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Conventional wisdom among evolutionists, at least at the popular level, is that whales 
descended from Mesonychidae, an early and diverse family of land mammals that were 
well adapted for running.[ ]1  It is hypothesized that some mesonychid species began 
feeding on creatures inhabiting shallow waters and that over many generations the 
selective pressures created by this change of diet transformed one or more of the species 
into an amphibious archaeocete.  The selective pressures of amphibious living in turn 
generated a variety of archaeocetes and eventually transformed one or more of the 
species into a fully marine archaeocete.  Marine existence then shaped further adaptations 
to produce the 75 to 77 living species of whales, porpoises, and dolphins.[ ]2   

Some evolutionists believe the fossil record has established this claim beyond a 
reasonable doubt.  One writer went so far as to pronounce that “the evolutionary case is 
now closed.”[ ]3  The purpose of this article is to suggest that the fossil evidence for the 
mesonychid-to-whale transition is not persuasive, let alone conclusive.  

Mesonychids to Archaeocetes 

The first claim in the evolutionists’ scenario is that archaeocetes descended from a 
mesonychid species.  The ancestral status of Mesonychidae was first proposed by Leigh 
Van Valen in 1966 on the basis of certain dental similarities between the mesonychid 
Dissacus navajovius (which is Dissacus carnifex of Cope) and some archaeocete 
specimens.  His rather cautious statement of the claim is worth recalling:  
To my knowledge the family of Mesonychidae is one of the relatively few groups of 
mammals (and even of reptiles) that has not been specifically suggested as ancestral to 
the whales, but in my opinion the preceding argument establishes them as at least the 
most likely candidate. . . . Dissacus navajovius is possibly directly ancestral, but little is 
known of the early history of the mesonychids, especially outside North America.[ ]4

In a more extensive analysis published three years later, Frederick Szalay suggested that 
both hapalodectines (which was then considered a mesonychid subfamily) and 
archaeocetes probably “derived from either early or middle Paleocene mesonychids, 
species more primitive than known mesonychines” [emphasis mine].[ ]5   In other words, 
Szalay concluded that both Dissacus and Ankalagon, the only middle Paleocene 
mesonychids known at that time, were too derived (evolutionarily advanced) to be in the 
archaeocete lineage.[ ]6   He saw them as "sister groups" of the archaeocetes, not as actual 
ancestors.  
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Since publication of the Szalay article, three more genera of middle Paleocene 
mesonychids have been identified in Asia (Dissacusium, Hukoutherium, Yangtanglestes), 
but none is known from anything more than fragmentary crania.[ ]7   Information on 
Hukoutherium, the best known of the three, is limited to a crushed and broken skull with 
lower jaws.[ ]8   No one has nominated any of these genera for ancestor of the archaeocetes, 
and thus mesonychids continue to be classified in the more technical literature as a "sister 
group" to the archaeocetes.[ ]9   

To acknowledge, as Robert Carroll did recently, that “[i]t is not possible to 
identify a sequence of mesonychids leading directly to whales,” is to 
understate the problem.[ ]10   It is not even possible to identify a single 
ancestral species.  All known mesonychids are excluded from the actual 
chain of descent by the evolutionists’ own criteria.  

The reason evolutionists are confident that mesonychids gave rise to archaeocetes, 
despite the inability to identify any species in the actual lineage, is that known 
mesonychids and archaeocetes have some similarities.  These similarities, however, are 
not sufficient to make the case for ancestry, especially in light of the vast differences.  
The subjective nature of such comparisons is evident from the fact so many groups of 
mammals and even reptiles have been suggested as ancestral to whales.  

