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*“. .. no evolutionary scheme should be hinged on evidence with this degree of uncertainty.””

The taxon Homo habilis has recently re-entered the evolutionary scenario of human origin. It has, unfortunately,
been also entered into the scenario of some creationists. The evidence is poor, fragmentary, uncertain and fraught
with controversy. Evolutionists assign the material to Homo because they think it evolved into Homo, not because of
what the creature looked like. Creationists should not accept such a taxonomic assignment without first analyzing the
evidence and the taxonomic philosophies of evolution. In reality, the small-brained, primitive creature looks like an

australopithecine.

Habilis History

In 1964 L. S. B. Leakey announced that recently dis-
covered hominid fossils from Olduvai Gorge in East
Africa were being assigned to a new species: Homo hab-
ilis. The declaration implied that the material did not
match known hominid species and did not fall into the
known range of variation of previously discovered
species. The australopithecines, formerly thought to be
human ancestors, were dismissed as evolutionary dead
ends. The Leakey criteria for the new species were: in-
creased brain size, “‘advanced” dental features, some
“advanced” features found in the fragmentary postcra-
nial remains, and inferred cultural activity involving
the use of stone tools.

Backers of Australopithecus for the fossil ancestor of
man gave little ground. The Leakey opinion gained only
a small following, and by 1972 the majority opinion
that Australopithecus africanus was the “‘missing link™
prevailed. In that year Time-Life Books published their
volume with the title The Missing Link.* Australopithe-
cus africanus was enthroned. But the volume was soon
out of date. Skull KNM-ER 1470 had been found that
same year. The Leakey name was once more the center
of controversy, and the stage was set for the revival of
Homo habilis, though it would be a few years in com-
ing. The bigger brained 1470 was soon looked upon as
being the human ancestor. Australopithecus africanus
lost his throne.

Struck with what he considered the uniqueness of
KNM-ER 1470 Richard Leakey, in those first few years
following the discovery, did not advocate a taxonomic
connection between the skull and his father’s Homo
habilis. Newsweek summed up the situation in 1974 as
follows:

This find (1470) also consigned the small-brained
but later Homo habilis . . . to another evolutionary
backwater. Leakey reasoned that skull No. 1470
must represent the lineal ancestor of Homo erectus,
and hence present-day man. The next deduction
was that the tool using Homo habilis from Olduvai
Gorge must now be placed in the ranks of a type of
Australopithecus which became extinct after many
years of coexistence with man’s true ancestor.®

But the claims and taxonomy have changed again.
KNM-ER 1470 is now called Homo habilis and is
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grouped with many of the fossils which earlier received
that designation. Leakey says, *“.. .1 do believe that
Homo habilis, as represented by the type specimen from
Olduvai, OH 7, is the same as the more complete and
slightly earlier material, such as KNM-ER 1470. On
this basis, Homo habilis has priority.”’* Additional finds
by Mary Leakey at Laetolil, Tanzania, and Donald Carl
Johanson at Hadar, Ethiopia, have been included in the
list. The uniqueness of 1470 has been subsumed. Habilis
has been rehabilitated.

A Valid Taxon?

Evolutionists, however, are far from presenting a
united front on the matter of whether Homo habilis is a
valid taxon, and if it is, just what fossils ought to be
placed within it. Wolpoff and Brace said it well: “The
problems involved in the Homo habilis concept are no-
where better outlined than in the difficulties in deciding
what specimens to include in it.”® Richard Leakey ad-
mits “there is an inherent problem in hominid taxono-
my caused by the present lack of any precise diagnosis
for fossil forms.””® Elwyn Simons highlighted another
problem when he spoke of “‘the common tendency to
feature each new hominid fossil as taxonomically dis-
tinct and by so doing overemphasize the uniqueness of
the discovery.”’

Absolutely critical to an understanding of the think-
ing of Richard Leakey, Donald Carl Johanson and
others when they place certain fossils in Homo habilis
(or “‘primitive” Homo, etc.) is a knowledge of the
theoretical taxonomic concepts of anagenesis and
cladogenesis.

Anagenesis is grade classification. Animals are placed
together in the same category because they look alike.
In this evolutionary theory it is believed that there is
change in time without diversification. Cladogenesis
places animals in the group that they are believed to
have evolved into. This theory says new forms are de-
rived from splitting and branching of the ancestral
form. Classification by clade ‘“‘stresses the importance
of a group at the beginning of a new lineage by incor-
porating the group in the taxon of the new lineage.”®
For the evolutionist there are drawbacks to both
theories if they are followed to their logical conclusions.
Grade classification ultimately means that one genera-
tion will be in one taxon, the next in another. Clade
classification means that part of a single population
will be in one taxon, while another part of the same
population will be in the next taxon.
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The Leakeys, Johanson and others are using clade
classification when they assign their “advanced’” homi-
nids to Homo. Their classification is according to what
they believe the form evolved into. It is not according to
what the specimen looked like. They are saying, in ef-
fect, that since brain sizes for some habilis specimens
appear to be a little larger than the ‘‘standard”
australopithecine size there is, therefore, evidence of an
evolving line. Though habilis does not yet look really
human, it is on its way to becoming man and therefore
deserves to be called Homo.

