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“Telanthropus” has been suggested as a refutation of the single species hypothesis. In
order to judge the validity of this refutation, both the stratigraphy at Swartkrans and the
morphology of the “Telanthropus” specimens are examined. The stratigraphic evidence
is far from being clear. No morphological evidence validly distinguishes the specimens
from the other australopithecines. Rather, they represent a reasonable extension of the

estimated australopithecine range of variation.

LTHOUGH there are a great num-
ber of individual specimens of Lower
Pleistocene  hominids, or  “australo-
pithecines,” speculation about the relation
of the specimens to each other, and about
the relation of the specimens to Middle and
Upper Pleistocene hominids could conceiv-
ably vary no more greatly. Thus, while Le
Gros Clark (1967), Bielicki (1966), and
Dart (1955) find only one genus and per-
haps even only one species present, Tobias
(1965a, 1965b, 1966), and L. S. B. Leakey
(1963a, 1963b) find at least three genera.
While Buettner-Janusch (1966) and Brace
(Brace and Montagu 1965) hold that all
specimens fall on the direct line of human
descent, von Koenigswald (1962) and L. S.
B. Leakey (1963a, 1963b) feel that almost
none do so. There are almost as many in-
termediate views as there are specimens.
The interpretative problem is inevitable in
the study of fossil man, and the question of
which specimens do or do not constitute a
species will always remain open. In discrimi-
nating fossil species in closely related ani-
mals, we are forced to give a morphological
answer to a behavioral question (Mayr
1963; Simpson 1953, 1961, 1963), and this
answer can never be completely satisfactory.
For hominids, other data can be brought
to bear upon this behavioral question. Ar-
cheological information is quite important
in this respect, as artifacts are the result of
structured behavior. Ecological ranges can
often be inferred from associated fauna. The
stratigraphy of a site, and the temporal rela-
tions between sites, can be of crucial impor-
tance. However, our final interpretation
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must ultimately rest upon the framework
that we accept, generated by our hypotheses
about the selective pressures that oriented
human evolution. And these hypotheses can
never be completely tested, because they
refer to an animal with no living analog.

There is really no good solution to this
problem—other than to accept the frame-
work with the best verified hypotheses, most
closely fitting the “facts.” These “facts”
don’t speak for themselves, but we can al-
ways manage to do a good deal of talking
for them.

Such a framework was suggested by
Washburn (1951, 1960, 1963) and ampli-
fied by Bartholomew and Birdsell (1953),
Dart (1957), Oakley (1959), Brace (1964),
Bielicki (1966), at one time Mayr (1950),
and others. This framework is based on the
hypothesis that, for ecological reasons stem-
ming from man’s primary cultural adapta-
tion, no more than one culture-bearing hom-
inid species could have arisen or have been
maintained.

Critics have suggested a number of early
hominid finds as refutations of the single
species hypothesis. For instance, Robinson
(1965b) divides the australopithecines into
two contemporaneous genera: Homo and
Paranthropus. Leakey, Tobias, and Napier
(1964) distinguish the “pre-Zinj” Olduvai
juvenile with a separate generic status. The
Lake Natron mandible (Isaac 1965) is sug-
gested as an autralopithecine contemporary
with Homo erectus (Leakey and Leakey
1964) in East Africa, and similarly “Megan-
thropus” is claimed as an example of an aus-
tralopithecine contemporary with Homo er-
ectus in Java (Robinson 1955). The Chad
australopithecine has been given a separate
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generic name (Choppens 1966), and the
Lake Eyassi find has been given both a dis-
tinct generic name (Pradnthropus) by Hen-
nig (1948), and sunk into the genus “Me-
ganthropus” by Weinert (1950, 1951).
Lastly, a distinct generic status was claimed
for the “Telanthropus” material by Robin-
son (1953), although he later included this
genus in Hemo erectus (196la, 1961b),
claiming contemporaneity between Homo
erectus and the australopithecines in South
Africa.

On the other hand, a number of authors
question a generic, if not a specific, distinc-
tion among the australopithecines (Le Gros
Clark 1967; Buettner-Janusch 1966; Brace
and Montagu 1965; Lasker 1961; Dart
1964; Bielicki 1966). Several of these au-
thors have personally examined the material
and have published a number of detailed
morphological studies. The claim of a spe-
cific distinction for “Homo habilis,” separate
from the smaller australopithecines, has
been effectively demolished (Robinson
1965b). The “Meganthropus” material
(Weidenreich 1945; Marks 1953) is, on the
one hand, not distinguishable on the specific
level from the larger australopithecines
(Robinson 1955), while on the other hand,
it is also not distinguishable on the specific
level from the Javanese Homo erectus speci-
mens (von Koenigswald 1957; Le Gros
Clark 1967). This creates a rather curious
situation for those authors who view the
larger australopithecines as a distinct genus,
extinct without issue. In any event, the
stratigraphic position of “Meganthropus”
with respect to Homo erectus is far from
clear (Butzer 1964; von Koenigswald 1957;
Movius 1955).

Both the Chad and the Lake Eyassi speci-
mens are generally regarded as indistin-
guishable from the other australopithecine
specimens (Le Gros Clark 1967; Tobias
1965a, 1965b; Robinson 1961b). Lastly, the
first potassium-argon dates for the Natron
mandible are 1.6 million years (Isaac 1967),
greatly changing the temporal position of the
mandible from that based on the previous
paleomagnetic reversal estiz ate of 0.9 mil-
lion years. The Natron mandible is now dated
with the Olduvai australopithecine material.

Therefore, the material presented in refu-
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tation of the single species hypothesis is far
from unquestionable, and the interpretation
of these specimens as representatives of
hominid species, or genera, sympatric with
the australopithecines, is open to serious
doubt.

