
Great Forgetting Lesson 

Outline by Philip A. Loring 

Assignments:  

Read:  

• “CH10: Nasty, Brutish, and Short.” in Warburton, Nigel. 2011. A Little History of Philosophy. Yale 

University Press 

• “The Tragedy of the Commons.” Hardin, Garrett. 1963. Science. 

• Optional: “The Great Forgetting” in Quinn, Daniel. 1996. The Story of B. 

Activity Summary: 

• Start by asking students to reflect, for 1-2 minutes, on how they understand human nature and 

how it is depicted by Hobbes and Hardin. 

• Discuss, for 10-15 minutes as an open class these two readings. 

• Standing at the board, draw the beginnings of a timeline with two data-points: the publication 

of Leviathan and “Tragedy of the Commons” (can put Adam Smith / Theory of Moral Sentiments 

on here too, if desired to talk about this) 

• If a screen is available, bring up a slide of Java Man and/or the timeline of hominin evolution 

• Add items from the timeline below in an organic way, starting with earlies date of first known 

hominins, and then moving around the timeline Goal here is to illustrate three learning 

outcomes: 

o How little Hobbes and Smith knew of human nature when they wrote their seminal 

texts 

o How long knowledge of our human history would have had to persist, passed down 

orally, and then in written form, by a people who were hostile to an old way of life, 

believed that these origins were “primitive” and uninteresting 

o When we did learn that the social philosophy underpinning our society was based on 

ignorance, what happened? Nothing.  

The great forgetting timeline: 

1.9MYA – First known hominins  

315,000 YA – First known Homo Sapiens 

24,000 YA – Humans to North America 

12,000 YA – Neolithic transition 

3,200 BC – Cuneiform script (first known writing) 

270 BC – Burning of Alexandria Library (maybe) 

1651 AD – Hobbes’ Leviathan 

1759 AD – Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments 

1859 AD – Darwin’s Origin of Species 



1891 AD – Java Man discovered 

1958 AD – Hardin’s Tragedy of the Commons 

1974 AD – Sahlin’s Stone Age Economics 

1999 AD – Berkes’ Sacred Ecology 

 

  


