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Evidence of the accumulation of 

human qualities 
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by 250 ka 

100 ka to present 

TIME EVOLUTIONARY CHANGE 

Increased cultural diversity & 
technological innovation 

Enhanced symbolic behavior 

Complex spatial mapping &  
resource exchange 

by 800 - 400 ka Controlling fire & 
building shelters 

Most rapid increase in 
relative brain size 

Initial advances in stone technology 

Pronounced elongation of the legs 

Simple stone flaking 

Increased range of foods eaten 

Bipedal walking & tree climbing 

Extensive carrying of stones & food 

ka = thousands 
      of years ago 

Ma = millions  
    of years ago 
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Olorgesailie, S. Kenya Rift 
How did early humans adjust to environmental change 

over the past 1 million years? 



Overview of the talk  
 
1. Background to why environmental 

variability provides the critical context 
for human evolution  
 

2. Alternating phases of high/low climate 
variability: A new framework for 
tropical/subtropical African climate  
 

3. Can adaptability evolve? 
 

4. African climate variability linked to the 
origin of Homo sapiens 

 



Potential evolutionary responses to 

environmental change  

Morphological change, 

speciation, extinction  

Onset & spread of novel behaviors 

& ecological interactions  



Olorgesailie:  Rift Valley, southern Kenya 
Kenya 

Olorgesailie 


