
Were 
humans 
born to
run?

1 Compared to cheetahs, whose bursts of speed reach 
70 miles per hour, we humans must seem lead-footed 
homebodies.  As big as we are, we cannot seem to catch a cat 
or dog or even a chicken unless we can corner it or trick it.

2 But are we underestimating ourselves?  University 
of Utah biologist Dennis Bramble and Harvard University 
paleoanthropologist Daniel Lieberman think so.  In fact, they 
maintain that decades of research indicates that humans are 
very good runners indeed - perhaps the best in the world – 
when the distance gets long and the weather gets hot.

3 To understand how they can make this claim, let’s 
consider what humans can do.  The very best long-distance 
runners can run five-minute miles for several hours.  These 
efforts are amazing achievements, but even the casual jogger 
can often keep up an 8-10 minute a mile pace for several 
miles.  Only a few animals of similar weight – large dogs, 
hyenas, wolves, and wildebeests – are capable of maintaining 
such speeds and actually prefer to trot a bit slower.  Even a 
thousand-pound horse will not cover long distances any faster 
than a good recreational jogger.

4 And in hot weather, humans may hold a decided 
advantage.  One of the most incredible feats of human endur-
ance is the annual race from Badwater to Mt. Whitney.  The 
race begins in Death Valley, California, at an elevation 285 feet 
below sea level, in July, the hottest month of the summer.  The 
runners run 135 miles, crossing several mountain ranges with 
a cumulative elevation of 8,360 feet at the Whitney Portal trail-
head, about halfway up the 14,440 foot mountain.  Each year 
approximately 75 men and women enter the race with 60-80% 
finishing within 60 hours and with the winning time usually 
well under 30 hours.  Despite temperatures reaching 130⁰F, 
there have been no fatalities so far.  These men and women can 
probably outrun any animal on the planet.

5 What makes it possible for these people to undergo 
such an ordeal?  It turns out that humans are beautifully 
designed to run long distances in hot weather. Long-distance 
running requires the ability to keep from overheating, and we 
humans have several advantages in this regard.  First, we re-
lease heat by sweating through millions of sweat glands rather 
than through panting.  And because we have no fur, sweat 
evaporates quickly. Our upright posture also helps immensely 
by exposing less area to direct sunlight and more surface area 
to the cooling effect of the wind we create as we run.  We hu-
mans are the best at keeping cool – this is why we can run so 
far in the heat.



6 But cooling is not enough to explain our 
speed over long distances.  A second advantage is our 
long stride.  When Professor Bramble filmed his stu-
dent David Carrier running alongside a horse mov-
ing at an easy gallop, he noticed that Carrier took 
fewer strides than the horse, indicating that Car-
rier’s strides covered more distance than the horse’s.  
Bramble was surprised by this and began considering 
what elements of human biomechanics make this 
possible. 
 

7 It turns out that walking is a distinctively dif-
ferent motion than running.  When walking we use 
our legs as levers and supports, but when running, 
the legs also become large springs.  We land more 
heavily than when walking.  The force from this hard 
landing is captured by the tendons of the foot and 
leg, particularly the Achilles tendons, which spring 
us forward as the tendons recoil.  According to 
Bramble, these huge, springy tendons are not neces-
sary for walking.

8 Huge springy tendons explain where the 
energy comes from, but how do humans maintain 
their balance and keep from falling over?  All other 
two-legged animals that run fast, such as kanga-
roos and roadrunners, have large tails that serve as 
a counterweight to keep the animal balanced.  We 
have no tails, so how do we do it?  Motion studies of 
runners on treadmills suggest that the large muscles 
that we call the buttocks are the answer.  They are 
the two largest muscles in our bodies. These muscles, 
whose scientific name is the glutei maximi, connect 
our hips to our lower back. These muscles do not do 
much when we walk, but they work very hard when 

we run.  Dr Bramble explains that the main role of 
these muscles is to hold our body upright and stop 
it from going too far forward when our foot hits the 
ground and by this means we are able to run on two 
legs without the aid of a tail.

9 Other anatomical features that facilitate run-
ning are our long necks and our shoulders.  We are 
able to twist our shoulders without moving our head, 
allowing us to pump our arms as another steadying 
mechanism that helps counterbalance our head and 
keep it upright.

10 Scientists are not sure why it is that we have 
become such good runners.  It could be because in 
the not so distant past it helped us to hunt or scav-
enge over long distances.   It could be that our run-
ning ability is a by-product of other abilities, like the 
ability to climb trees, to stand up quickly or to fight.  
Whatever the answer, it is clear from those Badwater-
to-Whitney runners, and the hundreds of thousands 
of people that enter the marathons held in cities 
throughout the world, that humans were born to run.
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