
Neanderthal Man 

Geological History of Earth: From Origin to Late Pleistocene 

The geological history of Earth is divided into eons, eras, periods, and epochs, 
based on major events like the formation of the Earth, mass extinctions, climate 
changes, and evolutionary transformations. Below is a simplified timeline: 

1. Precambrian Time (4.6 billion – 541 million years ago) 

This includes the Hadean, Archaean, and Proterozoic eons. 

a. Hadean Eon (4.6 – 4.0 billion years ago) 

● Formation of Earth from cosmic dust (~4.6 bya). 

● Molten surface, intense volcanic activity, no life. 

● Formation of early oceans and atmosphere. 

b. Archaean Eon (4.0 – 2.5 billion years ago) 

● First appearance of life: prokaryotic cells (bacteria and archaea). 

● Stromatolites (fossilized microbial mats). 

● Formation of early continents. 

c. Proterozoic Eon (2.5 billion – 541 million years ago) 

● Accumulation of oxygen in the atmosphere due to cyanobacteria (Great 
Oxygenation Event). 

● Emergence of eukaryotic cells (~1.8 bya). 

● Multicellular life appeared by ~600 mya. 

● Formation and breakup of supercontinents like Rodinia. 

2. Phanerozoic Eon (541 million years ago – present) 

This eon includes the explosion of complex life and is divided into 3 eras. 

A. Paleozoic Era (541 – 252 million years ago) 

a. Cambrian Period (541 – 485 million years ago) 
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● Cambrian Explosion: rapid diversification of marine life. 

● Appearance of most major animal groups. 

b. Later Paleozoic Periods 

● Evolution of fish, amphibians, and early reptiles. 

● Development of land plants. 

● Ends with the Permian–Triassic extinction (~252 mya), the largest mass 
extinction in history. 

B. Mesozoic Era (252 – 66 million years ago) 

● Age of reptiles and dinosaurs. 

● Appearance of early mammals and birds. 

● Continental drift: Pangaea formed and began to break apart. 

● Ends with the Cretaceous–Paleogene extinction (~66 mya), likely caused by 
an asteroid impact. 

C. Cenozoic Era (66 million years ago – present) 

Known as the Age of Mammals, this era is most relevant for human evolution. It is 
divided into the Paleogene, Neogene, and Quaternary periods. 

Neogene Period (23 – 2.6 million years ago) 

1. Miocene Epoch (23 – 5.3 million years ago) 

● Mammals and birds diversified. 

● Major radiation of hominoids (apes). 

● Appearance of Proconsul, Dryopithecus, Sivapithecus, and Kenyapithecus – 
ancestors of modern apes and humans. 

● Spread of grasslands due to global cooling. 

2. Pliocene Epoch (5.3 – 2.6 million years ago) 

● Emergence of early hominins like Australopithecus afarensis (“Lucy”), A. 
africanus, A. anamensis, etc. 

● Development of bipedalism as an adaptation to savannah environments. 

● Appearance of Homo habilis (~2.4 mya), associated with Oldowan tools. 

                        The Optionalist | AnthropoliX 



● Great Rift Valley in Africa became a key site for hominin fossils. 

● Continued cooling trend, leading toward glacial cycles. 

Quaternary Period (2.6 million years ago – present) 

Divided into two epochs: 

1. Pleistocene Epoch (2.6 million – 11,700 years ago) 

● Marked by repeated glacial–interglacial cycles. 

● Evolution and global spread of various Homo species: Homo erectus, H. 
heidelbergensis, H. neanderthalensis, Denisovans, and H. sapiens. 

● Acheulean and Mousterian tool cultures emerged. 

● Homo sapiens evolved around 300,000 years ago in Africa. 

● Out-of-Africa migration (~60,000 years ago). 

● Neanderthals went extinct around 40,000 years ago. 

● First evidence of symbolic behavior, art, and structured societies. 

2. Holocene Epoch (11,700 years ago – present) 

● End of the last Ice Age and beginning of modern climatic conditions. 

