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THE CO-EVOLUTION BETWEEN 

HUMAN BEINGS AND NUTRITION 



1. The Cooking Hypothesis 
 

Potatoes, cassava, yams,  

rutabagas, kumara, manioc 

Homo ergaster-erectus transition (2 My) 

- Bigger brains 

- Smaller teeth 

Cooking tubers and 

vegetables (cultural) Eating meat by 

scavenging (behav.) 

? 



Cooking tubers implies: 

 

- large brains (carbohydrate 

digestion) 

- smaller teeth (tender food) 

- male-female bonding (female 

gathering) 

- cooking became obligatory for 

humans 

Skepticism:  

- Intentional fires: 400 Ky; 

- Fragmentary evidence.  

?? 



Hominin “bushy tree” 

2014 



Out of Africa 1  

(2 My) 



Out of Africa 2 

800 Ky 



2. A camomile for Neanderthal 
 



• Traces of camomile (no food-no good): 

self-medication (azulene) 

 

• Coumarins (analgesic and anti-

inflammatory) 

 

• Nuts  

 

• Raw and cooked vegetables 

 

• Carbonized food 

 

• Inhalation of wood-fire smoke 

El Sidròn (Asturias)  

50-47 Ky 

They appreciated 

nutritional 

and medicinal values 

of certain plants 



3. Flours before farming 
 





Starch-rich parts selected and cooked. 

 

Independence from environmental and seasonal fluctuations 

HUMAN EVOLUTION OCCURRED IN ECOLOGICAL INSTABILITY 



4. Multiple centers of plant domestication 

 





Kartal 

Karadag 

 

Karakadag 

region 



5. The Milk Revolution 

Nature, Aug. 2013, 500: 20-22. 





Science, May 2013, 340: 929-930. 

Ex. lactase-persistence 

Alcohol tolerance 

Human language. 

GENES CULTURE 

Cooking 

Plant selection 

Agriculture… etc. 



NICHE CONSTRUCTION THEORY 

Kendal J et al. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. B 2011;366:785-792 (“Human Niche 
Construction in Interdisciplinary Focus”) ©2011 by The Royal Society 

*Includes 

cultural 

knowledge;  

** includes 

material 

culture. 

ENVIRONMENTS POPULATIONS 



Waiting for you at 

The Garden of Biodiversity 

 
Padua Botanical Garden 

Thanks! 


