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Humans’ greatest difference  from other animals is the importance taken by oral, and 
much later written and remote  communication  thanks to the development of a 
highly articulated language. We  know very little about th early stages but our 
language  must have been fully developed at the time a small East-African 
population began a long expansion Out of Africa that slowly but regularly settled the 
whole world, beginning some 60,000 years ago, and reaching the farthest point in 
South America more than 10,000 years ago, but the latest oceanic islands were 
occupied not long ago. It was caused and accompanied by many developments, part 
biological, like that of our brain, and becoming more and more often of “cultural” 
nature:  basically the origin  and spread of new ideas that took the place of genetic 
mutations in directing adaptations, especially for satisfying our needs in terms of the 
challenges offered by food, climate, parasites, etc. Thus cultural evolution started 
competing successfully with the slower biological one for many of our more common 
problems.  Innovations that were  proposed and accepted, however, generated also  
new challenges or opportunities to which natural selection responded, often 
constructively as many examples show. Thus the artificial environment we are 
creating around us, and the possibility of answering new challenges with inventions 
that can spread fast enough but have hidden costs , started causing an overall 
decrease of the  need of responses by natural selection in human evolution, while  
increasing that need by other organisms whose environment and life was seriously 
altered b us, often in ways to which nature could not help them responding in  time . 
It is not  too surprising, therefore,  that during the Out of Africa human expansion the 
fraction of observed differentiation due to natural selection is very small, compared  
with that caused by the other evolutionary factors, which unlike natural selection do 
not cause biological adaptation. Naturally, however, the evolutionary events, 
however determined, that affect probability of survival or fertility are still under the 
control of natural selection, which will always have the last word on the wisdom of 
our cultural choices.  
 
 


