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When did we become human?

After more than a decade of digging, researchers
working in Chad have made the fossil discovery of a
lifetime: a nearly complete skull of the oldest and most
primitive member of the human family yet known.
Nicknamed Toumai or “hope of life”, in the local
Goran language, it belongs to an entirely new genus
and species of hominid, Sahelanthropus tchadensis. And
at almost seven million years old, it has taken scientists
several crucial steps closer to the point in time at which
humans and chimpanzees diverged. Yet as is the case
for most spectacular finds, this one raises as many

questions, if not more, than it answers.

For one, until now almost all of the next earliest
hominid fossils unearthed so far have come from East
Africa, leading some scholars to posit that the origin of
humans was essentially an “East Side Story.” Toumai,
however comes from central Africa. And then there’s
his (the skull is thought to be that of male) surprising
combination of primitive and advanced features. Char-
acteristics of the face and teeth clearly align Toumai
with hominids, say team leader Michael Brunet of the
University of Poitiers in France and his colleagues. But
the braincase is comparable in size to that of a small
ape. (Whether or not Toumai and his kind were
bipedal remains a matter of uncertainty. No skeletal
elements have been found, but features on the base of

the skull and the face resemble those of known bipedal
hominids.)

As the oldest hominid on record, S.tchadensis could
be the ancestor of all later hominids including us
according to Brunet and his collaborators, who
announced their discovery today in the journal Nature.
2 Epoch Explorer
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But that will be difficult to prove, cautions Bernard
Wood of George Washington University in an accom-
panying commentary. “My prediction is that S.ichadensis

(3]

is just the tip of an iceberg ™ of taxonomic diversity

during hominid evolution 5-7million years ago,” he

writes. Whatever the case, it seems certain that this find

will have a tremendous impact on the study of human
origins. “It’s a lot of emotion to have in my hand the
beginning of the human lineage,” Brunet muses. “I
have been looking for this for so long.”
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What is it to be human?

Part of what it means to be human is how we became
human. Over a long period of time, as early as humans
adapted to a changing world, they evolved certain
characteristics that help define our species today.
[Walking Upright] The earliest humans climbed trees
and walked on the ground. This flexibility helped
them get around in diverse habitats and cope with
changing climates.

[Tools & Foods] Early humans butchered large animals |

at least 2.6 million years ago. By at least 500,000 years
ago, early humans made wooden spears and used them
to kill large animals.

[Brains] As early humans faced new environmental

changes and evolved bigger bodies, they evolved larger
and complex brains.
[Social Life] Sharing food, caring for infants, and

building social networks helped our ancestors meet

the daily challenges of their environments.

[Languages & Symbols] From pigments to printing
presses, symbols changed the way humans lived and
provided new ways to cope with an unpredictable
world. Modern humans used color, words, and sound
to produce the artifacts. The ability to plan, record
information and communicate helped humans survive
as climates fluctuated strongly. Ultimately, words and
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symbols led to language and the richness of modern
human life.

[Humans Changed the World] Within just the past
12,000 years, our species, Homo sapiens, made the tran- . transition : #47
5 sition to producing food and changing our surround-
ings. We have been so successful that we have inadver-

inadvertently : o os
tently created a turning point in the history of life on  FH5T 2B

earth.
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Q Exercises

m ROENZNORIHNAEANDABTEEG>TUNRET, So>TWEEINEFZE () [T

ALEEL,
( ) 1. Toumai has both human-like and ape-like features.
( ) 2. No scientists doubt the claim that Toumai is hominid.

( ) 3. Traditionally, it is thought that humans originated in the west
of Africa.

( ) 4. The researcher who found Toumai believes that he is the
oldest hominid.

( ) b. The earliest humans only walked on the ground instead of
climbing trees.
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Neanderthals are our best (" ) extinct relatives. Researchers
have many theories as to why Neanderthals may have died out; from
disease, warfare, competition for food, or (* ) changes. Some
argue that (* ) modern humans interbred with Neanderthals
and (" ) absorbed them. However, a genome study
& ) today, suggests that this is not the case. Neanderthals are
not our (° ) ancestors. One of the reasons why modern
humans survived Neanderthals is that we acquired language. The
(" ) figure shows the difference in the structure of the vocal
tract between modern humans and Neanderthals, which means that
Neanderthals didn’t have the possibility to develop (* )
language system. But the ability to speak cost us the ability to swallow and
breathe at the same time. While speaking, the voice box drops, so food
could get (* ) in the larynx. Infants are able to do this,
because they don't have a (* ) larynx.
(genome: 7/ A, H5EMOFOBEHMOT T, )
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