● Neolithic Revolution: agriculture, animal domestication, settled life. 

● Birth of civilizations and written history. 

Summary Table: Hominin-Relevant Geological Milestones 

Epoch Timeframe Key Events (Hominin Focus) 

Miocene 23 – 5.3 mya Hominoids like Dryopithecus and 
Proconsul. 

Pliocene 5.3 – 2.6 mya Bipedal hominins (Australopithecus), 
Homo habilis. 

Early 
Pleistocene 

2.6 – 0.8 mya Homo erectus, tool use, out-of-Africa 
migrations. 
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Middle 
Pleistocene 

0.8 – 0.125 mya Neanderthals, brain expansion, social 
behavior. 

Late 
Pleistocene 

125,000 – 11,700 
years ago 

Homo sapiens, cultural complexity, 
extinction of others. 

 

Introduction & Classification of Neanderthals 

Neanderthals, or Homo neanderthalensis, were a species of ancient humans who 
lived between 400,000 and 40,000 years ago. They mainly occupied Europe, 
Western Asia, and parts of the Middle East.  

Based on changes in their physical traits and behaviors over time, scholars often 
divide them into two types: Classical Neanderthals and Progressive 
Neanderthals.  

Classical Neanderthals lived during the Middle Paleolithic period, especially 
between 130,000 and 70,000 years ago. Their fossils have been found in cold 
regions like France (La Chapelle-aux-Saints), Belgium (Spy Cave), and Germany 
(Neander Valley).  

These Neanderthals had stocky, short bodies, a strong build, wide noses, heavy brow 
ridges, and low, long skulls. These traits helped them retain body heat in the cold Ice 
Age environment. Their body proportions are very similar to modern cold-climate 
populations, a concept known as Bergmann and Allen’s Rules in anthropology. 

Classical Neanderthals are closely associated with the Mousterian tool culture, 
made using the Levallois technique. They crafted sharp flake tools like side 
scrapers, points, and denticulates for hunting and skinning animals. 

Progressive Neanderthals, who lived between 70,000 and 40,000 years ago, 
show signs of anatomical and behavioral changes. Their fossils come from places like 
Kebara Cave and Tabun Cave in Israel, where Neanderthal skulls are rounder, with 
smaller brow ridges and more developed chins.  

These changes suggest a gradual shift toward modern human features, likely due to 
environmental adaptation and possible contact with Homo sapiens, who were 
entering the region from Africa. 

Tool-making also became more advanced during this phase. Progressive 
Neanderthals used not only Mousterian tools but also began experimenting with 
new methods, possibly influenced by early modern humans. They might have used 
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bone tools, symbolic items, and even primitive ornaments, as seen in some later 
European Neanderthal sites. 

Genetic studies provide strong evidence that modern humans interbred with 
Neanderthals during this period. Today, about 1–2% of the DNA in people of 
non-African descent comes from Neanderthals, proving that some mixing occurred 
as Homo sapiens moved into Neanderthal territories. 

In summary, Classical Neanderthals were rugged Ice Age survivors with strong 
bodies and basic tools, while Progressive Neanderthals show signs of transition, 
innovation, and interaction with modern humans. This evolutionary journey tells us 
a lot about human adaptability and the shared roots of our species. 

1. Geographical Distribution of Neanderthal Man 

Fossil Sites and Spread Across Continents 

Neanderthals were one of the most widespread archaic human species during the 
Middle to Late Pleistocene epoch, living approximately between 400,000 and 
40,000 years ago. 

Unlike many earlier hominins that lived mostly in Africa, Neanderthals had 
successfully migrated and adapted to a variety of environments outside Africa, 
especially those characterized by harsh, cold climates during the Ice Age.  

A. Europe: The Core Zone of Neanderthal Habitat 

Europe is considered the heartland of Neanderthal evolution and survival, with 
the highest concentration of fossil remains and Mousterian cultural artifacts. 

Some of the most important fossil sites in Europe include: 

● In Germany (Neander Valley), the first Neanderthal fossil was discovered 
in 1856, giving the species its name, Homo neanderthalensis, and sparking 
interest in archaic humans.  

