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Research questions

• Is increasing behavioral flexibility a response to 
environmental change?

• What happens when we shift analytical scale away 
from site level to gain a regional perspective?

• Can we develop methods to quantify cultural and 
environmental changes over time?



MSA in southern Africa 

Ca. 200‐30 ka

Modern humans + complex behavior

Well researched and dated

High density of sites

Cultural sequence complete

Test case: Middle Stone Age



Climate & culture

POST‐HP (59‐30 ka)

HP (65‐59 ka)

SB (77‐70 ka)

PRE‐SB (>77 ka)

MSA cultural groupsMIS
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Artifact type Pre‐
SB

SB HP Post‐
HP

Bifacial points (SB) –

Backed segments (HP) – –

Non‐local raw materials

Hafted lithics

Extensive ocher processing

Bone tools –

Hafted bone tools –

Engraved bone –

Abstract engraving / ocher –

Abstract engraving / OES – – –

Shell beads – –

Cultural comparisons

after Henshilwood & Dubreuil 2011



Distribution of cultural phases

SBPRE‐SB

HP POST‐
HP

ROCEEH 2012



Results –
archaeology & ecology

Cognitive steps Stone tools Raw
materials

Paleo‐
ecology



Results –
habitat & landscape

Site selection /geographical indicesEcoprofile



Conclusions

• Climate does not appear to drive human activity

• At least, local environmental changes not in sync with pace 
of cultural adaptations

• Cultural flexibility does increase

• Adaptations accumulate, even though post‐HP appears less 
complex

Environmental deterioration? Loss of culture? 

Demographic changes? Dispersal? Replacement?

Similarities in MSA more important than differences



Thank you
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