
Human evolution factsheet

humans, chimpanzees, gorillas and orang-utans and all their immediate ancestors.
• Hominin – refers to the group consisting of modern humans, extinct human species and all our  

immediate ancestors (including members of the genera Homo, Australopithecus, Paranthropus and  
Ardipithecus).

In this factsheet we will be discussing the evolution of hominins. For more information on hominids, see 
the factsheet: Where do you come from?

The name of our species, Homo sapien, means ‘wise man’. 
Fossil records tell us that we’ve been around for about 
200,000 years. But fossil records also tell us that our 
ancestors have been around for much, much longer.  
Although these fossil records give us a pretty good idea of 
how we evolved, there are still plenty of gaps in our story 
and many more fossils needed to fill those gaps.

First some definitions - 

• Hominid – refers to the group consisting of all  
modern and extinct Great Apes, such as modern  

Australopithecus

Scientists are fairly sure that the early group Australopithecus 
are ancestral to our genus Homo. This group contains at least six 
species of ‘ape-men’. The most likely candidate for the ancestor 
to the Homo genus is believed to be Australopithecus arafensis 
which lived in East Africa about 3.7 million to 2.5 million years 
ago.

Fossil records tell us that Australopithecus arafensis was about 
1.3 metres tall and weighed about 30 kg. Their brains were 
about the size of a chimpanzee and they walked on two legs  
(bipedal). We know this because of the shape of their pelvis and 
the carrying angle of the femur, which is the inward slope of each  

It is believed that Australopithecus would 
have looked something like this.

femur towards the knee. A carrying angle means the knees are closer together than the hips, making  
upright walking easier and more efficient.

This species is one of the best known of our ancestors due to a fairly complete fossil skeleton of a female 
nicknamed ‘Lucy’ and a set of fossilised footprints, the Laetoli footprints found in Tanzania. 
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Homo ergaster (or Homo erectus) evolved about 1.9 million years ago. This species had a tall, long-legged 
body, with a flatter face, a projecting nose and a larger brain. These features suggest that this species was 
well along the evolutionary path leading to modern humans, even though it still possessed a number of 
intermediate features. 

An important example of this species is known as Turkana Boy. Turkana Boy is about 1.5 million 
years old, and appeared to be between 9 and 12 years old when he died. Had he lived to be an adult 
it is assumed he would have grown to be 1.85 metres tall. He has a tall, slender body, and was well  
adapted to walking long distances. Almost all his skeleton (90%) was recovered, making him an excellent 
specimen for study. 

Homo rudolfensis

There is another candidate for our ancestor at this time. Homo rudolfensis could be on the line from  
Australopithecines to humans, however, we only have one skull and no bones, making further analysis and 
classification difficult.

Homo heidelbergensis

Another fossil group that may be in the line to modern humans is Homo heidelbergensis. This group 
may have evolved from Homo ergaster in Africa about 300,000 to 600,000 years ago but then moved 
out of Africa into Europe. Fossil records for this species from Africa are older than those found in  
Europe. They tell us they were tall with strongly built bodies, had relatively flat faces but did not have the 
pointed chins typical of modern humans. They lived and worked in co-operative groups, hunted large  
animals and made a variety of tools including stone hand axes and wooden spears set with stone  
spearheads. 

Homo habilis and Homo ergaster – early genus Homo

The earliest know members of our own Homo genus - Homo  
habilis - date from about 2.4 to 1.4 million years ago. The name 
habilis means ‘handy’ or ‘skillful’, referring to the stone tools were 
found near its fossil remains. It is assumed that this species had 
developed the ability to modify stone into tools.

Homo habilis and Homo ergaster appear to have lived at about 
the same time. If this is the case then we know that they cannot 
both be ancestors to our species. Comparisons between these 
two fossil species and modern Homo sapiens suggest that Homo 
ergaster is much more likely to be our ancestor.

Homo ergaster
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Key points

• Hominid – refers to the group consisting of all modern and extinct Great Apes.
• Hominin – refers to the group consisting of modern humans, extinct human species and all our  

immediate ancestors.
• Scientists believe that Australopithecus are ancestral to our genus Homo. The most famous  

examples of Australopithecus are the almost complete fossil of ‘Lucy’ and a set of fossilized  
footprints in Tanzania, the Laetoli footprints.

• The earliest know members of our own Homo genus are believed to be Homo habilis and Homo  
ergaster.

• An important example of Homo ergaster is known as Turkana Boy.
• Homo sapiens migrated out of Africa and travelled around the whole Earth, replacing all other forms of 

Homo that existed elsewhere, including Homo neanderthalensis.
• The first Australians are believed to be a recent group of Homo sapiens who travelled through South-

east Asia. 

Homo sapiens

Once in Europe Homo heidelbergensis appears to have evolved into Homo neanderthalensis, although it 
may have evolved into Homo sapiens in Africa. We do know that Homo sapiens (that’s us!) migrated out 
of Africa and travelled around the whole Earth, replacing all other forms of Homo that existed elsewhere, 
including the Neanderthals, Homo neanderthalensis.

The first Australians

The most widely accepted viewpoint is that the first  
humans to settle in Australia were a recent group of Homo 
sapiens who travelled through South-east Asia. Recent 
DNA analysis tells us that these people belonged to a  
single genetic lineage and were the descendants of a  
population that originated in Africa. This is supported 
by the fossil evidence, which shows a range of physical  
variation that would be expected in a single,  
geographically widespread population.
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Further resources

http://australianmuseum.net.au/human-evolution

http://youtu.be/ROwKq3kxPEA

Image sources

Australopithecus

“Australopithecus afarensis”. Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons - http://commons.wiki-
media.org/wiki/File:Australopithecus_afarensis.JPG#mediaviewer/File:Australopithecus_afarensis.JPG

Homo ergaster

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/sciencenow/0303/02-mya-nf.html
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