The purpose of this study is to examine
the  “Telanthropus”  material  from
Swartkrans in order to determine whether it
can validly serve as a refutation of the single
species hypothesis. The study is not meant
to stand as a final proof of the hypothesis,
but is rather a critical examination of ore of
the proposed refutations. Both the hypothe-
sis and the relation of the “Telanthropus”
stratigraphy and morphology to the hypoth-
esis must be considered in detail.

CULTURE AS A NICHE AND
AS AN ADAPTIVE MECHANISM

The single species hypothesis rests on the
nature of the primary hominid adaptation.
As Washburn has often stressed (1951,
1960), the primary hominid morphological
adaptation centers about bipedal locomo-
tion. Other distinctive hominid characteris-
tics either arise from this adaptation, or
form secondary adaptations.

We must, therefore, consider what selec-
tive pressures lead to bipedalism, and what
selective advantages did bipedalism confer
on these very early hominids. Many answers
to these questions have been proposed in the
literature. For instance, Hewes suggests food
transport across the savanna as the primary
adaptive advantage of bipedal locomotion
(1961), while Leakey suggests the ability to
see over tall grass (personal communica-
tion). While these suggestions obviously
form part of the adaptive explanation, by
themselves they fall far short of providing
an early hominid with a selective advantage
strong enough to compensate for the loss of
quadrupedal mobility (Washburn 1951:69;
Oakley 1959:443) and for the predatory
dangers of a savanna existence.

“It would seem that a weaponless biped
trudging over the savannah with a load of
ripe meat would be an exceedingly poor bet
for survival” (Brace 1962:607).

Weapons provide the crucial factor. A de-
pendence upon tools both in offensive and
defensive behavior explains the selective ad-
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vantage of bipedal locomotion, freeing the
hands during locomotion and allowing a tool
or weapon to be available at all times. The
question of availability at all times is cru-
cial, for the great apes can both produce
and carry tools (Goodall 1964). However,
tool use in chimpanzees differs from tool use
in man in that the chimps do not regularly
use their tools as weapons, nor do they de-
pend upon tools as a means of defense (Van
Lawick-Goodall and Van Lawick 1965).
Thus, because the ability to make and use
tools as a learned and ecologically important
behavior is not restricted to hominids, the
unique hominid dependence upon tools and
weapons is all the more revealing. The re-
duced canines found in even the earliest
hominids similarly indicate an early replace-
ment of the canine defensive function by the
regular employment of weapons.

Thus, the early employment of tools as a
means of defense led to the differentiation
of the hominid stock, necessitating bipedal
locomotion as well as providing its selective
advantage. Culture, in this context, can be
viewed as an adaptation to insure the effec-
tive transmission of tool use from generation
to generation. Selection acted to modify the
hominid morphology in the direction of pro-
ducing a more efficient culture-bearing ani-
mal, allowing both the structuring and the
transmission of survival-oriented behaviors.

The process of morphological hominiza-
tion was selectively linked to an increasing
dependence upon culture for the survival of
the population. As one major implication,
any bipedal hominid population must not
only have been culture-bearing, but indeed
must have been dependent upon culture for
its survival. African archeology offers sup-
port for this contention, as tools have been
associated with the earliest known bipedal
hominids at Sterkfontein (Robinson 1957),
at Olduvai (Leakey, Tobias, and Napier
1964), at Makapansgat (Dart 1957), and at
Swartkrans (Robinson 1961a). Unless one
wishes to claim that an “advanced hominid”
is responsible for all of these archeological
deposits (see Robinson 1965a and Bielicki
1966 for rejoinders to this claim), the evi-
dence associates both large and small aus-
tralopithecine forms with the use and manu-
facture of tools.
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The argument that small-brained homi-
nids could not be capable of cultural behavior
may be rejected on the basis of Goodall’s
(1964) observation of such behavior among
chimpanzees. The association of the earliest
known hominids with tools, predicted by the
single species hypothesis, is apparently sub-
stantiated by the archeological record.

Just as the morphological evidence of fos-
sil horse teeth and limbs demonstrates the
adaptation of the horse to a grass-eating and
defensive running environmental niche, I
suggest the morphological evidence offered
by early hominid bipedalism similarly dem-
onstrates the adaptation of hominids to a
culture-dependent  environmental niche.
There is, however, an important difference
between the adaptation of the horse and the
adaptation of man. The horse adapted to a
restricted grasslands environment by means
of progressive specializations of the teeth
and limbs. On the other hand, in hominids
culture acts as an intermediary between the
morphology and the environment. That is,
man has adapted culturally to the physical
environment, and has adapted morphologi-
cally to effectively bearing culture. Thus cul-
ture, rather than any particular morphologi-
cal configuration, is man’s primary means of
adaptation. His morphological evolution was
oriented by selection for a more effective
culture-bearing creature. Culture plays a
dual role as man’s primary means of adapta-
tion, as well as the niche to which man has
morphologically adapted. In this sense, all
hominids occupy the same adaptive niche.

Competitive Exclusion

Although culture may have arisen as a
defensive survival mechanism, once present
it opened up a whole new range of environ-
mental resources. Some degree of meat eat-
ing and hunting has been observed in the
nonhuman primates (Goodall 1964; DeVore
and Washburn 1963), and with this back-
ground I cannot imagine carnivorous or her-
bivorous specializations occuring in a cul-
ture-bearing hominid lineage, although such
specializations have been suggested (Robin-
son 1961a, 1961b, 1963). Culture acts to
multiply, rather than to restrict, the number
of useable environmental resources.

Because of this hominid adaptive charac-



