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“Wimpy” Neanderthals and “Wily” Homo Sapiens – A Research Note
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We current-day Homo sapiens have from one to three percent Neanderthal genetic material in our DNA, which means we did better than “just got along with them”. According to accepted dates, Neanderthals were living in Europe some 300,000 years ago when we first arrived sometime around 45,000 years ago. Neanderthals “disappeared” or had been completely assimilated by Homo sapiens in Europe between 41,000 and 39,000 years ago, with 95% probability according to Wikipedia, and a possible cohabitation of 15,000 years. There has been extensive study and speculation concerning this “cohabitation”.

Two years ago, here in Paris, more specifically in the Grand Amphitheatre of the “Jardin des plantes”, the Foundation Fyssen awarded its 41st annual prize for research in human and animal cognition to Jean-Jacques Hublin from France and Svante Pääbo from Sweden for having sequenced the entire Neanderthal genome. For this work, Pääbo was also awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 2022. In discussion after the formal Fyssen presentation, Pääbo made a joke and told us that he and his colleagues often referred to Neanderthals as “wimps” because they had two genes coding for tactical sensitivity when we humans only have one such gene. They were more sensitivity and therefore “wimps”.
Although the exact genes have not yet been identified, one of the major differences between Neanderthals and Homo sapiens, according to primatologist Robin Dunbar, now at Oxford, is that we have a “Dunbar number” of 150 while it’s only 130 for Neanderthals. In more mundane terms, that means we humans can mentally represent and manage (“mentalize”) up to 150 individuals with our brain’s prefrontal context – a region of the brain specifically dedicated to such mental activity – and Neanderthals were limited to 130 individuals. We were better social networkers; we could mentally represent and manage more individuals and their inter-relationships; we were more “wily” than the Neanderthals in dealing with people, managing resources and planning ahead for our group. Since all other mental capacities seem to have been shared or were similar for Neanderthals and Homo sapiens, there is reason to believe that the former (the Neanderthals) could have actually noticed that the latter (the Homo sapiens) were better at social management, planning and networking, and may have wondered how they could benefit from that capacity.
On the other hand, literally, to what advantage could Neanderthals put their better tactical sensitivity in their relationship with these new immigrants (Homo sapiens) to Europe, a hunting ground that the Neanderthals had know for some 250,000 years? That’s where the 1995 discovery a 300,000 year old Neanderthal hunting and butchering site in Schöningen, Germany, comes in. Exceptional conditions of preservation resulted in the discovery of many wooden objects obviously used for hunting. This included “sticks” that the archaeologists did not hesitate to call “javelins”, and, in the more sensitive hands of Neanderthals, represent formidable weapons for hunting and defence.
These javelins were examined not only by the archaeologists, but also by an Olympian javelin specialist who stated the “sticks” were identical with current female Olympian javelins: https://communities.springernature.com/posts/early-neanderthal-spears-going-the-distance. Although you would have to be trained in their use, the javelins could be thrown up to 60 or 70 metres, and Wikipedia considers they could kill prey at 20 metres (https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-d&q=oldest+Neanderthal+spear). Although a single javelin couldn’t easily kill a large animal prey such as a horse or a deer, it could wound it and several javelin hits could incapacitate or kill such an animal.

It should be clearly noted that the 300,000 year old javelins were made by Neanderthals alone some 250,000 years before the arrival of Homo sapiens who, nonetheless, may have come from Africa equipped with similar weapons of their own conception. Neanderthal predecessors, Homo heidelbergensis, were known to have had hunting stick or shafts, but not javelins or throwing sticks.
The “wily” European immigrant Homo sapiens very probably noted that the “wimpy” Neanderthals were proficient at hunting with their javelins and providing meat, and that perhaps an entente could be worked out while at the same time they were having babies together: Neanderthals could specialize in hunting, providing meat and probably defending the group, while Homo sapiens managed the meat and other resources and did the group’s social organizing and networking.

A “wimp-wily”entente full of possibilities for the future.
