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For our virtual Midwinter meeting, the Anthropology Librarians Discussion Group was pleased to invite 
anthropologist John Hawks to speak about his recent research into human evolution at Rising Star Cave 
in South Africa. We welcomed thirteen attendees to our forum conversation. 

John Hawks is the Vilas-Borghesi Distinguished Achievement Professor in the University of Wisconsin – 
Madison Department of Anthropology. Since 2013, he has been working with Lee Berger of the 
University of the Witwatersrand as a member of a team that has recovered more than 1200 hominin 
specimens from the Rising Star Cave system in the Cradle of Humankind, South Africa. Dr. Hawks is an 
expert in population dynamics and the process of natural selection on both genes and morphological 
traits. His research has demonstrated the potential of open science approaches during 
paleoanthropological fieldwork.  

During the forum, Dr. Hawks discussed his use of libraries, their collections and services, and gave his 
thoughts on Open Access publishing, scholarly blogging, and his experiences with online teaching. He 
spoke on how making the project available to the public affected both public and academic perceptions 
of paleoanthropology. The Homo naledi research team published their research in the OA journal eLife 
https://elifesciences.org/, a peer-reviewed open access scientific journal affiliated with the Howard 
Hughes Medical Institute, the Max Planck Society, and the Wellcome Trust. The 3D scans of the original 
Homo naledi fossils can be found at https://www.morphosource.org/.  Dr. Hawks has a popular and 
well-known blog http://johnhawks.net/ where he discusses issues relevant to his research and 
publishing. In 2014, he also worked to develop a new massive open online course called “Human 
Evolution: Past and Future” through Coursera. 

Discussions at the end of the presentation focused around open access and its impacts on academia, 
and the value academic culture places or does not place on citizen science. 

 