Cranial Considerations

One of the major reasons for placing Homo habilis in
Homo is brain expansion beyond the presumed austra-
lopithecine level.? It remains a bit of a mystery, how-
ever, how one can know what constitutes brain expan-
sion beyond the australopithecine level. Who is to say
what the australopithecine level really is? The situation
is quite complicated by the nearly continuous series of
endocranial volumes: 506, 510, 530, 590, 650, 687,
775 cm®1% Body size, though difficult to measure in
such a meager sample, seems to be larger for those spe-
cimens assigned to Homo habilis. But even this,
McHenry says, “does not solve the problem of dividing
the brain size continuum into taxonomic groups . . . !
Cranial capacities for Homo habilis as listed by
McHenry follow:!?

OH 7 687 cc (cc = cubic centimeters)
OH 13 650 cc

OH 16  excluded because too fragmentary
OH 24 590 cc

ER 1470 775 cc
He divides the cranial series thus: 506 cc to 530 cc are
Australopithecus; 650 cc to 775 cc are Homo. Richard
Leakey suggests a cranial capacity of 750 cc for defin-
ing early species of Homo."®
The volume listed for KNM-ER 1470 seems well ac-
cepted, but there are severe problems with the other
capacities listed here. Pilbeam and Gould list the
cranial capacities for both OH 7 and OH 16 at 700 cc
or more!'"* The conservative estimates of Holloway'*
and McHenry are to be preferred, or even reduced, es-
pecially in light of the condition of the fossils. Wolpoff
and Brace remarked that:
The parietals (of OH 7) were found crushed flat,
and both the curvature of the bones and their fit on
the sagittal suture were reconstructed. The cranial
capacity is, and has been, anybody’s guess, but the
close correspondence of the parietal arc dimensions
with those of other specimens of known capacity
suggest a value significantly in excess of 500 cm® is
unlikely. The hand is very small . . . . Specimen OH
16, unfortunately fragmented by a herd of cattle,
has been reconstructed three times, and in all cases
there is no continuous bone surface in any direc-
tion. The present reconstruction is known to be in-
accurate . . . Neither the actual shape nor the size
of this cranium can as yet be determined, and at
present, there is no possibility of determining the
cranial capacity.!®
Holloway reports the capacity of OH 13 as 650 cc.!”
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Though it has been called the paratype of the taxon
Homo habilis, and placed by McHenry in his habilis
list, Gould and Pilbeam did not use it in their study.
Richard Leakey even suggests that it ‘““might be classi-
fied as gracﬂe Australopzthecus 18

Olduvai hominid 24 (OH 24) is attributed by some to
Homo habilis as the most complete cranium,'® yet there
are several problems with its morphology and status.
Holloway says that its estimated cranial capacity of
590 cc is “possibly overestimated.”?* McHenry calls it
an australopithecine.?! Leakey says that it, like OH 13,
might be gracile Australopithecus.”

I have discussed the morphology of KNM-ER 1470
more fully elsewhere.?® To that I will add here some per-
tinent observations by Wolpoff and Brace:** 1) The face
of 1470 is extremely large, second only to that of Aus-
tralopithecus boisei (*“Zinjanthropus™ or OH 5). 2) The
skull displays the anterior masseteric attachment
known for all australopithecines. 3) The posterior denti-
tion is very large and is therefore reminiscent of Austra-
lopithecus. They further suggest that “‘perhaps ER 1470
and 1590 are 51mply large australoplthecme spec1-
mens.”’?® Other than the cranial capacity of 775 cc
(which very well may be indicative of the upper range
of australopithecine encephalization) there is little
about skull 1470 that is not australopithecine. With
Alan Walker I would agree that we ought to classify

cpnnlmnnc according to \uhal' H'\ny ]nnl{ lll{p not accor-
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ding to what they supposedly evolved into.

Jaws and Other Bones

There are morphological considerations other than
cranial capacity that deserve at least a brief mention.
Homo habilis is considered by some to be intermediate
in tooth proportions between Australopithecus african-
us and Homo erectus.?® We have seen that Skull 1470
does not necessarily fit this conception, however. Elwyn
Simons raises a serious question about the type speci-
men mandible, OH 7:

Nor do we know whether the type mandible of so-
called ‘Homo habilis’ is really advanced or not. The
relatively large canines and narrow premolars of
this type jaw associate the find with Ramapithecus
and Dryopithecus.”