● In France (La Chapelle-aux-Saints), a nearly complete skeleton of an elderly 
Neanderthal male showed signs of arthritis, suggesting that other group 
members may have cared for him, providing evidence of social bonding and 
support. 

● In Spain (El Sidrón Cave), remains of at least 13 Neanderthals were found, 
offering insights into their family structure and kinship.  

● Italy (Guattari Cave) yielded a well-preserved Neanderthal skull, along with 
fauna and tools, indicating long-term occupation.  
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● Croatia (Krapina) provided over 800 fossil fragments from around 70 
individuals, hinting at ritual behavior or cannibalism.  

● In Belgium (Spy Cave), fossils of two adults with Mousterian tools 
reinforced the connection between Neanderthal culture and tool-making. 

These discoveries confirm that Neanderthals were widely distributed across 
Western and Central Europe, from the Mediterranean in the south to as far north 
as modern-day Belgium and Germany. 

B. Western Asia: The Eastern Edge of Neanderthal Range 

Neanderthals also inhabited various parts of the Middle East and Western Asia, 
which served as both a habitat and a potential contact zone with anatomically 
modern humans (Homo sapiens). 

Key fossil sites include: 

● Iraq (Shanidar Cave): Multiple Neanderthal skeletons were found here. One 
burial, known as the “Flower Burial,” revealed pollen grains near the body, 
suggesting early symbolic or ritualistic behavior, although some scholars 
debate this interpretation. 

● Israel (Kebara and Amud Caves): These sites provided evidence of burial 
practices, stone tools, and interactions with early modern humans, 
suggesting periods of coexistence and possible gene flow between species. 

● Syria: Though less excavated compared to other regions, several Neanderthal 
tools and remains have been found, supporting their presence in the Levant 
corridor. 

These Western Asian sites are particularly significant because they lie at the 
crossroads between Africa, Europe, and Asia, making them crucial for 
understanding migration patterns, evolutionary relationships, and inter-species 
contact. 

C. Central Asia: Extending into the East 

The easternmost confirmed range of Neanderthals includes Central Asia, 
particularly in: Uzbekistan (Teshik-Tash Cave): The site yielded the skeleton of a 
Neanderthal child, buried with goat horns arranged in a semicircle around the 
grave. This has led some anthropologists to propose symbolic behavior or ritual 
burial, though this is debated. 

This site is critical because it demonstrates the expansion of Neanderthals into 
Central Asia, where they adapted to steppe and mountainous environments.  
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Environmental Adaptation 

The regions inhabited by Neanderthals were predominantly cold, temperate, or 
seasonally variable—characteristics of glacial and interglacial periods of the 
Pleistocene. These areas required special adaptations: 

● Biological adaptations: Such as shorter limbs, stocky body (following 
Allen’s and Bergmann’s Rules), and large nasal cavities to warm and 
humidify cold air. 

● Cultural adaptations: Use of fire, construction of simple shelters, fur 
clothing, and efficient stone tools for hunting and processing meat. 

● Allen's and Bergmann's rules explain how animals adapt to different climates 
through body shape and size.  

● Bergmann's rule says that animals in cold regions tend to have larger bodies 
to conserve heat, while those in hot regions are smaller to release heat easily. 

● Allen's rule states that animals in colder areas have shorter limbs and 
appendages to reduce heat loss, whereas those in warmer climates have 
longer limbs to help with heat dissipation. These rules also help explain 
certain physical features seen in human evolution, like shorter limbs in 
Neanderthals. 

2. Salient Physical Features of Neanderthals 
Neanderthals (Homo neanderthalensis) exhibited a distinct combination of 
primitive and advanced anatomical traits, shaped over hundreds of thousands of 
years.  

a. Cranial Features (Head and Face) 

1. Large Cranial Capacity 

● Neanderthals had an impressive brain size, ranging from 1200 to 1750 
cubic centimeters (cc). 

