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This paper presents a consistently materialist theory of human origins which integrates the insights ofMarx and Engels with more modern fact and theory from the fossil record, comparative primatology,and the synthetic theory of bio-evolution. According to the labor theory, neither culture, cognition, norcommunication is the essential, distinctive attribute of humanity. Rather, these are all derivative of amore basic attribute, social labor. Humanity began when certain pongid populations began to producetheir own subsistence and therefore to reproduce themselves as human beings, Through social labor, theearliest humans placed themselves on an evolutionary trajectory that led to the emergence of the"higher" human attributes, including more complex cognitive systems, symbolic communication,magico-religious belief systems, and ethical and aesthetic sensibilities.

Men became accustomed to explain their actions as arising out of thoughts instead of their needs (whichin any case are reflected and perceived in the mind); and so in the course of time there emerged thatidealistic world outlook which, especially since the fall of the woal of antiquity, has dominated men'sminds. It still rules them to such a degree that even the most materialistic natural scientists of theDarwinian school are still unable to form any clear idea of the origin of man, because under thisideological influence they do not recognize the part that has been played therein by labor (Engels,'72:258-259).

The question of human origins is not simply a matter for physical anthropologists and humanPaleontologists. It is also a central problem for general anthropology, for the questions raised bya consideration of human origins have a very direct relevance not only for more general theoriesof human social organization and culture but also for contemporary politics (cf. Fried, '73:57-58;Harris, '75:4-5), What is the distinctive feature of humanity that sets us off from the animalkingdom? How did this characteristic arise? 'What is the significance of this distinction forunderstanding living sociocultural systems?
The answers to these questions too frequently reflect "that idealistic world outlook" aboutwhich Engels complained a century ago, for cultural idealism continues to exert a powerful

(influence on anthropological thought on human origins as well as living cultural systems (cf.Buettner-Janusch '57, '66:ix-x, 3-4; Harris, '68; McCown and Kennedy, '72:462; Trigger,'67:167). There is a certain commonsense appeal, particularly forintellectuals to the view thatthe human essence lies in our ability to engage in conceptual thought, to reason, or to acquire
r

culture. But the fact that we, as people, subjectively feel this to be true does not mean that it is.Indeed, the purpose of this article is to argue that the so-called "higher faculties" of humanbeings which we, quite properly, value so greatly are in fact not the essential, distinctive featureof humanity but are rather derivative of a more basic, more essential attribute: socialproduction. As Marx and Engels ('47:7) noted over a century ago,
Men can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything else you like. Theythemselves begin to distinguish themselves from animals as soon as they begin to produce their means ofsubsistence ('47:7).
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This idea is also found in embryonic form in the German philosopher Herder (18O3:152455 cf.

Dobzhansky, '62: 191-192) and the ancient Greek thinker, Anaxagoras (Novack, '73:34). Darwin

also noted the importance of tool use in human origins ('36:434), but this materialist 'ead was not

followed up, and anthrop6logical thinking on human origins failed to provide any coherent

theory of human origins throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Since about 1950, however, a variety of factors, among which should be included the rejection

of the PUtdown forgery (Weiner, '55), the "new physical anthropology" (Washburn, '51), the

acceptance of the south African australopithecine material as ancestral to modern humans, the

new emphasis on field studies of primates, and the spectacular fossil discoveries in East Africa

by the Leakeys and others, have resulted in the emergence of new materialist views of human
origins. The most important of these is the tool use theory. As stated by Washburn and Howell,

It would now appear . that the large size of the brain of certain hominids was a relatively late

development and that the brain evolved due to new selective pressures after bipedalism and consequent

upon the use of tools. The tool-using, ground living, hunting way of life created the large human brain
rather than a large-brained man discovering new ways of life. The authors believe this conclusion is the

most important result of the recent fossil hominid discoveries, and is the one which carries far-reaching

implications for the interpretation of human behavior and its origins.. . The important point is that the
size of the brain, insofar as it can be measured by cranial capacity, has increased threefold subsequent to

the use and manufacture of tools ('60:49-50, cf. Washburn, '60).

This, of course, is a return to the materialism of Darwin. It is also a return to the materialism of

Marx and Engels, for,
Tools are the products of labor as well as the instruments of labor . . Since Zinianthropits made tools

according to a set pattern, this signifies that he was engaged in systematic labor activities (Reed '63:82).

The priority of Marx and Engels in this regard, although noted by a few anthropologists (Cook,

'73; Fans, '75; Leacock, '72; Ruyle, '76; Trigger, '67), Marxists (Novack, '73; Reed, '63), and others

(GouM, '75), has not been generally appreciated by physical anthropologists (but is noted by

Holloway, '69:399).
Subsequent to the resurgence of the tool use theory, there have been a number of competing

theories proposed, most notably the group cohesiveness theory (Holloway, '67, '68), and the seed

eater theory (C. Jolly, '70). significantly, however, these theories have also been materialist as
their authors have attempted to root them in the synthetic theory of evolution. These theories,
however, are at best partial ones (as was that of Marx and Engels). The purpose of this paper is

to integrate them into a 'arger theory which will state more systematically the relationship
between the human dependence on social labor and the emergence of those attributes which we

as humans see as the most basic aspects of our human existence: our ability to reason, to
converse, and to set aside our petty egotistic concerns in favor of what we see as larger, more
important ends.

THE THERMODYNAMIC BASE OF SOCIETY

In order to understand the origins of humanity from what are essentially nonhuman, ape-like
ancestors, one must employ a conceptual framework which is cross-specifically applicable. It is

all very well to say, as does the author of a recejit textbook, that tculture was invented between
two and 2.5 million years ago," but this doesnt get us very far in understanding why it was
ccinvented. The culture concept, as it is usually employed by anthropologists, is species-specific
and cannot shed much light on human origins and the relationship of eaHy hominids to pongids

It has been suggested that human sociocultural systems are best understood in ecological
perspective (Vayda and Rappaport, '68; Richardson and McEvoy, '76), and I suggest that human
evolution is best approached using an ecological framework.

Ecosystems are composed of three kinds of entities, matter, energy, and information, which
interact in space and time (Richardson and McEvoy, '76:xi). Looking at these in an autec6logical
framework, matter includes the population of the given species and its biotic and abiotic
environment. The environment contains use values, resources, and hazards, Use values are






















































