

 While Gurven and Kaplan make the case that most of the difference in average lifespan 

between industrialized and hunter-gatherer peoples is due to infant mortality rates, and that it 

may surprise us how close the lifespans for hunter-gatherers that survive infancy is to 

industrialized cultures, there still is, indeed, a difference there, not to mention the difference in 

infant mortality rates! The case that hunter-gatherers live healthier lifestyles than industrialized 

peoples seems doomed to say the least. 

 Given the compelling case of longer lifespans in industrialized peoples, the research 

methodology errors, and logical fallacies present in Tim Spector’s study, I believe his conclusion 

that we should work to rewild our diet and lifestyles to be at the very least a hasty one, and more 

likely an unwise one. His research shows promise, will be even more interesting once 



 

appropriate methodology is used, and the study widened in such a way that it can be generalized 

toward hunter-gatherer tribes as a whole. But until then, let’s not jump to conclusions. 
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