● However, brain size alone doesn’t determine intelligence. The shape, 
structure, and organization of the brain also matter. While Neanderthals 
were intelligent and had culture, language, and tools, their cognitive 
processing may have been different from modern humans. 

2. Long, Low Skull (Elongated Vault) 
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● The Neanderthal skull had a long, low, and flattened profile when viewed 
from the side, quite different from the rounded, high forehead of modern 
humans. 

● This feature reflects their archaic evolutionary lineage, and possibly 
supported strong neck and jaw muscles. 

3. Prominent Brow Ridges (Supraorbital Torus) 

● Thick, continuous bony ridges above the eyes gave Neanderthals a rugged, 
heavy appearance. 

● While the exact function is debated, it may have been related to muscle 
attachment, structural reinforcement, or simply a retained ancestral 
trait. 

4. Occipital Bun 

● A distinctive bulge at the back of the skull, known as the occipital bun, 
likely provided extra space for neck muscle attachment or helped balance 
the head. 

● This feature is rare in modern humans but common among Neanderthals. 

5. Midfacial Prognathism 

● Neanderthals had a projecting midface, especially around the nose region. 

● Their large nasal aperture (opening) helped humidify and warm cold, dry 
air—an adaptation to glacial climates. 

6. No Chin (Receding Mandible) 

● Unlike modern humans, who have a well-developed chin or mental 
eminence, Neanderthals had a receding lower jaw. 

● This absence of a chin is considered a primitive trait, also seen in earlier 
hominins like Homo erectus. 

b. Dental Features (Teeth and Jaws) 

1. Large Incisors and Molars 

● Neanderthal teeth were big and robust, especially the front teeth (incisors). 

● Their wear patterns suggest they used teeth as tools—perhaps to grip, hold, 
or process materials like hides, wood, or meat. 

● This behavior is sometimes called using the teeth as a "third hand." 
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2. Taurodontism 

● A notable trait in Neanderthal molars is taurodontism—where the tooth 
pulp chamber is enlarged, and the roots are shortened. 

● This may have made their teeth stronger and better suited to withstand 
heavy stress, such as chewing tough meat or plant material. 

c. Postcranial Skeleton  

Neanderthal postcranial anatomy reveals that they were built for power, 
endurance, and survival in cold environments. 

1. Short and Stocky Stature 

● On average, Neanderthal males stood about 5 feet 5 inches tall, and 
females slightly shorter. 

● Despite their height, they were extremely muscular and broad-bodied, 
weighing around 65–80 kg or more. 

● Their compact bodies helped retain body heat—consistent with Bergmann’s 
Rule, which states that larger-bodied animals are found in colder regions. 

2. Barrel-Shaped Chest and Wide Pelvis 

● Their rib cages were broad and barrel-shaped, providing greater lung 
capacity, possibly supporting higher oxygen intake during physical exertion. 

● The wide pelvis allowed for strong attachment of thigh muscles and may 
have helped with balance and locomotion in rugged terrain. 

3. Thick, Strong Limb Bones 

● Neanderthals had dense, curved limb bones, particularly in the arms and 
legs, indicating high muscle attachment and usage. 

● These features suggest they were involved in frequent manual labor, 
hunting large animals with thrusting spears, and navigating harsh landscapes. 

4. Shorter Limbs 

● Compared to modern humans, Neanderthals had shorter lower arms and 
legs, reducing surface area and minimizing heat loss. 

● This is in line with Allen’s Rule, which states that animals in colder climates 
evolve shorter limbs to conserve body heat. 

3. Cultural and Behavioral Features of Neanderthals 
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While Neanderthals are often stereotyped as primitive or brutish, archaeological 
and paleoanthropological evidence paints a much more complex and human-like 
picture. They had their own culture, tools, social structure, and even symbolic 
behaviors. These traits indicate that Neanderthals were not just biologically 
advanced but also behaviorally sophisticated, showing signs of cognitive depth, 
cooperation, and symbolic thought. 

a. Tool Technology 

1. Mousterian Culture 

● Neanderthals are most famously associated with the Mousterian tool 
tradition, which flourished during the Middle Paleolithic period (approx. 
160,000 to 40,000 years ago) 

● This culture is named after the site Le Moustier in France, where such tools 
were first discovered. 

