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Introduction 

 The study of man’s origins has long been a most 

controversial field of endeavor. Besides being an e xtremely 

emotion-provoking subject to many people, a scarcit y of evidence 

leaves the field open to conjecture on a large scal e. Recently, 

traditional views of the origins of man have been s omewhat 

overwhelmed by the rather unorthodox views of such people as 

Desinond Morris, Robert Ardrey, and Lionel Tiger an d Robin Fox. 

All of these people have conjectured on a grand sca le concerning 

man’s evolution. The orientation of such books as T he Naked Ape 

and African Genesis  to the general public has perhaps served to 

draw more severe criticism from some scientists tha n might have 

occurred if Morris and Ardrey had limited themselve s to more 

scholarly works. A popular orientation, however, do esn’t 

necessarily serve to negate the scientific worth of  such 



speculations. Morris’, Ardrey’s, and Tiger’s and Fo x’s works 

should be examined in the light of the present know ledge of 

man’s emergence and perhaps some of their ideas inc orporated. In 

this paper I will not hesitate to use any of the sp eculations of 

these authors. 

 On the other hand, I came across Elaine Morgan’s a rticle 

The Descent of Woman  in McCall’s  magazine. Morgan’s work cannot 

only not be called good science; it’s questionable whether this 

sort of treatment can be called science at all. All  theories of 

man’s origins are necessarily post hoc, but only Mo rgan’s, of 

all that I have reviewed,, is so subjective and obv iously 

twisted about to suit a particular point of view. (  e.g. “Now 

that she was getting wet all of the time, what use was the use 

of all that icky fur?) Morgan has done Sir Alister Hardy a 

disservice, and we should too, if we gave credence to such an 

unscientific piece of literature. 

 

Origins 

 Desmond Morris has characterized man as a “naked a pe” 

(1967). This characterization is Morris’ way of poi nting out 

that we are primates— and rather unique primates at  that. Our 

uniqueness stems from a divergence from other prima te stock that 

may date from five million years before present. Th e date for 

the earliest australopithecine fossil found has bee n set at 



three million years before present (Science News , No. 2, 1974); 

this was a creature (of perhaps a man) which had al ready evolved 

an upright gait and a large brain, as well as the a bility to 

make and use tools. Quite possibly these protohuman s had aiready 

developed a language, and there is speculation-- al though no 

direct evidence-- that they used fire. 

 Our primateness is all-important. Our primate heri tage 

preadapted us in many ways for the later developmen t of human 

characteristics once our ancestral apes ventured fr om the forest 

(Morris, 1967). An arboreal lifestyle fostered deve lopment of 

grasping hands and stereoscopic vision. Braciation forced 

development of the brain because increasing coordin ation became 

necessary. A social system of some complexity devel oped. All of 

these traits are inmortant and perhaps essential fo r the 

evolution of man. 

 

Leaving the Trees  

 At what point and for what reasons our ancestors l eft the 

forest are unknown. Conjectures have implied that c hanges in 

diet or perhaps climactic changes were responsible (Morris, 

1967). John Napier (1967) has suggested that our an cestors did 

not move to open grassland, as had been previously thought 

(Morris, 1967), but instead moved to woodland savan nah, and 

perhaps only gradually left the trees. Once on the ground, 



however, our primate characteristics set the stage for 

development of the traits that would eventually res ult in Homo 

sapiens . It was once thought that an increase in brain siz e 

coupled with developnent of an upright posture free d the hands 

for tool use. Morris (1967) has suggested that tool  use may have 

forced acquisition of an upright stance and an incr ease in brain 

size; i.e. the use of tools nay have been a causal factor in 

both increasing brain size and the development of a n upright 

posture. 

 Along with a change in environment, the protohuman s 

underwent a change in diet. Primates have been know n to kill 

small animals and occasionally scavenge (DeVore, 19 65). Living 

on the ground probably involved more oppurtunities to indulge in 

this type of behavior than did living in the trees.  Raynond Dart 

(1953) first put forth the hypothesis that these pr otohumans 

becane killer apes. In this light, bipedalism may h ave evolved 

as a means of catching prey (Ardrey, 1961). It’s do ubtful that 

our ancestors were ever completely carnivorous, but  hunting came 

to play an important role in the lives of protohuma ns. Searching 

and gathering also must have played an important pa rt in the 

activities of our predecessors. 

 The evolution of an upright stance caused many phy sical 

changes in the protohurnans (see fig. 1). These cha nges included 

elongation of the hind limbs relative to the foreli mbs, 



shortening and broadening of the pelvis, reshaping of the foot, 

muscular changes which served to stabilize the trun k, and 

straightening of both hip and knee (Napier, l967; C ampbell, 

1966). 

 Unfortunately, the optimum reshaping of the pelvis  for 

purposes of locomotion is inadequate for purposes o f childbirth, 

and the optimum shaping of the pelvis for childblrt h is 

inadequate for purposes of locomotion. It was neces sary for the 

female protohumans to achieve a workable compromise  to allow 

both effective locomotion and childbirth (Aloock, l 97S)~ The 

results of this compromise can be seen by watching any woman 

walk. Women must rotate their pelvis more than men as they walk; 

this is inefficient but necessary. Women sacrificed  some 

locomotory efficiency in order to give birth. 

 Other steps were taken in reaching this compromise . The 

pelvic region of females responds to hormonal level s which occur 

near the end of pregancy by becoming quite elastic;  that is, 

cartilage which connects the pelvic bones to one an other allows 

them to move apart to some extent, facilitating del ivery. 

Shortly after childbirth, the bones move back into place and the 

cartilage hardens. But perhaps the most fascinting deveiopment 

has been the degree to which human infants are born  in an 

underdeveloped state as compared to other primates.  This is 

called neoteny (Morris has suggested that man is ha irless 



because even as an adult be is in a neotenous state ). 

