
The Oxford Brain Study: Neanderthal vs. Anatomically Modern Humans

Oxford University researchers took a new approach to studying the skulls of neanderthals and the 
ancient humans that lived thousands of years ago. Instead of simply comparing volume, they tried to 
figure out how the shape of the neanderthal brain related to intelligence. The researchers concluded that
their larger eye sockets also indicated a larger visual cortex than humans. From the study:

"Neanderthal brains contained significantly larger visual cortices. Neanderthal occipital lobes are 
larger than those of AMHs [anatomically modern humans].  Neanderthals didn't grow socially the way 
humans did, which indicates that different parts of their brains developed--those more focused on 
individual survival.  Starting from the brain size of their common ancestor (Homo heidelbergensis), we 
suggest that Neanderthals enlarged their visual regions, whereas AMHs achieved similarly large brains 
by increasing other brain areas in the frontal cortex."

The most significant difference the study found between humans and neanderthals was how they 
developed social groups. Neanderthals simply didn't develop social groups like modern humans.  This 
supports the conclusion that the larger frontal cortex of modern humans is responsible for our social 
systems.

"Whereas AMHs appear to have concentrated neural [brain] resources in social adaptations to solve 
problems, Neanderthals seem to have adopted a different strategy that involved enhanced vision and 
physical strength, but not superior social cognition [intelligence]."

Reflection Questions (each answer should be 3-4+ sentences):

1. How have modern humans adapted to the hostile world around them? (use specific details from 
the text)

2. What are some human behaviors that can be connected back to our highly developed frontal 
cortex?  (be specific, but details do not need to be based on the text)

3. Read the last paragraph of the text.  Considering that neanderthals are now extinct, what does 
this suggest about the most valuable survival skills?

4. What are some accomplishments in history that were possible because of our highly developed 
frontal cortex?  (be specific, but details do not need to be based on the text)