In addition the fossil jaws discovered by Mary Leakey
at Laetolil, Tanzania, a few years ago present a prob-
lem. Mary Leakey has placed the Laetolil jaws in early
Homo along with the other fossils discussed in this
paper. However, the Laetolil jaws are reported as being
morphologically similar to the hominid remains from
Sterkfontein in South Africa. The Sterkfontein hominids
are gracile australopithecines. A writer in Nature
remarks that “‘the acknowledgement of such morpho-
logical affinities does not strengthen the final attribu-
tion of the Laetolil hominids to the genus Homo. ’?® The
writer goes on to say that attribution to genus Homo

should not rest solely on the presence of certain den-

tal features. All hominids share a basic, underlying

morphological pattern which is particularly evi-

dent in the jaws and teeth . . . . The taxonomic posi-

tion of the Laetolil hominids (and ER 1470) must
. be considered uncertain.?®



214

A caution by Richard Leakey on this theme deserves re-
peating: “It is extremely difficult to identify mandibu-
lar fragments with any exactness . ...’

Postcranial bones for Homo habilis are not numerous.
Where they do exist they are controversial.

A study by Day and Wood (1968) of the talus (astra-
galus) of Homo habilis by a multivariate statistical
technique indicates that it was very different both
from the modern human and from the gorilla and
chimpanzee pattern. Its nearest counterpart is the
talus of Australopithecus from Kromdraai in South
Africa. This and other evidence (unrelated to biped-
alism as such) point to the possibility of Homo hab-
ilis being an advanced australopithecine rather
than an early Homo.*!

Two fossil femora (KNM-ER 1472 and KNM-ER
1481c¢), discovered in the Koobi Fora formation of East
Rudolf (now Turkana), are often placed in the same tax-
on as Skull 1470. The proximal end of the bones is said
to have a modern human appearance. Yet multiple
discriminant analysis reveals some differences.
McHenry reports

The two fossils from East Rudolf approach more
closely the modern human form, although they
share certain unique features with the other early
hominids, such as the long femoral neck, and
several other more subtle characteristics.*?

The Species Question

Our discussion thus far has been on the generic ques-
tion, “Was habilis HomoP”’ I want to now briefly turn
to the question of species: “Was habilis habilis?” The
specific name means “*handy man” and was given to the
fossil by the late L. S. B. Leakey out of his conviction
that the creature was the tool maker of Olduvai Gorge,
Bed I. Such a hypothesis has not stood up well. Its fatal
weakness was demonstrated immediately. In 1959 the
tool maker of Olduvai was thought to be Zinjanthro-
pus, the superrobust australopithecine. When Leakey
changed his mind one year later with the finding of
Homo habilis he was in effect admitting that the ar-
chaeological evidence is equivocal. It could be read sev-
eral ways. And that is still the case. There is no positive
proof that Homo habilis made and used stone tools.
Marvin Harris points out that “‘paleontological and ar-
chaeological data do not prove definitely that the earli-
est hominids used tools.””*® Richard Leakey virtually ad-
mits the same thing: ‘. . . Who made the tools? Again, if
we are honest, we have to admit that we shall never
really know.”"**

Summary and Conclusion

The picture we get of Homo habilis is this. The
cranial capacity of the type specimen (OH 7) is 687 cc;
it is 700 cc; it is not much more than 500 cc. The para-
type specimen (OH 13) is Homo; it is Australopithecus.
OH 24 is Homo; it is Australopithecus; it has a cranial
capacity of 590 cc; its cranial capacity is overestimat-
ed. KNM-ER 1470 is Homo; it looks like an australo-
pithecine; it is Australopithecus. OH 16 has a cranial
capacity of 700 cc; the cranial capacity cannot be
determined; the cranium has been reconstructed three
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times; the present reconstruction is inaccurate. The
teeth of Homo habilis are intermediate between Austra-
lopithecus and Homo erectus; the teeth are advanced,
they are not advanced; they are like Ramapithecus and
Dryopithecus. The mode of locomotion of habilis was
like that of man; it was like that of Australopithecus; it
was neither—it was unique. Homo habilis was a tool
maker; he was not a tool maker; we can never know.

