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10.1  Classifying Life

Imagine having 1.5 million books. If you want to be able to identify the different types of books in your 
library, then you are going to need some way of organizing them. You’ll likely want each book classified 
based on such things as the content, the author, and the date of publication. Consider that in biology, 
there are some 1.5 million known species and many more yet to be identified. To help us in identifying 
the many different kinds of species and how they might be related, we can likewise organize these 
species using a classification system.

The most familiar biological classification system used today had its beginnings with the Swedish 
naturalist Carolus Linnaeus in the 18th century. The Linnaean system divides species into groups based 
on their physical similarities. Under the Linnaean system, all living things are divided into different 
domains. Each domain is divided into different kingdoms. Each kingdom is divided into different phyla 
(plural for “phylum”). Each phylum is divided into different classes. Each class is divided into different 
orders. Each order is divided into different families. Each family is divided into different genera (plural for 
“genus”). Finally, each genus includes one or more different species. 

Figure 10.1 shows the classification of humans. Humans are in the domain Eukarya, which includes all 
eukaryotes. This domain includes animals, plants, fungi, and many other living things. 

FIGURE 10.1 

In the Linnaean classification 
system, humans belong 
to the domain Eukarya 
(eukaryotes), kingdom 
Animalia (animals), phylum 
Chordata (chordates), class 
Mammalia (mammals), 
order Primates (monkeys 
and apes), family Hominidae 
(humans and some of our 
extinct relatives), genus 
Homo, and species sapiens. 
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Humans are in the kingdom Animalia, which includes all animals. We are in the phylum Chordata, which 
includes the vertebrates and a few other organisms. We are in the class Mammalia, which includes all 
mammals. We are in the order Primates, along with monkeys, apes, lemurs, and other species. We are in the 
family Hominidae, which includes humans and many species of extinct human relatives. We are in the genus 
Homo, which includes humans and our closest fossil relatives, such as the Neanderthals, who went extinct 
about 30,000 years ago. Finally, our species is sapiens. 

Do the levels of Linnaean classification seem hard to remember? Mnemonics are little sayings that help 
people remember things. You can use this mnemonic to remember the levels of classification in the 
Linnaean system: In his domain, King Phillip called the class to order—the family genius will now speak. In 
addition to this system of classification, Linnaeus also came up with rules about how species are named. 
All species have a two-part scientific name made up of their genus name and species name. For example, 
humans are Homo sapiens (“wise human”) and dogs are Canis familiaris (“intimate dog”). Genus and species 
names are Latin; by convention, the names are in italics with the genus name capitalized. Sometimes the 
genus name is abbreviated as a single letter, as in H. sapiens or C. familiaris. 

READING CHECK

The scientific name of the endangered orangutan of Sumatra is Pongo abelii. What is its genus name? 
Its species name? 

CHECK YOUR ANSWER 

The genus name is Pongo; the species name is If abelii.     

If you’d like to read more about Linnaean classification, you might want to read this article here:

https://www.britannica.com/science/taxonomy/The-objectives-of-biological-classification