● This culture is best known for its flint tools, especially scrapers, points, and 
hand axes, which were more advanced than earlier tools. Mousterian people 
used the Levallois technique, a smart way of shaping stones before flaking 
them. 

● These tools helped them in hunting, cutting meat, and making clothes from 
animal hides. They likely lived in caves or open camps and may have used fire. 
Evidence also shows that they had some sense of caring for the injured and 
possibly even buried their dead. Mousterian culture shows a clear step in the 
evolution of human intelligence and survival skills. 

2. Levallois Technique 

● A hallmark of Neanderthal tool-making was the Levallois technique, a 
prepared-core method of stone tool production. 

● This involved shaping a core of flint or other hard stone and then striking 
flakes off in a planned manner to produce standardized, sharp-edged tools. 

● This shows foresight, planning, and cognitive control—important markers 
of higher intelligence. 

The process of making tools in Mousterian culture involved a careful and skilled 
method called the Levallois technique, used mainly for shaping flint stones. Here's 
how the process worked in simple terms: 

1. Selecting a suitable stone – They picked a good-quality flint or similar rock 
that could break in a controlled way. 
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2. Shaping the core – The stone was first shaped into a rounded core, like a 
prepared block, by chipping off pieces to create a dome-like surface. 

3. Preparing the striking platform – One side of the core was made flat to 
serve as a "striking surface" from where flakes could be removed. 

4. Striking off flakes – With a hard hammerstone, they struck the prepared core 
to knock off flakes. These flakes were already shaped and sharp because of the 
careful preparation. 

5. Retouching the flakes – The flakes were then trimmed further into desired 
shapes like scrapers, points, or knives using finer chipping. 

6. Using the tool – The final tool was ready for tasks like cutting, scraping 
animal hides, or hunting. 

Comparison with other tool complexes 

Oldowan, Acheulean, and Mousterian are three important stone tool cultures 
showing the progress of early human intelligence. Oldowan is the oldest (about 2.6 
to 1.7 million years ago), used by Homo habilis in Africa. Its tools were simple, just 
flakes chipped off stones, mainly for cutting meat.  

Acheulean came next (about 1.7 million to 200,000 years ago), used by Homo 
erectus. Its tools, like the hand axe, were more shaped and symmetrical, showing 
better skill.  

Then came the Mousterian culture (160,000 to 40,000 years ago), mainly used by 
Neanderthals in Europe. Mousterian tools were sharper and more varied, made 
using the clever Levallois technique 

3. Tool Types and Uses 

● Neanderthals made a variety of tools, including: 

○ Scrapers for cleaning animal hides. 

○ Points and notched tools likely used as spear tips or for cutting. 

○ Denticulates (toothed-edged tools) for woodworking or plant 
processing. 

● Some tools were hafted onto wooden shafts using resin or sinew, indicating 
complex composite tool construction. 

b. Subsistence and Diet 

1. Big-Game Hunting 
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● Neanderthals were skilled and strategic hunters of large mammals, 
including mammoths, woolly rhinoceroses, reindeer, and bison. 

● Sites like La Cotte de St. Brelade (Jersey) and Mauran (France) show 
evidence of cooperative hunting techniques, possibly involving ambush 
strategies. 

2. Meat-Centric Diet, but Omnivorous 

● Stable isotope analysis of Neanderthal bones shows a diet rich in animal 
protein, making them among the top carnivores of their ecosystems. 

● However, recent studies from dental calculus (tooth plaque) and coprolite 
(fossilized feces) reveal that they also ate: 

○ Tubers, nuts, berries, mushrooms, legumes, and even medicinal 
plants. 

○ This implies a broad dietary range, adapted to local ecologies and 
seasons. 

3. Use of Fire 

● Neanderthals used fire routinely—for cooking, warmth, and protection. 

