Introduction


Humans are silly creatures. We go to war with each other and kill thousands of people every year due to disputes which can be resolved in a easier and just less brutal manner. Yet we all come from the same place. Religion, color, ideals, none of that really makes a difference because we all went through thousands of years of hardship to become what we are.  Why do we always seem to be looking for something to kill though, as we might have done with the Homo Sapiens Neanderthalis (and many other creatures over the years)? We proved time and time again that as a race we are able to face pretty much any enemy and come up on top, but how did we get the necessary weapons and tools to do so, and for that matter, what started our ascent to the top?  We also seem to be very interested in anything and everything that even slightly appears to be a predecessor to humans, I guess we take ourselves a little too seriously.  One question that should be asked is whether or not we could have made it to where we are without brains the size of a small dog. I plan on looking into these questions in depth and providing some answers.

Did Homo Sapiens Sapiens kill off the Homo Sapiens Neanderthalis?


It has been proven that the Neanderthals and the Homo Sapiens co-existed at some point. Between 36 500 years ago and 35 000 years ago, Homo Neanderthalis and Homo Sapiens lived together in France. After 35 000 years ago however, the Neanderthals disappeared. The question still remains how did they disappear. One theory is that they interbreeded and intermingled with homo-sapiens, but that theory has been discredited. There have been blood surveys of thousands of Europeans and no trace of Neanderthal genes were found in any of the samples. Another theory is that the harsh conditions finally did them in. I think that theory is not really plausible because if they could survive through the harshest part of the ice age (which came and left before Neanderthals went extinct), then they can survive the conditions after the ice age.  One more theory is that the Homo Sapiens wiped them out, which seems like the most believable theory.


Homo Neanderthalis lived with Homo Sapiens for over a thousand years without intermingling. This shows that they were not on great terms with one another. Lack of intermingling means that they feared one another. This is why I believe that the Homo Sapiens probably wiped out the Neanderthals because it is our nature to do so. There is evidence that shows that the Sapiens had better clothing, better shelters and better weapons. The Neanderthals were stronger and bigger than the Sapiens and this would have made them a big threat to the Sapiens. They did not share territory therefore the Homo Sapiens had to take territory from the Neanderthalis to grow their territory. This means that they probably fought over it a lot.  The Neanderthals had the strength advantage but the Sapiens used their superior weapons to defeat them and over a period of 1000+ years they must have wiped them out (as we have for so many other species).

How can such a small brain think so big?

Many scientists who have studied the phenomenon of the homo Floresiensis that it is a shrunken version of the Homo Erectus. Homo Erectus and Homo Floresiensis have very similar skull shapes and tooth development, but it seems more likely to me that an early homo erectus, perhaps one which was not fully evolved from homo Habilis ended up on that little island on Flores.

In the place where the skull and the jawbone of the Flores was found, there were also many sophisticated tools found. The discovery of those tools is baffling because their brain size would have been 350 cc, which is much smaller than their cousins the erectus. How could a animal with the brain size of a chimp have the ability to create tools which thus far were believed to be within the capabilities of only Homo sapiens. The answer I believe is very complicated and stems from many environmental causes which all led to the massive shrinking of the Flores’ brain. 

At a certain point, Homo Habilis began to migrate from the south of Africa to the north and eventually to the east. During this time the changes from Homo Habilis to Homo Erectus began taking place (eg. Growing in limb length, brain size, tooth shape etc…). As the descendants of Homo Habilis began to reach Indonesia, they somehow found themselves on islands (like the island of Flores). Because they had not had time to fully grow their brain size from Homo Habilis’s 500-650 cc to Homo Erectus’s 750-1250 cc’s, their brains were probably on the smaller side of the 750-1250 cc’s but maintained a shorter stature (perhaps a little taller than a meter).

