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Abstract: The debate about possible differences in cultural elaboration between Neanderthals and
anatomically modern humans is of long standing. As archaeologists have hoped for a definitive
answer, two opposite hypotheses have been proposed: intellectual capacity (the Neanderthals did
not possess cultural elaboration) vs. performance (the Neanderthals did not need a high degree

of cultural elaboration for their survival). In this paper, I will evaluate each argument in turn,
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especially focusing on artworks and related symbolic evidence. There are several weaknesses
in the hypothesis of differential intellectual capacity, especially considering the evidence of the
genetic contributions of Neanderthals to the modern human gene pool and the abilities reflected
in the so-called “transitional industries”. Physical evidence for differences in brain structure
relating to intellectual capacity has not been found. It is necessary to evaluate the hypothesis of
performance with the assumption that there is no intellectual difference between Neanderthals
and early anatomically modern humans. I attempt to provide a reasonable explanation based on
differences in demography and the range of social interactions, which also could explain the

demise of Neanderthals in Europe.
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Fig. 1 Effective modern human population size through the late Quaternary (Ambrose 1998: Figure Sb)
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