● Evidence of hearths and charcoal layers has been found at sites like Grotte 
du Lazaret (France) and Kebara Cave (Israel). 

c. Social Life and Symbolic Behavior 

1. Burial Practices and Symbolism 

● One of the most debated aspects of Neanderthal behavior is their practice of 
burying their dead. 

○ At Shanidar Cave (Iraq), several skeletons were found in intentional 
burial positions. 

○ One grave (Shanidar IV) contained flower pollen, interpreted by some 
scholars as evidence of ritual or symbolic burial, although others 
suggest the flowers may have been introduced by animals like rodents. 

2. Altruism and Group Care 

● Neanderthal remains show healed fractures, joint diseases, and tooth loss, 
implying that injured or elderly individuals survived due to care from 
others. 

                        The Optionalist | AnthropoliX 



○ For example, the La Chapelle-aux-Saints skeleton of an elderly man 
had lost most of his teeth but lived long after, possibly fed and 
protected by his group. 

3. Use of Pigments and Ornaments 

● Traces of ochre (red and yellow pigments) have been found at Neanderthal 
sites, suggesting they used it for body painting, decoration, or symbolic 
markings. 

● Ornaments such as perforated shells, eagle talons, and engraved bones 
have been interpreted as forms of adornment or status display. 

4. Art and Proto-Language 

● Though no complex cave art like that of Upper Paleolithic Homo sapiens has 
been found, some caves like La Pasiega (Spain) and Nerja (Spain) contain 
red-painted symbols, possibly made by Neanderthals—dated to over 
64,000 years ago, before modern humans entered the region. 

● The hyoid bone (a bone involved in speech) found in Neanderthals, especially 
at Kebara Cave, resembles that of modern humans, suggesting they may 
have had some form of language or proto-language for communication, 
hunting coordination, and social life. 

5. Genetic and Cultural Interaction with Homo sapiens 

● Modern DNA studies reveal that 1–4% of the genome of non-African 
modern humans comes from Neanderthals, proving that interbreeding 
occurred between the two species. 

● This interaction likely took place in regions like the Middle East and Europe 
between 50,000–40,000 years ago. 

● Some cultural similarities (e.g., tool techniques, ornaments) suggest possible 
knowledge transfer or convergent evolution. 

4. Phylogenetic Position of Neanderthals 
The exact evolutionary position of Neanderthals (Homo neanderthalensis) in relation 
to modern humans (Homo sapiens) has been one of the most debated topics in 
anthropology.  

Were they a completely separate species? A subspecies of modern humans? Or a 
regional evolutionary offshoot?  
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These questions are central to our understanding of human evolution, species 
interaction, and migration. 

Today, multiple lines of evidence—including fossil morphology, archaeological 
records, and advanced genetic research (especially ancient DNA studies)—have 
brought new clarity, though some debates continue. 

a. Separate Species View 

Key Idea: Neanderthals were a distinct species from modern humans. 

● This is the dominant view among paleoanthropologists today, especially 
in light of genetic and fossil evidence. 

● In this model, Neanderthals are classified as Homo neanderthalensis, a 
sister species to Homo sapiens. 

Supporting Evidence: 

● Anatomical Differences: Distinct cranial shape, lack of chin, robust bones, 
and other features not typically seen in modern human populations. 

● Genetic Evidence: 

○ While modern non-African humans carry about 1–4% Neanderthal 
DNA, this indicates interbreeding, not full continuity. 

○ The degree of difference between Neanderthal and modern human 
nuclear DNA supports separate species status. 

● Cultural Differences: Although overlapping, Neanderthals had unique tool 
types and symbolic practices. 

Conclusion: Neanderthals and modern humans are closely related but 
evolutionarily separate, like cousins rather than parents and offspring. 

b. Subspecies or Continuity View (Multiregional Hypothesis) 

Key Idea: Neanderthals were a regional subspecies of modern humans, not a 
separate species. 

● In this model, Neanderthals are named Homo sapiens neanderthalensis. 

● Proposed by supporters of the Multiregional Continuity Model, notably 
Milford Wolpoff. 