 Young humans typically take much longer to mature than 

other apes, and are more helpless from birth (Wilso n, l975). [1]  

There may be several reasons,for this. One has to d o with birth-

- if the child is born in an immature state, he may  be smaller 

than if he were more developed and hence may pass t hrough the 

birth canal easier. The other reason has to do with  learnig. As 

the brain increased in size, protohominids began to  rely 

more on learning and less on instinct. Neoteny forc es the child 

to be more dependent upon his parents than he might  otherwise be 

and serves, in the case of man, at least, to extend  the 

childhood period; the chid has more time to learn b efore he is 

able to operate on his own. Hopefully, he will lear n how to stay 

out of trouble and live to pass on his genes. Jerom e Bruner 

(1972) has said that neoteny characterizes all prim ates, but 

certainly man has developed this trait more fully t han any other 

primate. 

 

The motter-child bond 

 Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox, in their book The Impe ria1 

Animal , propose that the mother—child bond precedes all o thers 

and is the bond upon which all others build. The ph ysical 

dependency of the child on the mother for milk is a n early and 

important development, and Harlow’s (1962) experime nts suggest 



an emotional bond of some sort. [2]  The mother-child bond may be 

very intense in jumanns due to the inordinately lon g time in 

which it is in effect. Tiger and Fox (1971) suggest  that customs 

concerning kinship and marriage originated to prote ct the 

mother—child relationship. This supposes that the f emale is the 

principal caretaker of the child. There is evidence  that females 

react more strongly than males to newborn infants ( Wickler, 

1972). Siine biologigal constraints dictate that it  is the wanan 

who must breastfeed the child, it is likely that wo men early 

adopted the role of caretaker. 

 

Hunting 

 Now we go back to the protohtzmans’ newly develope d 

interest in hunting. Hunting is a strenuous activit y, and it 

tends to be an uncertain form of food-getting. Ther e are good 

and bad seasons. It is much less strenuous and dang erous, and 

perhaps mor e fruitful, if hunting is done by group s rather than 

by individuals. Considering the already extant soci al system in 

our ancestor apes, it’s likely that they hunted in bands from 

the very time they learned to hunt. But alternate s ources of 

food were needed. It doesn’t seem unlikely that a s exual 

dichotomy would arise in which the men would do the  hunting,, or 

at least most of the hunting. The mother would be h ampered in 

the hunt by her children, and the children would be  exposed to 



unnecessary dangers. This type of division of labor  may have 

originated millions of years ago, and may have rema ined 

relatively stable for thousands of generations, wit h men doing 

the hunting, both sexes gathering food, and the wom en caring for 

the younger children. 

 

Pair bonding 

 The dependency of the female on the male when the male is 

engaged in a major food-getting activity such as hu nting should 

be as apparrent as the male’s dependency upon the f emale for 

food she nay have gathered while he was off on an u nsuccessful 

hunt. Both must be assurred that sharing will occur  if either 

has hard luck. It would be to the advantage of both  sexes to 

form lasting relationships in which each individual  could depend 

upon at least one member of the opposite sex to sha re food with. 

Such lasting relationships are called pair bonds (N orris, 1967; 

Alcock, 1975; Reynolds, 1968) [3]  The formation of pair bonds 

does not imply monogamy or any other gamy; it does imply that 

the tendency to form such long—lasting relationship s between the 

sexes is genetically programmed. 

 

Discussion 

 I have attempted to show how pair—bonding and divi sion of 

labor between the sexes may have hereditary compone nts due to 



evolutionary factors. I feel that I must play the d evil’s 

advocate a bit here: Margaret Mead found three comp letely 

different cultures of humans living within a very s hort distance 

of one another in New Zealand (1935). [4]  There were rather 

dramatic differences in sex roles in the three cult ures, and it 

seemed unlikely that genetic differences could acco unt for those 

differences. John Alcock (1975) has made a rather h eroic attempt 

to explain the differences in terms of heredity, an d succeeds in 

forcing the issue into a stalemate. 

 To what extent behavior is hereditary and to what extent it 

is learned will probably always be an unresolved pr oblem, but I 

have been convinced from studying animal behavior t hat nature 

plays an important part in behavior. Pair—bonding a nd sexual 

division of labor almost certainly have hereditary components. 

 I have also attempted to show how evolution has in teracted 

with the social structure of protohumans to produce  human 

behavior. If man had been asocial he almost certain ly would 

never have become man. His social nature played an important 

part in shaping his development. 

 

Implications 

 If pair—bonding and sexual division of labor are p rimarily 

or even partly hereditary, then perhaps we can come  closer to 

understanding ourselves in our social context. It c ould not he 



easy to fight millions of years of evolution. Only by gaining as 

complete a knowledge of ourselves as we can attain will we be 

able to overcome such obstacles as sexual discrimin ation. By 

understanding the origins of such discrimination we  can better 

combat it.



Notes 

1. For a discussion and comparison of the develpine nt of the 

young chimpanzee, see Wilson (1975), pp. 347—348. 

 

2. See Appendix A for a synopsis of the work of Har low with 

infant monkeys. 

 

3. Morris has speculated that human females are sex ually 

receptive at all times because of the pair bond. Co nstant sexual 

access discourages infidelity. It is interesting th at of all 

primates only humans lack an estrous cycle in which  the female 

is receptive only at certain times. Morris also hyp othesizes 

that humans have sex front-to-front, again unique i n all 

primates (with the exception of some anecdotal evid ence with 

chimpanzees) because of the pair bond. 

 

4. See Appendix B for a synopsis of the work of Mea d’s 1935 

work. 

 

 

* Appendices A and B from Alcock
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