In the case of mesonychids, the relationship to archaeocetes is based on the most general 
of similarities.  As Van Valen acknowledged in the original article proposing mesonychid 
ancestry:  

[M]any features of the skull of Protocetus [an early archaeocete - AC] are 
not similar to those of either the Hyaenodontidae or the Mesonychidae (or 
to any other terrestrial mammal known to me) and probably represent to a 
considerable extent a reorganization of the skull, the chain of effects 
resulting from adaptation to hearing, feeding, locomotion, and other 
functions in an aquatic existence.[ ]11   

This point was later echoed by Edwin Colbert:  “In general this [archaeocete] skull 
appears as if it might have been derived from a mesonychid type, but there is little 
beyond certain general resemblances to support such a relationship.”[ ]12   Others have 
likewise noted that the cited similarities in skull and dental characters “are not all clear-
cut.”[ ]13   One need only compare the reconstructed skull of the late Paleocene Sinonyx 
jiashanensis to that of an early archaeocete to appreciate these remarks.[ ]14   

Amphibious Archaeocete to Fully Marine Archaeocete 

The second claim in the evolutionists’ explanation of the origin of whales is that an 
amphibious archaeocete evolved into a fully marine archaeocete.  It is believed that this 
transformation is documented by a sequence of intermediate forms, what one writer 
called the “sweetest series of transitional fossils an evolutionist could ever hope to 
find.”[ ]15   This series, which spans 10-12 million years of the Eocene, includes Pakicetus 
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inachus, Ambulocetus natans, Rodhocetus kasrani, Indocetus ramani, Protocetus atavus, 
and Basilosaurus isis.[ ]16   

It is important to understand that, in calling these creatures a “series of transitional 
fossils,” the evolutionist does not mean that they form an actual lineage of ancestors and 
descendants.  On the contrary, they readily acknowledge that these archaeocetes “cannot 
be strung in procession from ancestor to descendant in a scala naturae.”[ ]17   What they 
mean is that these fossils show a progressive development within Archaeoceti of certain 
features found in the later, fully marine forms such as Basilosaurus.  (The specific 
features relate mainly to the middle ear and the appendicular skeleton.)  This progression 
of features is believed to correspond to changes that were occurring in the actual 
basilosaurid lineage.  

Whether the early archaeocetes form a series or sequence of intermediate forms depends, 
of course, on their morphology and their stratigraphic position.  The claim is that, for 
each of these fossils, the degree of evolutionary advancement corresponds to the 
stratigraphic position.  In other words, the older the fossil the less advanced its features; 
the younger the fossil the more advanced its features.  It is this correspondence of form 
and position (age) that provides the impression of directional transformation through 
time.  

The generally accepted order of the archaeocete species, in terms of both morphological 
(primitive to advanced) and stratigraphical (lower/older to higher/younger) criteria, is 
Pakicetus, Ambulocetus, Rodhocetus, Indocetus, Protocetus, and Basilosaurus (see note 
16).  One problem for this tidy picture is that the stratigraphical relationships of most of 
these fossils are uncertain.  

In the standard scheme, Pakicetus inachus is dated to the late Ypresian, but several 
experts acknowledge that it may date to the early Lutetian.[ ]18  If the younger date (early 
Lutetian) is accepted, then Pakicetus is nearly, if not actually, contemporaneous with 
Rodhocetus, an early Lutetian fossil from another formation in Pakistan.[ ]19   Moreover, the 
date of Ambulocetus, which was found in the same formation as Pakicetus but 120 meters 
higher, would have to be adjusted upward the same amount as Pakicetus.[ ]20   This would 
make Ambulocetus younger than Rodhocetus and possibly younger than Indocetus and 
even Protocetus.[ ]21   

In the standard scheme, Protocetus is dated to the middle Lutetian, but some experts have 
dated it in the early Lutetian.[ ]22   If the older date (early Lutetian) is accepted, then 
Protocetus is contemporaneous with Rodhocetus and Indocetus.  In that case, what is 
believed to have been a fully marine archaeocete was already on the scene at or near the 
time archaeocetes first appear in the fossil record.[ ]23   

Given the significance evolutionists have attributed to these fossils in their battle with 
creationists, one cannot help but wonder whether their stratigraphical arrangement in the 
standard scheme has been influenced by their morphology.  One committed to evolution 
would tend to be less critical of dates that placed these fossils in a morphological 
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sequence and more critical of dates that disrupted that sequence.[ ]24   As the diversity and 
shifts of expert opinion indicate, stratigraphical correlation is more an art than is 
commonly appreciated.  

