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Man's Place in Nature



Apes to Angels: Man's Place in Nature
• We share 98% of our genetic material with 

Chimpanzees

• Very few anatomical traits distinguish us from other 
apes, yet we see ourselves as set apart

• Exceptionalism has led to misconceptions and so has 
Adaptationism

• Perhaps explanation of how Evolutionary Theory has 
been applied to humans is most deeply rooted in 
History



Man's Place in Nature

1591 PigafettaDescription of the 
Kingdom of Congo

• Notes from voyages of 
Eduardo Lopez, a Portugese
sailor who sailed with 
Magellan in 1519 

• First description of apes
"in the Songan country, on the banks of the 

Zaire, there are multitudes of apes, which 
afford great delight to the nobles by 

imitating human gestures."



Pigafetta's "Description of the 
Kingdom of Congo” 1591

• But, on the next page of this 
work, there is a description of 
a winged, two-legged, 
crocodile headed dragon.

• A mixture of myth and 
reality, communicated 
through several sources prior 
to publication



Man's Place in Nature
• 1625 Samuel PurchasPurchas his Pilgrimes

“The woods are so covered with baboones, monkeys, apes, and 
parrots, that it will feare any man to travaile in them alone. 
Here are also two kinds of monsters, which are common in 
these woods and very dangerous. The greatest of these two 
monsters in called Pongoin their language, and the lesser is 
called engeco. 

This Pongo is in all proportion like a man but he is more like a 
giant in stature than a man, for he is very tall, and hath a 
man's face, hollow-eyed, with long haire upon his browes. 
His face and ears are without haire and his hands also. His 
bodie is full of haire, but not very thicke; and it is of a
dunnish color. ”



Linneaus- Gave Humans a 
Place in Nature

Systema Naturae 1735
Kingdom Animalie

Phylum Chordata
Class Mammalia

Infraclass Eutheria
Order 

Anthropomorpha
Included  Genera Homo andSimia

1758 edition of Systema Naturae-
Order Primates created



Linneaus’ Anthropomorpha

Troglodyta bontii (Orang Utan)
Lucifer aldrovandii, or Homo caudatus (a species of cat-tailed people)
Satyrus tulpii (chimpanzee)
Pygmaeus edwardii (Orang Utan)



Comte de Buffon (1766)
L’Histoire Naturelle (16th edition)
Described Orangs, Gibbons, and Baboons (classified by body size)



Man's Place in Nature
• Peter Camper 1799 

• Dissected and described Orang, including skeleton

• By early part of 19th century Orangs (Pongo) and 
Gibbons (engeco) were becoming better known

• 1835 first skeleton from Panreached Europe
• Owen published 'On the osteology of the Chimpanzee and 

Orang'

• 1819 traveler reports of Gorilla (ingena) and in 1847 
skull was examined—the Greater Monster of Purchas? 
(Owen later examined skeleton)�



Man's Place in Nature

Nothing in Biology 
makes sense except in 

light of evolution



Darwin: On the Origin of Species

In October 1838, that is, fifteen months after I had begun my systematic enquiry, I happened to 
read for amusement Malthus on Population, and being well prepared to appreciate the struggle for 
existence which everywhere goes on from long-continued observation of the habits of animals and 
plants, it at once struck me that under these circumstances favourable variations would tend to be 
preserved, and unfavourable ones to be destroyed. The result of this would be the formation of 
new species. Here, then, I had at last got a theory by which to work. (Autobiography, 1958:120)

http://www.ac.wwu.edu/~stephan/malthus/malthus.0.html



Man's Place in Nature
1861 T.H. Huxley Man's Place in Nature

“Ancient traditions, when tested by the severe 
processes of modern investigation, commonly 
enough fade away into mere dreams.”



Man's Place in Nature
• 1861 T.H. Huxley Man's Place in Nature

“Two centuries and a half have passed away since 
Battell told his stories about the 'greater' and the 
'lesser monsters' to Purchas, and it has taken nearly 
that time to arrive at the clear result that there are 
four distinct kinds of Anthropoids--in Eastern Asia, 
the Gibbons and the Orangs; in Western Africa, the 
Chimpanzees and the Gorilla.”



