LETTER

Mandibular evidence supports Homo floresiensis
as a distinct species
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Henneberg et al. (1) and Eckhardt et al. (2)
present another pathology-based alternative
to the hypothesis that the “hobbit” fossils
from Liang Bua, Indonesia, represent a distinct hominin species, Homo floresiensis. They
contend that the Liang Bua specimens are
the remains of small-bodied humans and
that the noteworthy features of the most
complete specimen, LB1, are a consequence
of Down syndrome (DS). Here, we show
that the available mandibular evidence does
not support these claims.
Absence of chins in the two mandibles
recovered at Liang Bua, LB1 and LB6, is a key
issue (1, 3). That these specimens lack chins
has been argued to preclude their attribution
to Homo sapiens, because a chin is widely
accepted to be a defining characteristic of
our species (3). Henneberg et al. reject this
argument on the grounds that a chin is often
absent in living Australo-Melanesians. However, the evidence they present does not support their assertion regarding AustraloMelanesian mandibular morphology. One
of two studies they cite has not been peer
reviewed (the publication is just a conference
abstract), whereas the other one has been
severely criticized (4). Henneberg et al. also
imply that a mandible from Roonka, Australia, supports their claim, but a CT scan
of this specimen shows that it has a positive
chin (Fig. 1). Thus, there is no reason to
believe that living Australo-Melanesians often
lack chins and therefore no reason to overturn Brown and Tomoko’s (3) assessment
that the absence of chins in LB1 and LB6
precludes their attribution to H. sapiens.

Henneberg et al. (1) and Eckhardt et al. (2)
choose not to mention a number of other
traits shared by the LB1 and LB6 mandibles
that are also inconsistent with attribution
to H. sapiens. Fig. 1 presents a CT scan of
the LB1 mandible. It is obvious from this
that, as has been pointed out previously (3),
LB1 exhibits internal buttressing of the
mandibular symphysis. This trait, which is
also seen in LB6 (3), appears in earlier
Homo but not H. sapiens. LB1 and LB6 also
exhibit a strong extramolar sulcus, a trait
found in early hominins but not H. sapiens
(3). Additionally, LB1’s and LB6’s tooth
root morphology differs from that seen in
H. sapiens (3). DS cannot explain the presence of these traits in LB1 and LB6.
Researchers who have studied modern people diagnosed with DS have not found
these traits to be among the mandibular
and dental features of DS (5, 6). Additionally, LB6 is accepted to be a normal individual by all researchers, including Eckhardt
et al. (p. 11963 in ref. 2). Therefore, the
only reasonable interpretation of the traits
is that they are part of the normal biology
of the population to which LB1 and LB6
belong. That LB1 and LB6 share the traits
with early hominins but not H. sapiens refutes
Henneberg et al.’s hypothesis.
Many interesting questions about the
Liang Bua fossils remain unanswered, but
whether LB1 is a pathological H. sapiens is
not one of them. As we have demonstrated,
the available mandibular evidence is already sufficient to discount this possibility.
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Fig. 1. CT scans of the Liang Bua 1 mandible (Upper) and an Aboriginal Australian Homo sapiens mandible, Roonka 45 (Lower). The distinct internal buttressing of the symphysis
that can be seen in LB1 is found in early hominins but not Homo sapiens. Both mandibles are to scale.
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