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The Extinction of The Homo Erectus 
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One of the most completed Homo Erectus 

skeletons ever found 

Homo-Erectus Background 
 

The Homo Erectus fossils are the oldest to have been 

discovered by man. Interestingly, the body proportions 

are similar to those of modern-day humans, with some 

slight differences. They possess elongated legs, shorter 

arms, and a similar shaped torso. These features 

indicate they had the ability to travel long distances on 

foot. Their height seemed to range from 4 – 6 feet, and 

weight varied between 88 - 150 pounds. The first 

fossils of the Homo Erectus were found in Indonesia in 

1891. It was named Pithecanthropus erectus, which 

meant ‘erect ape-man'. The species had the smallest 

brain of any discovered human species thus far. There 

are still many questions that are unanswered regarding 

the species, (Smithsonian 2020).  

 

 

An elderly man in the species of Homo Erectus. 

Not in excellent shape which means his social 

group most likely took care of him. 

 

Location: Ngandong in central Java 

The Investigation: What Led to Extinction? 

 

So, what led to this historical extinction? This has 

been controversial between scientist for years. The 

last known evidence of the species was in the 1930s 

in central Java. The age was thought to fall between 

27,000 to 550,000 year ago. While the earliest 

evidence of modern humans lays between 63,000 to 

73,000 years ago. Does this mean our species could 

have been the reason the Homo Erectus was driven 

extinct?  

This theory was continued in a further study in which 

researchers continued to look throughout the 

Ngandong site. Modern dating techniques were 

brought in to pinpoint what the fossils exact age was. 

The fossils were confirmed to date between 108,000 

and 117,000 years old, which would not overlap with 

modern humans as previously thought, (Choi 2019).  

 

 

Others suggest that the Homo Erectus was “lazy” 

meaning that their survival skills were simple and 

used little effort in doing tasks. Research at a site at 

Saffaquah, Saudi Arabia by Dr. Ceri Shipton 

suggested that the Homo erecutus did not adapt to 

their environment. Evidence at the site concluded that 

they had resources around them to improve tools, but 

as the environment changed, they used the same tools 

and strategies of survival regardless. This could be a 

factor in why the species went to extinct, (Walker 

2018). 

Overall, there are many things that could have taken 

place to aid in the extinction, although evidence 

points to a few more probable reasons.  
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EXTINCTION 

More Questions… 

Why Did Modern Humans Survive Over the Homo-Erectus? 

HOMO-ERECTUS 

How Do We Know that Modern 

Humans Did Not Exist with the 

Homo-Erectus? 

 

The Homo Erectus is considered a 

direct ancestor of modern 

humans, but it was concluded we 

did not coexist with them in the 

past. The Solo River Terrace 

Project, taking place in Ngandong 

and Njar, shows Homo Erectus 

went extinct before humans 

arrived. These were two sites “in 

the 20-meter terrace of the Solo 

River”.  

There has been many fossils 

discovered there throughout time. 

The dating technique was used by 

taking the teeth of the Homo 

Erectus to discover the age.   

Scientists determined that old 

remains and young remains were 

not mixed due to the observation 

of the animal remains found in 

the river. The postmortem 

damage found with the animals 

showed that there was little to no 

destruction of the fossils from 

movement of the water. This 

would suggest the old and young 

remains most likely did not mix.   

There was also fossils in different 

layers of the sedimentary. These 

were compared throughout the 

layers and were nearly identical. 

This also suggests the overlap did 

not occur, (Smithsonian 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dating Techniques  

There are many types of dating 

techniques anthropologists use to 

determine the age of a 

specimen. They include relative, 

absolute, and radiocarbon 

dating.   

 

 

 
 

 

Researchers have questioned why our species survived over the 

Homo erectus. Comparing the structure of the body and the brain, it can be determined that maybe the 

Homo erectus went exctinct due 

to our species being more adaptive and intelligent. According to Michael Mosley in 

the article Why is there only one human species?, he suggests that even though the 

Homo erectus had bigger brains, the modern human species had developed brains that allowed them to 

be more complex thinkers, which could contribute to greater survival. Due 

to this, the modern human species were able to reproduce, out-compete the 

Homo erectus forcing them to extinction. The 

Homo erectus did not have as complex brain allowing them to think and plan 

more critically. This disadvantage unabled them to improve their tools and make connections 

with others to trade. It is important to be able to adapt to your surroundings, 

and when there is tougher competition for 

survival, it is more likely the weaker species will be wiped out, (Mosley 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DR. SHIPTON AT A SITE IN SAUDI ARABIA  
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Laziness of the Species and Tools They Did not Improve 

 

Researchers have found many types of stone tools in a 

site located in Ethiopia which is allowing us to study 

what tools the Homo-Erectus have used. These tools 

were used for thousands of years without updates which 

is why scientists believe the species went extinct. The 

tools they invented are believed to be called Mode II 

tools, although there’s not 100% certainty to this 

statement. Mode II tools were more complicated and 

were shaped by human hands, like hand axes. They also 

used Mode I tools which were simple tools found by 

these species, not created.  

 

There was an investigation in which they uncovered two 

Homo Erectus skulls in different locations in an 

archeological site in Gona, northern Ethiopia. This team 

was led by Silershi Semaw. For both the skulls, they 

were located next to Mode I and Mode II stone tools 

surrounding the bones. This included hand-axes, picks, 

which were purposely shaped. There were very little 

Mode II tools which researchers suggested the Homo-

Erectus made little effort to create these tools. The small 

amount of Mode II tools that were there were older.  

 

They were however, thought to be responsible for 

creating other modes of survival such as the control of 

fire and wooden spears. The Homo-Erectus did not stop 

using the earlier tools though. They were thought to 

have used whatever stone or resources turned up where 

they were located. There are little signs of activity on the 

sites they inhabited. Also, as life went on the 

environment seemed to dry up. Without the adaptation 

of the original tools they were using, the stone quality 

decreased, and their chance of survival went down, 

(Georgiou 2020). 

 

Acheulean Tools (Mode II) which was believed made and used by the Homo 

Erectus.   

Acheulean Tools 

 

Mode II 

Acheulean tools were characterized by having an oval or pear shape and used like 

hand-axes. They were slightly more precise and intricate tools that helped the 

survival of the Homo Erectus continue for an extended period of time. These 

were not Oldowan stone tools, which emergence was much earlier and much 

simpler. Oldowan tools were considered Mode I tools and were also used by the 

Homo Erectus for some tasks.  
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Conclusion  

 

To conclude the research, the Homo Erectus, a smarter 

species than we once thought, was not well adapted to 

their surroundings. They were well structured species 

that did not adapt to the enviornmental changes around 

them. There are many anthropological tools that allow 

us to learn more and more everyday about their life 

and extinction. Why is this relevant to us? Because this 

species is very similar to the modern human and many 

ways. By understanding this species, we can better 

understand our own. It can show us how to develop, 

study similar instincts, and adapt.  

 

If we never learned what happened to them, it could 

easily happen to us. Although the questions of their 

extinction may never be completely answered, 

evidence points to the fact that they were simply 

“lazy”. 

 

A face of the Homo Erectus from what they 

believed they looked like.  
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