Man's Place in Nature
• 1861 T.H. Huxley Man's Place in Nature

Describes the characteristics of apes systematically and scientifically



Man's Place in Nature
• 1861 T.H. Huxley Man's Place in Nature

• Characteristics of apes in general
• 32 permanent teeth and 20 “milk” teeth
• Catarrhine Apes—

• Nostrils
• arms are longer than their legs
• grasping hands, with opposable thumbs
• great toe of the foot is movable and opposable

• No tail
• No cheek pouches 
• Live in the old world



Darwin- The Descent of Man 
(1871)

• Evolution by Natural 
Selection could 
account for the origin 
of organisms capable 
of complex, self-
conscious thought



Man's Place in Nature

• 1871 Charles Darwin The Descent of Man
The sole object of this work is to consider, firstly, whether man, like every 

other species, is descended from some pre-existing form; secondly, the 
manner of his development; and thirdly, the value of the differences 
between the so-called races of man. The high antiquity of man has 
recently been demonstrated by the labours of a host of eminent men, 
beginning with M. Boucher de Perthes; and this is the indispensable 
basis for understanding his origin. I shall, therefore, take this conclusion 
for granted... Nor shall I have occasion to do more than to allude to the 
amount of difference between man and the anthropomorphous apes; for 
Prof. Huxley, in the opinion of most competent judges, has conclusively 
shewn that in every visible character man differs less from the higher 
apes, than these do from the lower members of the same order of 
Primates.



Man's Place in Nature

• 1871 Charles Darwin The Descent of Man

Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny The Races & Cultural Evolution

Evolution of Intelligence

Non-adaptive Features and
Sexual Selection



Misuses of Darwin’s Theory
• The “Natural Order”

• Humans still 'above' other animals
• Males superior to females in mental faculties
• Races still thought to represent a hierarchy of humanity
• “Civilized” people superior to “uncivilized” people

• Evolution as “progress” or “increasing complexity”
(Ratchet effect)�
• Newer is better, Bigger is better

• Conflating Evolution with Culture, Subsistence, 
Settlement, and Technology

• Racial Typology



Man's Place in Nature
• Panglossian Paradigm

• Adaptationist Program



Man's Place in Nature

• J. Huxley (1957) New Bottles for New Wine
“I personally would like to see a new evolutionary 

classification, which would combine the advance and 
ancestry principles. We would have groups (or 'clades,' 
from the Greek for branches) of common ancestry�
and grades of advance for which new designations 
would be needed... I would hope that Metazoa would 
be restored to its original use as a grade label and that 
Man would be placed in a new major grade, which 
might be called Psychozoa.”



The Big Questions

4 key events in Human Evolution
Terrestriality
Bipedality
Encephalization
Culture



The Big Questions

4 key events in Human Evolution
Terrestriality
Bipedality
Encephalization
Culture



The Big Questions

What does it mean to be 
human?

What is the relationship 
between humans and 
other apes?

How ‘human’ were the 
hominines?



Osbourn’s Dawn Man Theory



Sir Arthur Keith- ancient split for humans and other apes



Adolph Schultz and DJ Morton- traits not homologous



Ramapithecus (Elwyn Simons and David Pilbeam)



Evolutionary models shifted to recent originof humans by 1960’s (Sherwood Washburn)



“Lumping” Homo

• Recent origin hypothesis emerged as clearly 
supported by the burgeoning fossil record

• Archaeological record (1940’s-1970’s) shifted the 
focus to tools and cultural features; important 
insights from taphonomy led to preeminence of 
tools, hunting, and animal butchery

• Wolpoff and C. Loring Brace—single species



“Lumping” Homo

• Recent origin hypothesis 
emerged as clearly supported by 
the burgeoning fossil record

• Archaeological record (1940’s-
1970’s) shifted the focus to 
tools and cultural features; 
important insights from 
taphonomy led to preeminence 
of tools, hunting, and animal 
butchery

• Wolpoff and C. Loring Brace—
single species
• hominins as ‘primitive’ hunter-

gatherers
• Competitive exclusion



Late Pliocene Early Pleistocene Complexity

By 1970’s there were a lot 
of synchronous, 
sympatric species that 
led to splitting of 
species 



Multiregional Continuity vs. Out of Africa


