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Lecture #15:  Theories of Human Evolution
What most needs to be explained about human evolution?
Many human characteristics are seen in most other present day primates and so can be assumed to be ancestral traits passed in relatively direct fashion via our primate ancestry.  Such traits include:

a. small number of offspring (usually one) and intense parental care; infants
usually cling to their mothers

b.   living in highly social groups often including members that are not closely

 related to each other

c.  grooming behavior often seems to be involved in social bonding

d. varied facial expressions in many monkeys and apes

e. color vision

f. tendency to rely more on vision as compared to smell

g. hands specialized for grasping and thus differently specialized as compared to

feet (this carried to greater extent in humans as compared to other 

primates, likely related to bipedalism in which hands are not used in

 locomotion)

 Other human traits are not so widely present in other primates, or may be much more highly developed in humans as compared to other primates, or may not be apparent at all.

These include:


a.   sexual receptivity of female not limited to ovulatory phase of cycle (this also

typical of bonobos)


b.   menopause---cessation of reproduction well in advance of the final stages of

 senescence---menopause is universal in women but does not occur in men
 ---it occurs in very few species


c.   longer life span than any other primate

d. hairlessness (hair not a significant factor for thermal insulation in humans)---


 man is the only relatively hairless primate (why has hair been retained in

 some body regions in humans if not for insulation?)

e.   “theory of mind”---the ability to perceive the intentions and moods of other

individuals (this apparent to some extent in chimps)


f.   language (including both a vast number of words and a grammar)

g. highly developed consciousness, including a highly developed ability
to reflect on past experiences, to think about the future, to imagine scenarios, etc.



h.   very highly developed ability to learn from others, often by imitation



i.   an understanding (conceptualization) of birth, life, and death

j. free will (capacity to consider complex alternatives and make
 decisions)

k. highly developed cultures, including moral and ethical systems and
 religions


In his paper “How Did Humans Evolve?: The Uniquely Unique Species”, Richard D. Alexander attempts to develop a theory that might serve as a basis for how many of these uniquely human traits might have evolved.  Alexander proposes that, at some point, intraspecific (within the species) competition between hominins became so intense that they became their own worst enemies (excluding disease); this could lead to selection for larger group sizes and more cooperation within groups to compete with other groups.  This pattern of evolution would place a premium on the evolution of skills in social interactions, including the ability to form coalitions, skills in deception and in detecting deception, etc.
