MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY PUBLICATION FOR EDUCATORS

VOLUME 31 NO. 1 SPRING 2010

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE HUMAN?

A BEHAVIORAL PERSPECTIVE
by Alison S. Brooks

“...3t would be impossible to fix on any point when the term “man”
ought to be used. ... ... " (Darwin 1871: 230)

new permanent exhibit at the Smithsonian’s Na-
At;onal Museum of Natural History asks the ques-

ion “What does it mean to be human?” Before
there were any fossils to inform us about the roads taken
and not taken on our evolutionary journey, 18" and 19*
century scholars wrestled with the anatomical similarities
between humans and apes, especially, as Darwin noted,
the African apes. Many of the human distinctions these
early scholars cited were behavioral, including language,
tool-making and technology-dependence, culture, use of
fire, a sense of shame, burial of the dead, and a sense of
the sacred. Even today, our anatomy alone may hot suf-
fice to define our genus Homo. Indeed in 1964 one of the
oldest members of our genus, Honzo habilis, was defined
as Homo to a large extent on the basis of the tools found
in association with its bones; the evolutionary or generic
status of the bones themselves remains controversial. As
in the museum’s new exhibit, new approaches to under-

standing our past and defining our species emphasize the
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role of changing human behavior and its relationship to
and possible role in changing our anatomy.

This paper offers a brief summary of key discover-
ies in the fossil record followed by a discussion of be-
havioral characteristics defining modern humans and their
emergence through time. This is followed by a descrip-
tion of the evidence documenting the development of
archaic, Neanderthal, and modern humans, tracing the
evolution of key behaviors from 600 kya to 40 kya (thou-
sands of years ago). Finally, the evidence for the role of
Africa in the gradual evolution of distinctly modern hu-
man behaviors is argued as the paper concludes.

The Fossil Record of Human Evolution

Charles Darwin in his 1871 book, The Descent of Man,
located the likely origination of humans in Africa due to
the geographic distribution and comparable anatomy of
the chimpanzee and gorilla. Other early scholars, how-
ever, thought that our two most distinctive anatomical
features, our large brains and our two-legged gait, had
evolved together and that these changes had happened in
Europe. In Darwin’s time, only a few fossils of Nean-

"2
“’:4 Smithsonian
National Museum of Natural History

,3“)5
































