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Where in the world did humanity 
originate and why does it matter?

B A C KG R O U N D  I N F O R M AT I O N

The famed British explorer Henry Morton  
Stanley popularized the notion of Africa as  
a “dark continent” through his publications 
Through the Dark Continent (1878) and In Darkest 
Africa (1890). Though understood by many as  
a romantic description of a mysterious and  
unexplored land, the term “dark continent”  
both reflected and contributed to the dangerous  
characterization of Africa and its people as  
savage, wild and uncivilized. Such “othering”  
and dehumanization paved the way for centuries 
of racist and exploitative practices, including  
colonization and slavery.

In 1924, anthropologist Raymond Dart was  
involved in the discovery of the Taung child  
in South Africa, the first fossil ever found of  
Australopithecus africanus, an early ancestor  
of modern humans. Dart’s claim that the fossil 
was proof of the evolution of humans in Africa 
was derided by his colleagues, who believed 
that humans likely evolved in Europe and Asia. 
The notion of Africa as a “dark continent” and 
pseudoscientific theories of racial separateness 
blinded the scientific community to the idea  
that “anything as important as the evolution  
of humans could have happened in Africa.”1

Decades later, paleontologists made key discov-
eries advancing our understanding of human 
origin. In 1974, “Lucy” was discovered in Ethiopia, 
and her 3.2 million-year-old skeleton was found 
to be the oldest potential ancestor for all hom-
inid species. Two years later, in Tanzania, Mary 
Leakey and her team uncovered foot tracks of 
early hominids from about 3.7 million years ago. 
These discoveries led to many breakthroughs, 
including the knowledge that hominids became 
bipedal, walking upright on two legs, and that the 
origins of human life began in Africa.

These findings are important not only for their 
contributions to science, but because they chip 
away at centuries of scientific racism claiming 
that the “races” belong to separate lineages and 
that some are inherently superior or inferior to 
others. Evidence unearthed from African fossils 
teach us that there is no genetic basis for mod-
ern notions of race, no “pure” ethnic groups and 
no racial hierarchies. Knowing that we are all 
from Africa helps us to dispel racial myths and to 
use science as a weapon against racism.
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1  PBS Learning Media, “Discovering Human Origins in Africa,” https://ny.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/nvdh-sci-humanorigins/discovering-hu-
man-origins-in-africa

https://ny.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/nvdh-sci-humanorigins/discovering-human-origins-in-africa
https://ny.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/nvdh-sci-humanorigins/discovering-human-origins-in-africa