Based on the foregoing, it is reasonable to believe, even from within an evolutionist 
framework, that all the early archaeocetes were essentially contemporaries.  Basilosaurus 
isis, on the other hand, was a gigantic marine archaeocete dating to the early 
Bartonian.[ ]25   Evolutionists suspect that basilosaurids descended from the earlier 
Protocetidae (which includes the archaeocetes discussed above), but specialists admit 
there is a “lack of clear ancestor to descendant relationships.”[ ]26   Indeed, the tremendous 
size difference between Basilosaurinae and protocetids casts doubt on that hypothesis.  
All protocetids were less than ten feet long, whereas Basilosaurus cetoides was over 80 
feet in length, and Basilosaurus isis was over 50 feet.[ ]27   It has been calculated that, even 
in a rapidly evolving line, changes in size are usually on the order of only 1-10% per 
million years.[ ]28   

Lacking a cogent argument that Basilosaurus isis actually descended from protocetids, 
evolutionists claim it is transitional in the sense that it exhibits features between the 
earlier protocetids and the later cetaceans.  If Protocetus was fully marine, as some 
experts now believe, it is questionable whether and to what extent the features of 
Basilosaurus can be characterized as more “advanced.”  But more importantly, if 
Basilosaurus did not descend from protocetids and was not ancestral to cetaceans (see 
below), what does the presence of intermediate features in Basilosaurus establish?  It 
seems the most one could say is that it indirectly supports the claim of descent with 
modification by showing a creature similar to the creature hypothesized to be in the 
actual lineage.  Creationists find this too weak to carry the extraordinary claim of 
cetacean evolution.  

Archaeocetes to Modern Cetaceans 

The third claim in the evolutionists’ chain of events is that archaeocetes gave rise to 
modern cetaceans.  This is sometimes asserted as a fact, but the relationship between 
these suborders has long been debated.  

There are major differences between the archaeocetes and cetaceans (e.g., body shape, 
thoracic fin structure, and skull arrangement) which have led many experts to deny that 
archaeocetes gave rise to odontocetes or mysticetes.[ ]29   As George Gaylord Simpson 
concluded:  

Thus the Archaeoceti, middle Eocene to early Miocene, are definitely the 
most primitive of cetaceans, but they can hardly have given rise to the 
other suborders.  The Odontoceti, late Eocene to Recent, are on a higher 
grade than the Archaeoceti and, on the average, lower than the Mysticeti, 
middle Oligocene to Recent, but apparently were not derived from the 
former and did not give rise to the latter.[ ]30   
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The point was reiterated two decades later by A. V. Yablokov, who wrote, “It is now 
obvious to most investigators that the Archaeoceti cannot be regarded as direct ancestral 
forms of the modern cetaceans.”[ ]31   This was the consensus opinion until relatively 
recently.[ ]32   

The current leaders in the field believe that archaeocetes were ancestral to modern 
whales, but there is no agreement on which family of archaeocetes was involved.  In fact, 
all three families (Protocetidae, Remingtonocetidae, and Basilosauridae) have been 
proposed.[ ]33   This is particularly revealing when one considers how radically different 
Remingtonocetidae is from the other archaeocetes.[ ]34   

In addition, no chain of descent from archaeocetes to modern whales has been identified.  
The phylogenetic relationships among major lineages within the Cetacea continue to be 
“very poorly understood,” which is why recent phylogenies are dominated by dead ends, 
broken lines, and question marks.[ ]35   As for Basilosaurus isis, it is generally recognized 
that Basilosaurinae was an isolated subfamily that had nothing to do with the origin of 
modern whales.[ ]36   
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