 Now being on an island they were completely cut off from the rest of the world and the isolation sometimes forces odd evolutionary changes to occur. Larger animals, which used their size primarily as a defense mechanism began to grow smaller from lack of large enemies and lack of food to nourish their large bodies, and smaller animals grew larger due to the need to defend themselves better (less hiding spots).  These animals changed in size but were still able to do most or all of the tasks they were able to do beforehand. Flores did sort of the same thing. They shrunk in size (from taller than a meter to slightly under a meter). The island environment also did not provide enough food for the sustenance of a larger brain (which is hugely energy expensive) and the brain had to shrink. 

Evidence shows that the frontal lobes, which control abstract thought and application (creativity, imagination) were highly developed. This I think is crucial to the explanation of why they were so smart for such small brains. The frontal lobe is one that is very crucial to our survival, so natural selection would not “allow” it to degrade, but the temporal lobe (which controls memory) might not have been so large in the Floresiensis brain. Human memory has so far been shown to be limitless in how much you can remember, but who is to say that the Flores were the same way. Perhaps their memory was long but could only remember fewer things, or perhaps their memory was less longterm but could remember what they needed to know. Chimps are known to have adequate memory even for their small brains. They can differentiate and remember the difference between people, events and things. If the Homo Florensis had a memory like chimpanzees , there would have been some space for the continued development (or lack of degradation) of the frontal lobe which I believe would be evolved because it is more crucial for survival. Also because they were smaller, their Cerebellum (controls muscle coordination and balance) would have also been smaller because less muscle, less need for muscle coordination. 

These factors would have been necessary for the brain reduction, but they are not enough. The last factor which could have aided in the shrinking of the brain could have been limits. So far we have not been able to record limits on the human brain’s potential.  Each individual person uses some parts of their brain more than others at different times, and some parts of each brain is more developed with each different person, but no one has used the full potential of their brains. Perhaps Homo Floresienses simply had less potential. They could see rocks and turn them into tools, but maybe they didn’t have any sense of numbers or their emotions were just very basic and in their environment, they probably had to use a lot more of their brain potential to survive because their conditions were harsher than ours (what you get for relying on your brain to survive).  

What was more important in our evolution, upright walking or opposable thumbs?

Throughout our history we have had many very significant changes which have been crucial to the human race becoming what we are today. So what started it all? What was our most crucial evolutionary step? There is evidence which shows that the earliest hominid fossils we have found have had the ability to walk upright and had opposable thumbs (mostly for climbing trees)

Upright walking was very crucial for the Homo evolution. Upright walking made our transportation more efficient. This meant we could forage more food and decreased the area which the sun would heat us up in the hot and dry savannah weather. As a result our brain size grew. We began to travel more and our diet became better, and eventually we learned that we could control fire and that it made food more nutritious. This gave us many more nutrients and as a result our brain size grew even more.


On the other hand opposable thumbs became an important evolutionary characteristic when our brain sizes began to grow. They allowed us to throw rocks at enemies and carry things when we turned bipedal but when our brain grew we began to learn how to make tools and control fire, for which the opposable thumb was crucial. It allowed us not only to make and use the weapons and tools but also in the control of fire and food preparation (which was vital in the steps towards growing large brains).


Although our thumbs were necessary for many aspects of our evolution, I believe that upright walking was the most important evolutionary change.  Animals have had opposable thumbs for longer than we had upright walking so they could cling on to trees. It was when we began walking upright exclusively that our opposable thumbs proved to be a hugely useful characteristic.

Conclusion


From extinctions of entire races to hobbit sized critters, hominids have been through a lot over the years. After taking such a long look at the past though I think it is time to look into the future. We have come now to a point where natural selection is no longer a force which affects us. We do not need to fight to survive anymore, because even if you are someone who will sit on their bum all day and not do anything, there will be another human to just simply hand out the necessities. All of this raises the question of where is our next step? Natural Selection cannot occur so where will evolution take us?  We could began to devolve from our current states, lose muscle tissue, shorten our limbs etc… It has come to the point where even if you are brilliant you could end up not surviving so the future seems impossible to predict. On the other hand nature always seems to move forward, not backwards. Perhaps in ruling out natural selection we took evolution into our own hands. I guess we now have to play the waiting game and see if our next evolutionary step will come from humans, or from nature.

