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Table 10.2 Comparison of anatomical features of chimpanzee, australopithecine, and human skeleton.
Feature

Chimpanzee

Australopithecus afarensis

Human

cranium

domed

pelvis

short and broad

hindlimb

relatively long compared
to arm length

feet

feet shorter relative to
length of leg

hand bones (phalanges)

long, thin and straight

foot bones (phalanges)

straight

skull

perched on top of
vertebral column;
eyes point forwards

platform for bipedalism, as in humans. The skull of A. afarensis is perched on top of
the vertebral column, as it is in humans, suggesting strongly that Lucy stood upright.
Lucy’s pelvis resembled that of humans – short and broad – unlike the long narrow
pelvis of the ape.
In contrast, supporters of the view that Lucy was arboreal argue that the relatively
short hindlegs have proportions more like those of tree-climbing apes. The curved
hand and foot bones would provide grip and suggest tree-climbing. The feet are
relatively long, compared to the legs, which argues against persistent bipedal walking,
in that such movement would require the feet to be lifted quite high off the ground.
Can you conclude from the fossil evidence whether Australopithecus afarensis
was arboreal or walked bipedally on the ground?
On the existing evidence, it’s impossible to choose between these two habits.
Overall, the conclusion from the fossil evidence is that A. afarensis was more
bipedal than not when on the ground, but was also likely to be skilled at
climbing trees.
So, there now seems the beginnings of a consensus that Australopithecus afarensis
was partly arboreal, partly bipedal. Indeed, the environment in which it lived was
variable; Laetoli was open savannah, but Hadar, in Ethiopia, was wooded. Although
the arguments continue, at least some degree of development of bipedal walking in
australopithecines can be viewed as an evolutionary change of crucial importance.
More generally, changes in the shape of the pelvis are thought to be important in
hominid evolution, linked to the development of a form of locomotion that is more
efficient than that of apes.
What are the advantages of bipedal walking suggested by DA in TV10 Sequence
10.4 and in LoM Chapter 10?
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