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In this chapter, we provide a brief overview of the higher-
level (above species) classification and taxonomic group-
ings of marine mammals. It should be noted that marine
mammal taxonomy is somewhat controversial and is con-
stantly in a state of flux. We are actually in a splitting
phase now, so there are more species in this edition than in
the first edition. So, rather than trying to present the “fla-
vor of the month” and having that perhaps be out-of-date
when the user actually reads it, we have instead favored
a more classic and conservative system of classification.

For example, a new phylogenetic classification pub-
lished in 2005, and based on multiple lines of evidence,
suggested some changes in ranking of various taxa. It con-
sidered the cetaceans (whales, dolphins, and porpoises)
to be part of a more inclusive Order Cetartiodactyla
(which would include hippopotamuses, among other arti-
dactyls). In such a classification, the suborders Mysticeti
and Odontoceti might be demoted to infraorders (taxa
below the level of suborder). The Society for Marine
Mammalogy’s Committee on Taxonomy has adopted this
basic plan, with some modifications. In their recent list
(Committee on Taxonomy 2014), cetaceans are listed in the
Order Cetartiodactyla, but Cetacea is listed as an unranked
taxon (as are Odontoceti, Mysticeti, and Pinnipedia). It is
mentioned in a footnote that, “many marine mammalo-
gists and paleontologists favor retention of Order Cetacea
in the interest of taxonomic stability.” We tend to be in the
latter category. Although it is confusing having so many
unranked (but nonetheless valid) taxa, we do note that the
current information from molecular studies supports a sys-
tem that unites the cetaceans and other cetartiodactyls into
a single taxonomic order. Clearly, there is much more work
to do in marine mammal taxonomy!

Whether this arrangement will be accepted and sup-
ported by future work remains to be seen, although it
currently appears to be well supported by genetic and

morphological data and is gaining favor. However, for 55

now, in the species accounts we will present the major
higher-level groupings without their rankings, to avoid
controversy and confusion.

HH 2. Marine Mammals of the World

3. Taxonomic Groupings Above

the Species Level

Cetacea—Whales, dolphins, and porpoises

The 90 living species (one extinct) currently grouped in the
Cetacea (cither an order or taxon below order—see above
about the status of Cetacea) are divided into two groups—
Odontoceti (toothed whales) and Mysticeti (baleen
whales). All representatives of a third group, Archacoceti
(ancient whales), are extinct. It is generally agreed that
cetaceans are the most derived of all mammals (with the
possible exception of bats). Evolved from terrestrial ances-
tors, they have largely adapted to living in the water, and
have no need to come ashore, even for resting or repro-
duction. All cetaceans share a similar general body plan:
a streamlined (albeit some more-so than others) spindle-
shaped torso; flattened paddle-like foreflippers; telescoped
skull; nasal openings on top (rather than on the front) of
the head; dense (pachyostoric) ear bones, a well-developed
blubber layer; internal reproductive organs; newly-derived

boneless structures in the form of tail flukes and a dorsal
fin or ridge (secondarily lost in some species); and the loss
of such aquatic hindrances as hind limbs (present, if at all,
only as vestiges), external ear flaps, and fur (although all
have hair at some time during their carly development and
some retain a few rostral hairs for life).

Marine mammal taxonomy is not fully settied by any means. Revisions
take place regularly, and new species are still being discovered. These
beaked whales, previously thought to be Baird's, are now in the process
of being described as a new species. North Pacific. PHOTO: . NAGASHMA
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