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Human evolution has allowed for the development of 
complex cultures and forms of communication. Homo sapiens 
are capable of producing language, organizing large-scale 
societies, and even studying our own evolutionary journey. 
Among the many factors that have contributed to our 
development as a species is our ability to utilize natural 
resources to improve our fitness. While many studies of early 
human cognitive and cultural development focus on tool use in 
the form of shaping rocks and wood, there is a lack of 
knowledge regarding the medicinal practices of the early human 
species (Byrne). More specifically, not much is known about how 
species of the genus Homo utilized natural fungi such as 
mushrooms. Today, mushrooms are utilized medicinally in 
Eastern medical practices, and as psychedelics throughout the 
world (Sullivan et al.). However, the use of mushrooms is not 
officially recognized by Western doctors as a potential medical 
therapy to be prescribed to patients. A greater understanding of 
mushrooms and how they have evolved symbiotic relationships 
with early humans is needed to inform their potential modern 
medicinal properties. This study will consider how numerous 
species of humans utilized mushrooms based on existing 
evidence of archeological excavation and chemical analysis of 
early human remains.
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The complex evolution and possible utilization of 
mushrooms were discussed during week two of this course as 
we prepared for our lesson on bacteria and fungi. What 
inspired this project was Paul Stamets’ lecture on mycelium 
and the possible benefits of widespread usage of mushrooms 
by humans. Stamet presented on the symbiotic relationship 
between mycelium and bacteria and reminded us that 
mushrooms evolved with the other components of their 
environment, creating complex systems of nutrition and 
protection. If humans themselves are evolved from fungi, why 
should we not consider fungi as potential sources of both 
nutrients and medicine today? Stamet proposed one potential 
use of mushrooms in modern medical practice: mushrooms as 
sources of serotonin receptor agonists, promoting kind 
behaviors and making better people (Stamet). This study will 
build upon Stamet’s research and propose additional uses for 
mushrooms in modern medicine using principles from the field 
of biological anthropology. Furthermore, it will emphasize the 
importance of investigating how humans are connected to 
nature, which has been a constant theme of this course and 
the author’s undergraduate studies.

CONCEPT / TOPIC 

Artist representation of mycelium

Image from The MONC Blog



The current research on the evolution of mushrooms and their 
medicinal properties includes hypotheses regarding their benefit for 
depression symptoms, cancer treatments, and immune system 
boosters. Additionally, the use of psychedelic mushrooms for the 
treatment of depression, PTSD, and addiction has been considered 
recently (Steinhardt and Noorani). Initial studies have found it difficult 
to translate traditional practices that use medicinal mushrooms to 
Western medical standards, indicating that processes of 
standardization and clinical evaluation are necessary for them to be 
fully utilized in Western medical settings (Sullivan et al.). Furthermore, 
mushrooms have begun to be considered as potential new resources 
for pharmaceutical use, at least in the West, as scientists have realized 
that only about 10% of the total species of mushrooms have been 
identified so far (Wasser 258). It is well known that medicinal 
mushrooms have been used in traditional, natural medical practices for 
centuries. Current research is focused on highlighting the specific 
biological characteristics of these mushrooms that contribute to their 
function in medical practices (Wasser 258-259).

CONTEXT & PRECEDENCE



• A literature review of existing hypotheses and research on medicinal mushroom 
evolution and the cultural evolution of the genus homo will be conducted

• A list of medicinal mushrooms to focus on will be created based on the literature review

PROJECT PROPOSAL (1)
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• An analysis based on archeological evidence of known cultural practices of the species of 
the genus homo will be conducted to identify practices that could have involved 
mushroom collection or processing

PROJECT PROPOSAL (2)
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• A large-scale analysis of the chemical components of early human remains will be 
conducted to determine if mushrooms were part of early human diets

PROJECT PROPOSAL (3)
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• An analysis of the evolution of medicinal mushrooms will be performed to understand 
how mushrooms evolved during the time of the evolution of genus homo

• A comparison will be made between the functions of medicinal mushrooms in 
evolutionary history and the known functions of mushrooms today
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• Based on the analysis of the study, proposals for future studies will include clinical trials 
with medicinal mushrooms and human subjects in controlled settings

• These future studies will involve human subjects with illnesses that medicinal mushrooms 
are hypothesized to improve, and they will be experimental and randomly controlled
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This study will improve our current knowledge of how early 
humans used medicinal fungi, which informs the evolutionary 
journey that led to the formation of complex societies of homo 
sapiens. Gaining insight into how mushrooms were utilized in 
the distant past allows scientists to create comparisons with 
mushrooms today, which could provide information on how 
mushrooms have evolved over the course of human evolution. 
Additionally, the analysis from this study creates opportunities 
for further scientific exploration of additional medical functions 
of mushrooms and provides a framework for the study of other 
natural resources. Beyond its implications on scientific 
research, this study’s findings will promote a greater 
appreciation for nature and our connection to it, and a desire 
to conserve the environment and thus the symbiotic 
relationships that have evolved over millions of years. It will 
inform how disruptions to these relationships could be 
detrimental to our own health, and it offers a sustainable 
source of alternative medicine. The author of the study hopes 
that its findings will also destigmatize the usage of mushrooms 
in natural medical therapies.
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