THE MEANING OF HOMO
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ABSTRACT. The taxonomic history of the genus Homo, up to the inclusion of
Homo habilis and Homo rudolfensis, is reviewed. The two main contemporary
interpretations of the genus concept, that differ according to whether infor-
mation about grade is used, and in the way a clade is interpreted, are pre-
sented. It is suggested that neither of these definitions is satisfactory, and a
new definition, that a genus should be ‘a species, or monophylum whose members
occupy a single adaptive zone’, is offered. For a newly discovered, or newly
recognized, taxon to be included within an existing genus two criteria are
suggested. First, the candidate species should belong to the same mono-
phyletic group as the type species of the proposed genus. Second, the adaptive
strategy of the candidate species should be closer to the adaptive strategy of
the type species of the proposed genus than it is to the type species of any other
genus. When applied to the taxa presently subsumed within Homo two taxa,
H. habilis and H. rudolfensis, fail the tests. It is suggested that at least one new
genus, and probably two new genera, are needed to accommodate the taxa
excluded from Homo.
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‘ INTRODUCTION
This paper interprets ‘meaning’ simply as what authors intend their
readers to infer when an extinct hominid species is referred to the genus
Homo. What are the features or properties of the species that justify its
allocation to Homo? What do the species assigned to Homo have in com-
mon and what distinguishes them from non-Homo taxa? The paper begins
by reviewing the different interpretations that have been placed upon the
Homo genus by evolutionary biologists. It considers the ways influential
systematists have interpreted the genus category, and explains and clari-
fies a recent proposal by the authors for interpreting the genus category.
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The proposal recommends using criteria that can be assessed directly
with fossil material. The paper concludes by applying those criteria to the
extinct species presently allocated to Homo.

EVOLVING INTERPRETATIONS OF HOMO
The genus Homo was established by Carolus Linnaeus in the tenth revision
of his monumental Systema Naturae (Linnaeus, 1758). Linnaeus’ genus
Homo subsumed two species. One, Homo sylvestris, or Homo troglodytes,
was described as ‘nocturnal’ with its distribution confined to Java. We
now know that this taxon was part orang-utan and part myth. Linnaeus
described the second species, Homo sapiens, as ‘diurnal’ and he divided it
into six groups. Two groups, described as ‘wild’ and the ‘monstrous’, are
of historical rather than biological interest. The four remaining groups
are geographical variants drawn from the four major geographical re-
gions, Africa, America, Asia and Europe, known to Linnaeus.

The first fossil evidence to be included within the genus Homo com-
prised the remains recovered from the Feldhofer cave in the Neander
Valley in Germany, and which were referred to Homo neanderthalensis by
King (1864). The next addition to the genus was the male skeleton,
Cro-Magnon 1, which was made the type specimen of a novel species,
Homo spelaeus, Lapouge, 1899. Schoetensack’s (1908) decision to refer the
Mauer mandible to Homo heidelbergensis altered the interpretation of Homo
in that it added a taxon with a mandible more primitive than those of
either H. spelaeus (now ajunior synonym of H. sapiens) or H. neanderthalen-
sis. Thereafter, the addition of Homo rhodesiensis, Woodward, 1921, and
Homo soloensis, Oppenoorth, 1932 to Homo meant that the genus now
included species with more heavily built crania.

In the ensuing decade, major changes were proposed for the Homo
genus. Weidenreich (1940) suggested that two existing taxa, Pithecanthro-
pus erectus, Dubois, 1892 and Sinanthropus pekinensis, Black, 1927, should
be incorporated into Homo as subspecies of Homo erectus. Mayr (1944)
broadened the proposal by suggesting that Meganthropus and Telanthro-
pus be added to the list of taxa to be transferred to Homo. Robinson (1961)
added his support to the proposal to transfer Telanthropus capensis, Broom
and Robinson, 1949 to Homo, and subsequently Le Gros Clark (1964)
suggested that Atlanthropus mauritanicus, Arambourg, 1954 and Megan-
thropus palaeojavanicus, von Koenigswald, 1950 should be transferred to
Homo erectus. The transfer of these taxa into Homo resulted in that genus
subsuming a substantially wider range of morphological variation than it
had done prior to their assimilation (Le Gros Clark, 1964). However, the
lower limit of cranial capacity of Homo was still set at 900 cubic centime-






