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 Vol. 126, No. 5 The American Naturalist November 1985

 METATHERIAN REPRODUCTION: TRANSITIONAL OR
 TRANSCENDING?

 VIRGINIA HAYSSEN,* ROBERT C. LACYt AND PAMELA J. PARKERS

 Section of Neurobiology and Behavior, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York 14853;

 Department of Biology, Franklin and Marshall College, Lancaster, Pennsylvania 17604;

 Chicago Zoological Society, Brookfield, Illinois 60513

 Submitted March 8, 1983; Revised February 15, 1984, and October 25, 1984;

 Accepted April 3, 1985

 Recent papers (Morton et al. 1982; Russell 1982a,b) have renewed the debate

 regarding the evolutionary interpretation of the divergence in metatherian ("mar-

 supial") and eutherian ("placental") patterns of reproduction. These authors dis-
 agreed with the conclusions of earlier papers, in particular those of Low (1978)
 and Parker (1977). We believe this disagreement rests on (1) differing views of
 what constitutes primitive and derived character states within the therian mam-

 mals, (2) imprecisely developed concepts in the earlier papers of the selective

 pressures that would favor either the metatherian or eutherian modes of reproduc-

 tion, and (3) a confusion between points of similarity and difference between
 metatherian and eutherian patterns of reproduction. In this paper we discuss

 briefly the first two points and treat the third at greater length.

 The metatherian and eutherian lineages have each been evolving for approxi-
 mately 100 million years since diverging from their shared pantotherian ancestors

 (Clemens 1979; Kielan-Jaworowska et al. 1979). (None of the conventional terms
 for the two infraclasses is accurate and without bias. Not all marsupials have a
 marsupium, and all marsupials have a placenta of one form or another. Metathe-

 rian mammals may not be an intermediate mammalian grade, and eutherian

 species are no more true mammals than are any other members of the class.
 Although none of these terms accurately describes its taxon, all are well en-

 trenched in the literature, and we will not propose more-appropriate terms here.)
 Aside from systematic tradition and from evolutionary interpretations of the
 reproductive systems of marsupial and placental mammals, the subject of this
 paper, marsupials are best regarded as alternative to, rather than primitive to,
 eutherian mammals (Tyndale-Biscoe 1973; Moeller 1975; Renfree 1981). The
 changeover from a mixed marsupial-placental mammalian fauna in North America

 * Present address: Department of Biology, Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts 01063.

 t Present address: Chicago Zoological Society, Brookfield, Illinois 60513.
 t Authors contributed equally; order of authorship is alphabetical.
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