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ABSTRACT The taxonomy of an invasive pest species, the Argentine ant, is reviewed. Linepithema
humile (Mayr) 1868 is conÞrmed as the valid name for the Argentine ant. Morphological variation and
species boundaries ofL.humileare examined, with emphasis on populations from the antÕs native range
in southern South America. Diagnoses and illustrations are provided for male, queen, and worker
castes. Collection records ofL.humile in South America support the idea of a native distribution closely
associated with major waterways in lowland areas of the Paraná River drainage, with recent intro-
ductions into parts of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru.
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THE ARGENTINE ANT, Linepithema humile (Mayr) 1868,
is among the worldÕs most successful invasive species.
This native South American insect has become a cos-
mopolitan pest, particularly in the Mediterranean cli-
mates of North America, Chile, South Africa, Austra-
lia, and southern Europe (Suarez et al. 2001).
Argentine ants have been implicated in the decline of
native arthropod (Cole et al. 1992) and vertebrate
faunas (Suarez and Case 2002) and in the alteration of
plant community structure (Christian 2001), and they
are also agricultural (Haney et al. 1987) and house
pests (Gordon et al. 2001).

Several recent studies have been directed at the
causes of the Argentine antÕs invasive success (Human
and Gordon 1996, Orr and Seike 1998, Tsutsui et al.
2000, Giraud et al. 2002). Several of these hypotheses,
particularly those of Orr and Seike (1998), Tsutsui et
al. (2000), and Giraud et al. (2002) invoke a contrast
between some aspect of Argentine ant biology in its
native range and Argentine ant biology in its intro-
duced range. Such native/non-native comparisons re-
quire sufÞcient knowledge of the ant in both ranges.
Unfortunately, the Argentine ant in its native range is
little understood compared with a wealth of knowl-
edge accumulated from introduced populations.

Inadequate taxonomy for L. humile is at least partly
responsible for hindering our understanding of the
Argentine ant in South America. Researchers have
displayed an unfortunate tendency to misdiagnose
other Linepithema species as L. humile, probably ow-
ing to a combination of the high visibility of L. humile
in the literature and a perplexing similarity in the
worker caste between Linepithema species. Examina-
tion of major entomological collections reveals worker
specimens of multiple Linepithema species stored un-
der the humile label (personal observations; in LACM,

MCSN, MCZC, MHNG, MZSP, NHMB, NHMW, and
USNM; see below for explanation of abbreviations).

Taxonomic confusion over L. humile extends be-
yond museum collections. At least one important
study, seeking to explain Argentine ant population
regulation in the native range through phorid para-
sitism (Orr and Seike 1998), initially targeted the
wrong Linepithema species (Orr et al. 2001). Errone-
ous conclusions from that study were later perpetu-
ated in the invasion biology literature (e.g., Chapin et
al. 2000, Feener 2000).

The genus Linepithema itself is a well-deÞned
monophyletic group supported by several morpho-
logical synapomorphies (Shattuck 1992). IdentiÞca-
tion of specimens to genus can be accomplished with
the keys of Shattuck (1992) and Bolton (1994). How-
ever, species limits within Linepithema are poorly
known, and the only species-level identiÞcation key
(Santschi 1929) is out of date and unusable. Since
Mayr Þrst described Linepithema fuscum in 1866, 28
species-level names have been assigned to Linepi-
thema (Bolton 1995). There has been no effort to
synthesize these isolated descriptions into a coherent
taxonomy, and it remains a challenge to identify any
Linepithema species, including L. humile.

The native distribution of the Argentine ant is some-
what better understood. Several lines of evidence
point to the Paraná River basin in subtropical South
America as being the region of origin. First, Argentine
ants from this area have high levels of genetic diversity
compared with populations elsewhere, and the ge-
netic diversity of introduced populations seems to be
a subset of the Paraná drainage diversity (Tsutsui et al.
2000, Tsutsui and Case 2001). Second, Argentine ants
are often found in relatively pristine natural areas
within the Paraná drainage coexisting with other ant
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