Supporting Evidence: 
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● Continuity of Traits: Some traits in modern European populations resemble 
Neanderthal features (e.g., robust build, nasal shape). 

● Gene Flow Across Populations: Suggests regional interbreeding occurred 
continuously over long periods. 

Criticism: 

● Lack of Full Genetic Continuity: While some genes were transferred, most 
evidence shows that modern humans primarily came from a different 
ancestral population in Africa. 

● Fossil records suggest discontinuities in morphology, contradicting gradual 
regional evolution. 

Conclusion: Though this view encourages a broader view of human diversity, 
most scholars today find stronger support for the Replacement model with 
limited admixture. 

c. Replacement Model (Out of Africa Hypothesis) 

Key Idea: Modern humans evolved in Africa and replaced Neanderthals in 
Europe and Asia after migrating out. 

● This model is the most widely accepted today, especially after 
breakthroughs in genetic analysis. 

● It supports a single origin of Homo sapiens in Africa around 
200,000–300,000 years ago. 

Supporting Evidence: 

● Mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) and Y-Chromosome DNA: Shows greatest 
diversity in African populations, suggesting Africa as the cradle of modern 
humans. 

● Fossil Record: Modern human fossils (like those from Omo Kibish and Herto, 
Ethiopia) predate those found in other parts of the world. 

● Neanderthal Disappearance: By around 40,000 years ago, Neanderthals had 
vanished, replaced by incoming Homo sapiens populations. 

Interbreeding: 

● The model has evolved into the "Assimilation Model" or "Leaky 
Replacement Model" to accommodate the limited interbreeding evidence. 
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● Modern non-African humans carry small but significant Neanderthal 
genetic material. 

Conclusion: Modern humans did not descend directly from Neanderthals, but 
there was some interaction and gene exchange, making Neanderthals part of 
our extended evolutionary family. 

d. Genetic Insights from Ancient DNA 

Revolution in Paleoanthropology: 

● Advances in ancient DNA extraction—led by researchers like Svante Pääbo 
and his team at the Max Planck Institute—have provided concrete data about 
Neanderthal-human relations. 

Major Findings: 

● Common Ancestor: Neanderthals and modern humans shared a common 
ancestor approximately 600,000–800,000 years ago, likely Homo 
heidelbergensis. 

● Split in Lineage: The Neanderthal lineage split off and evolved in Europe and 
western Asia, while Homo sapiens evolved in Africa. 

● Interbreeding Events: 

○ Took place around 50,000–60,000 years ago, especially as modern 
humans migrated out of Africa into Eurasia. 

○ Led to Neanderthal DNA being present in all non-African 
populations today. 

Impact on Modern Humans: 

● Neanderthal genes are linked to: 

○ Immunity (e.g., resistance to ancient viruses). 

○ Skin and hair traits (adaptations to colder climates). 

○ Disease susceptibility (e.g., autoimmune disorders, Type 2 diabetes). 

● Recent studies also show connections to neurological traits and pain 
sensitivity. 

Denisovan Link: 

● Neanderthals also shared genes with another archaic human group—the 
Denisovans, found in Siberia. 
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● Some Neanderthal-Denisovan hybrids have been identified, showing complex 
interbreeding among archaic humans. 

5. Extinction of Neanderthals: A Multifactorial Puzzle 
The extinction of Neanderthals around 40,000 years ago remains one of the most 
intriguing questions in human evolution. They had survived for hundreds of 
thousands of years across Europe and parts of Asia, but vanished shortly after the 
arrival of anatomically modern humans (Homo sapiens) into their territories. 

Rather than a single cause, scholars now believe that Neanderthals disappeared due 
to a combination of biological, environmental, and cultural factors. Their 
extinction is not seen as a sudden event but as a gradual process, varying by region 
and population. 

1. Climate Change and Environmental Instability 

● Neanderthals lived through the Pleistocene Ice Ages, but the period between 
60,000 and 30,000 years ago saw especially rapid and extreme climate 
shifts, such as the Dansgaard–Oeschger events. 

