
“Is a Puzzlement:” The Enigma of the Little People of Flores 

With appropriate apologies to Rogers and Hammerstein, our puzzlement does not involve 

a 19th century Siamese king but rather a 21st century Indonesian “Hobbit.”  The puzzlement, 

however, is every bit as perplexing; and it has a lot of scientists thinking they are not sure of what 

they thought they absolutely knew.  In 2004, Mike Morwood and his collaborators revealed to the 

scientific world the human skeletal and archaeological remains from the Liang Bua cave on the 

tropical island of Flores.  The moniker of “Hobbit” derives from the proportionally large feet of 

the Liang Bua people relative to their small body size, which seems to conjure up comparisons to 

Tolkien’s little people – who by the way also lived in a hole in the ground! 

The Liang Bua (LB) skeletal remains comprise a series of very small-stature humans, 

standing only 1-1.1 meters judging from the most complete specimens (the lower limbs of LB 1 

and 6), which places them at the very low end of the modern human stature range.  While the 

postcranial remains suggest the presence of as many as 15 individuals, only one (LB1) preserves 

a cranium and mandible.  The only other cranial specimen (except for isolated teeth) is a second 

mandible (LB 6).  The mandibles have relatively primitive features, including receding 

mandibular symphyses and the lack of any of the anatomical traits associated with modern human 

chins.  The cranium also exhibits apparently primitive features (e.g. anterior pillars on the 

maxillae), but the most notable is its very small brain size (cranial capacity of 380-417 cm3).  

This might not be so puzzling a combination if it were not for the fact that LB 1 and LB 6 date to 

between 16,000 and 19,000 years ago, not the millions of years their morphology might suggest.  

What is more, they are associated with relatively sophisticated lithic implements including well-

made flakes and blades.  How could such a pea-brained human exist this recently and make such 

impressive stone tools?   

The fact is that no completely satisfactory explanation has yet been formulated that 

explains all of the facts of this “puzzlement.”  Originally in 2004, Morwood and the lead physical 

anthropologist on  the Liang Bua project, Peter Brown, argued that the LB people had descended 

from Homo erectus who were presumably on the island by 880,000 years ago, based on dating of 

crude stone tools from the Soa Basin excavated by Morwood.  The argument was that the LB 

people had undergone insular dwarfism due to the impoverished resources on Flores.  We know 

that the only other large Flores mammals, stegodons, underwent such a process, because 800,000-

year-old, full-sized ancestors have been recovered on Flores.   

By 2005, however, Morwood, Brown and their colleagues had changed their 

interpretation.  For one thing, while the LB small body size was easily explainable given the 

environmental circumstances, modern pygmy and “pygmoid” populations maintain modern-sized 



brains. So why would a “dwarfed” Erectine revert to a much smaller brain size?  Also, the 

emerging pattern of the postcranial uniqueness of the LB specimens came more into focus. 

Morwood, Brown and colleagues now think that LB actually represents the remnants of a pre-

Erectine hominin radiation out of Africa that were small in body size to begin with.  As in the 

Erectine scenario, the LB people remained on Flores in total isolation until they and the stegodons 

met their demise as a result of massive volcanic eruptions around 17,000 years ago.  Morwood, 

Brown and colleagues argue that the LB people should be recognized as their own species – 

Homo floresiensis. 

Opponents of this view note that LB 1’s brain-body relationship places it among the most 

primitive of the australopithecines!  It is argued that a normal hominin, capable of the level of 

lithic technology seen at Liang Bua, could not have such a small brain, and that LB 1 therefore 

must represent some incarnation of a microcephalic among small, indigenous modern humans on 

Flores.  An ever-increasing list of conditions has been cited as possible specific underlying 

causes, including cretinism, Laron Syndrome, and microcephalic osteodyplastic primordial 

dwarfism type II (MOPD II).  However, since microcephaly results from a large number of 

potential conditions, isolating the exact cause is extremely difficult.  When Matt Cartmill and I 

wrote our assessment of the LB people for The Human Lineage, we were simply uncertain what 

to make of these people – but I, at least, was inclined toward the pathological interpretation.  But 

things have changed and compounded the “puzzlement.” 

Continued analysis of the postcranial specimens, which range in age from ~95,000 to 

~16,000 years ago, have noted a number of non-modern hominin features that do not appear 

pathological in origin.  These include characteristics of the pelvis, wrist, hand, foot, shoulder, 

upper limb and lower limb that have been detailed by some very fine anatomical anthropologists 

in a special issue of the Journal of Human Evolution late last year.  Many of these features -- the 

capitate “waisting,” low humeral torsion, pattern of iliac flare, humero-femoral index, and 

shortening of the pelvic limb -- recall australopithecine or even ape-like conditions.  These traits 

are apparently not a result of body size diminution, as modern pygmy and “pygmoid” peoples 

lack these features.  Furthermore, the primitive features of the mandibles and lower premolars are 

not duplicated in indigenous “pygmoid” peoples, as previously has been claimed.  There does 

seem to be a uniqueness to these LB people that, so far at least, cannot be assigned to the effects 

of small size or pathology.  But that pea brain still has not been sufficiently explained, in my 

estimation, by the proponents of Homo floresiensis, although Dean Falk and her colleagues have 

provided some very interesting suggestions concerning “cerebral reorganization” in the LB 

virtual endocast.   



There are three other things that bother me about the “new hominin species” 

interpretation.  First, where is the other evidence for this pre-Erectine radiation out of Africa?  

Dmanisi does not provide it, nor do the old (and not so old) arguments concerning the status of 

“Meganthropus” or the Longuppo fragments.  Admittedly, the isolation provided by Flores is a 

relevant issue for the uniqueness of the LB circumstances, but I would feel more comfortable if 

there were some other indication of such a radiation.  The isolation aspect plays a critical role in 

my other two worries.  First, I can accept a “tsunami” explanation for how the LB people got to 

Flores; but the colonizers would have had to have been a pretty large group (10-15 individuals 

possibly, with a significant number of them females of reproductive age) to establish a viable 

population in the first place, particularly given the reduced resource base for large mammals on 

Flores.  Also, how demographically likely would it be for this population to be maintained in total 

isolation for 200,000 generations, given the resource limitations?  Second, the analysis of the 

lithic technology identifies a pattern of continuity in flaking technology, use of radial cores, and 

certain artifact types, from the 880,000-680,000-year-old sites in the Soa Valley to a 193,000-

year-old site near Liang Bua to the Liang Bua sequence.  However, there are also clear advances 

in lithic technology and artifact types, with better-made flakes and blades appearing later (but 

prior to the appearance of clearly modern people after 11,000 years ago).  Is it reasonable to think 

this “improvement” would have happened in total isolation?  And finally, if one tsunami brought 

people to Flores from the north 2 million years ago, what are the chances that no other tsunami 

brought later people? 

Frankly, I think the answer to the Hobbit enigma is not yet clear.  There are certainly 

parallels to the original discoveries of Neandertals in Germany and Australopithecus in South 

Africa, the former relating to Virchow’s claim of pathology and the latter to the somewhat 

unexpected mosaic represented by the Taung child in 1925.  These were only resolved by 

additional fossil discoveries, and I expect that the same will be needed to solve the “puzzlement” 

of the little people of Flores.  Regardless of what that solution ultimately is, the Liang Bua 

discoveries represent the most surprising and, in a way, unsettling finds to come to light during 

my career in human paleontology.  Beyond the specific case, the Hobbits focus attention on the 

question of how many species of Homo are reasonable to expect at any one time; and they hold 

out the possibility that other unique cases may be found in the future to create fascinating 

“puzzlements” for future anthropologists. 
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