I am not missing the mark by much in saying that the
foregoing is a very confused picture. I believe that crea-
tionists are being seriously misled if they use the desig-
nation “Homo” for the so-called ‘“‘habilis™ fossils in
order to advocate an early sudden appearance of man.
Though the young-earth creationist model would
predict the appearance of man in the fossil record as
early as other primate fossils, I do not believe the habilis
fossils fulfill that prediction. If one does accept habilis
as Homo he must contend with, in addition to all the
problems listed above, the Leakey admission that (a)
major differences do exist between habilis and Homo
erectus (retrogressed, but true man), and (b) that “inter-
mediate forms are unknown” between the two.** Crea-
tionists should not be taken in by a scheme that assigns
a fossil to Homo status on the basis of what it is thought
to have evolved into, rather than on the basis of what it
looks like. Small-brained Homo habilis is far too primi-
tive a creature to be called a man. “Homo habilis™ is
the creature of philosophy. The taxon should be ““sunk”
as Wolpoff and Brace suggest.*®
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And Tempus caused macromolecules to form in the
primal oceans; and the macromolecules began to repro-
duce themselves and develop a cellular structure.

And the sea brought forth protozoans and algae, and
spore yielding organisms after their kind; and energy
from the sun which ruled the day, was effectively used by
some of the organisms; and Tempus was satisfied with
the outcome. And the time that elapsed was the third age.

And Tempus caused other special forms of life to ap-
pear, the sponge, the jellyfish, the shellfish and later the
starfish followed by the sunfish.

Swimming fish then appeared so that the sea had life
but the land was barren. So Tempus caused seaweeds to
evolve into mosses and ferns and spore yielding plants in
their manner; great forest swamps also sprung up.

And Tempus caused great sharks to evolve and many
creatures that move within the sea.

Then reptiles appeared on the earth, and some were
great and dreadful, and Tempus was satisfied with the
outcome.

And the time that elapsed was the fourth age.

And Tempus caused more life to evolve abundantly
upon the earth, creatures that crawl upon the earth and
fowls that fly above the earth in the open sky.

And Tempus caused pines to appear and cone-bearing
trees and winged fowl that might shelter in the trees; and
Tempus was satisfied with the outcome.

And among all the forms of moving life that appeared,
the stronger strains destroyed the weaker strains so that
only the fittest survived to multiply in the earth.

And the time that elapsed was the fifth age.

And Tempus caused many other living creatures to
evolve on the earth, creeping things and cattle and beasts
of the field; but the stronger strains destroyed the weaker
strains so that only the fittest survived.

Those that survived were best able to adapt to their
changing surroundings, and Tempus was satisfied with
the outcome.

And Tempus caused the struggle to continue until a
man evolved, with differences from the other forms of
life. He had greater intelligence and thus acquired domi-
nion over the fish of the sea and over the fowls of the air
and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that
creepeth upon the earth.

So Tempus evolved man in a special image, in both
male and female forms they evolved.

And Tempus caused them to be fruitful and multiply
and increase in the earth and to take charge of it, having
dominion over the fowl of the air and over every living
thing that moveth upon the earth.

And Tempus caused them to take of every herb bearing
seed upon the face of the earth and of every tree bearing
fruit and of anything else they chose for their food.

And the animals also ate of the plants, but some ate
other animals smaller and weaker than themselves and
some ate one another.

And Tempus was satisfied with everything that had
evolved, and the time that elapsed was the sixth age.

Thus the major evolution of the earth was finished,
and all the life within it.

Comments

Any valid comparisons between the theories of evolu-
tion and creation must be made on the basis of similarly
structured presentations. The above account indicates
that the theory of evolution appears to be no less
mythical than that of creation, when presented in
similar style to the biblical account of creation. When
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evolution theory is commonly presented with the ques-
tionable assumptions in the background, it appears to
have a sound scientific structure, and the role of faith in
time, to bridge the unproven gaps, is not readily ob-
vious.

Many of the weaknesses in the evolution theory have
been well documented by Morris in his book, The
Troubled Waters of Evolution,? by Gish in Evolution,
The Fossils Say No!,* and in the works of other creation
scientists. It has also been pointed out by these authors
how these weaknesses are resolved by a creation-based
theory. The major objection to the creation concept is
that it requires a belief in a supernatural power at the
beginning, to bring the earth and life into existence,
whereas in evolution, the current laws are supposed to
operate “‘ad infinitum”. A careful examination of the
theory of evolution, however, indicates that effects like
mutations, which are limited in scope, are extrapolated
beyond their observed scope, to make the theory
tenable. Such extrapolation gets into the realm of the
supernatural; but faith in time is required to naturalize
the supernatural. So the supernatural does exist in the
theory of evolution as well, although in a more subtle
form. There is really no sound basis for labelling crea-
tion as a religion while evolution is a science.

At the same time, it must be acknowledged that evolu-
tion appears to many to have a better scientific struc-
ture than creation. This is easily explained by the total
expenditure both in terms of financial support and in in-
tellectual expertise, invested in this field. Since the
theory of creation has as firm a basis for further scien-
tific investigation, there can be no justifiable reason for
the denial of similar financial support for creation-
oriented research. It is our conviction that such re-
search will establish the scientific superiority of the
creation theory.
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