● Sudden changes in temperature, rainfall, and vegetation affected: 

○ Animal populations (prey species declined or migrated). 

○ Vegetation zones, making traditional Neanderthal hunting territories 
less productive. 

● Neanderthals may have struggled to adapt quickly, especially due to their 
specialized hunting and tool-making strategies tied to specific environments. 

● Modern humans, with more flexible survival strategies, may have 
outperformed them in such volatile climates. 

2. Competition with Homo sapiens 

● Homo sapiens arrived in Europe and the Near East around 45,000–50,000 
years ago—just before Neanderthals began to disappear. 

● Sapiens had several advantages: 

○ More diverse and efficient tools (e.g., blade-based Upper Paleolithic 
industries). 

○ Wider social networks for sharing resources and ideas. 

○ Long-distance trade, which may have buffered them against local 
scarcity. 
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○ Symbolic thinking and communication, possibly giving them better 
group coordination and adaptability. 

● Direct competition may have occurred for: 

○ Hunting grounds, caves and shelters. 

○ Raw materials like flint and obsidian. 

● In some areas, Homo sapiens may have displaced Neanderthals either 
through competition or resource monopolization. 

3. Demographic Challenges: Low Population Density and Genetic 
Fragility 

● Genetic evidence shows that Neanderthal populations were already small, 
isolated, and genetically less diverse. 

● Such small groups face: 

○ Inbreeding, which leads to accumulation of harmful mutations. 

○ Genetic drift, reducing adaptability. 

○ Low birth rates and slow population recovery from external shocks 
like famine, disease, or conflict. 

● Modern humans may have had larger, more stable breeding populations, 
which made them more resilient. 

4. Interbreeding and Genetic Absorption 

● Rather than total extinction, some Neanderthal populations may have been 
genetically absorbed into modern human groups. 

● Ancient DNA studies (notably by Svante Pääbo’s team) reveal that: 

○ 1–4% of DNA in modern non-African humans comes from 
Neanderthals. 

○ Interbreeding occurred in the Near East and Europe between 
50,000–60,000 years ago. 

● While this did not preserve Neanderthals as a separate group, it suggests 
partial survival through admixture. 

● However, this absorption was likely limited and insufficient to maintain 
them as a distinct population. 
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5. Epidemics and Disease Introduction 

● Another theory proposes that Homo sapiens may have brought novel 
pathogens from Africa or Asia. 

● Neanderthals, having been isolated for millennia, had no prior immunity, 
and could have suffered from disease outbreaks. 

● These diseases may have: 

○ Spread quickly among small, dense groups. 

○ Combined with other stresses to cause rapid demographic decline. 

● This theory is gaining traction, especially in light of modern pandemics and 
evidence of Neanderthal immune system genes being preserved in 
us—suggesting that disease resistance was a survival trait. 

6. Cultural and Technological Lag 

● Compared to Homo sapiens, Neanderthals were slower in adopting 
symbolic behavior: 

○ Limited evidence of art, ornamentation, or long-distance trade. 

○ Toolkits were efficient but less versatile and less innovative than the 
Upper Paleolithic tools of Homo sapiens. 

● This technological and cultural lag might have: 

○ Reduced their ability to adapt to changing conditions. 

○ Affected communication, group cohesion, or strategic planning. 

Conclusion 
Neanderthal man is not merely a prehistoric relic but a vibrant chapter in the story 
of human evolution. Their robust anatomy, cultural life, and eventual disappearance 
reflect the dynamic nature of human history.  

With modern genetic and archaeological methods, our understanding of 
Neandertals continues to evolve, reshaping how we view ourselves and our place in 
the broader hominin lineage. For students of anthropology, the study of Neandertals 
bridges biology, culture, genetics, and archaeology—truly a holistic field of inquiry. 
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If you've found these lectures helpful, consider supporting my 
work with a voluntary contribution.  

UPI: dineshbhatia1991@oksbi  

Any amount is appreciated. Thank you for your support. 
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