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3.987 - Human Origins and Evolution Spring, 2006 

"Discussion" project: Early hominid (hominin) variation and species identification 

Background: 

Over the past three decades an increasing number of early hominid and putative early hominid fossils 
have been found in northern and eastern Africa. These fossils range between 7.0 and 1.75 million years ago. 
Moreover, there has been a proliferation of new names to describe these fossils. Some of these new taxa of 
australopithecines include: 

major issues of controversy 

Australopithecus afarensis homogeneity of specimens referred to the taxa 
Australopithecus anamensis difference from A. afarensis and other australopiths 
Australopithecus garhi difference from all other australopiths 
Australopithecus bahrelghazali difference from A. afarensis 
Kenyanthropus platyops validity of genus and difference from all other australopiths 

Paranthropus aethiopicus (aka Australopithecus) differences between one another 
Paranthropus boisei 

Ardipithecus ramidus differences from A afarenis and one another 
Ardipithecus kadabba 

Sahelanthropus tchadensis evidence for status as hominid 
Orrorin tugenensis evidence for status as hominid 

The issues are, to what extent are these taxa actually different from one another, and is the 
establishment of so many separate species either justified or useful? What are the researchers trying to 
accomplish by naming new genera and species? 

In this particular case we are going to examine the Paranthropus taxa. Notice too that many 
researchers do not recognize Paranthropus as a distinct genus here, but call it Australopithecus. 

For your short paper compile a table which lists the diagnostic features which are said to distinguish 
the taxa boisei and aethiopicus. (Appendix III in your textbook is great for this purpose.)   Whenever 
possible also include those basic features which distinguish the taxa from panids (chimps) as well as those 
features which distinguish it from the other early hominids.  (This may also require you to check the 
descriptions of some of the other hominids - see Asfaw et al. 1999 for such a list.)   Write a commentary 
which considers generally what the problems may be in recognizing fossil genera and species in human 
palaeontology. Consider whether recognition of this particular genus and these two species seems justified, 
(both by definition and by amount of material) and separated enough in time and space to be useful in 
palaeoanthropological research. Limit your discussion to 4 (double spaced) pages, plus your table. 

Due: March 8 

P.T.O. 



References for the early hominid variability discussion 
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For a commentary on the practicality of recognizing palaeontological taxa. 
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