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S182   Studying Mammals

As the completed table suggests, there are significant differences between humans
and orangutans and chimpanzees, but the similarities you have recorded suggest our
close evolutionary relationship to apes. Darwin’s publication of The Origin of Species
in 1859, in which he so eloquently explained his view of evolution, implied that
natural selection applies to human evolution too. He concluded:

‘When I view all beings not as special creations, but as the lineal descendants
of some few beings which lived long before the first bed of the Cambrian
system was deposited, they seem to me to become ennobled.’

Later, in his book The Descent of Man (published in 1871), Darwin suggested that
humans had evolved from an African ape-like ancestor. He thought that the existence
of predators and the harsh climatic conditions in Africa had provided the intense
selection pressure that resulted in the evolution of a biped from an ape, via the
process of natural selection. Darwin did not have much evidence for his view, as little
fossil evidence and no molecular evidence was available in the 19th century.
Nevertheless, subsequent research has shown that he was right.

You will be aware that classification systems aim to reflect evolutionary relationships
and are based on both anatomical and genetic similarities. The classification of apes
and humans takes account of the close evolutionary relationship between humans and
the chimpanzee, as revealed in Figure 10.1. Look back at Figure 8.2 and notice the
links between the two diagrams; for example, both diagrams show the split between
the lesser and great apes (Hylobatidae and Hominidae), about 10 million years ago.
The split between the Cercopithecidae (i.e. Old World monkeys, of which the baboon

Table 10.1 Comparison of anatomical features and locomotion in orangutan, chimpanzee and human.

Feature Orangutan Chimpanzee Human

relative length of legs longer than arms
arms and legs

length of fingers long relative to size of hand

position of eyes forward pointing

face flat or forwardly face flat with high forehead
projecting

body hair very little body hair

arboreal or ground-living lives on the ground;
never arboreal

locomotion bipedal, but can also climb

manual dexterity; tool use excellent; makes and uses
tools

childhood prolonged (around
15–18 years)


