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Neanderthals Speak Out?
	When you think of a Neanderthal a certain image comes to mind. Most people think of a primitive, hunch backed, barrel chested, hairy man who carries a club and grunts a lot. They think of them as creatures with extremely limited intelligence, not unlike a chimpanzee. But the truth is quite different. There is a lot of good evidence to show that Neanderthals were at near or maybe even equal or superior Homo Sapien intelligence. Neanderthals started the Mousterian tool technology, these tools were much more specialized which shows a great deal of forethought, evidence that someone cared for a crippled individual and the first intentional burial sites show evidence of emotional attachment, evidence of woodworking and jewelry making shows creativity, they were successful hunters and even went to the sea to exploit marine resources, and there is even evidence that they were able to speak. Homo Sapien’s use of spoken language is one of our greatest cultural achievements and our complex culture is the thing that truly sets us apart. But are Homo Sapiens the only ones who have ever been able to have a true spoken language? In this essay I will discuss the evidence that Neanderthals had the physical ability and mental capacity to speak.
	The world may be shocked to know that the average cranial capacity of a Neanderthal is 120 cubic centimeters more than the top of the range of modern Homo Sapiens’ (1300-1400 cubic centimeters). In evolutionary history significant increases in cranial capacity have been directly linked to an increase in intelligence proven in the fossil record by the tools that were found near each species and Neanderthals are no exception when compared to the species before them. But then why, you may ask, did the Neanderthals go extinct when Homo Sapiens came onto the scene? It seems only logical that Homo Sapiens must have outwitted Neanderthals or Neanderthals simply couldn’t adapt to the ever changing world. But research now suggests that Neanderthals were actually just as sophisticated as early modern Homo Sapiens but instead of being outwitted by them Neanderthals were so impressed, and outnumbered, by Homo Sapiens that they mated with them and their distinct species disappeared over time into the mordern Homo Sapien population. They were “simply victims of their own success.” (The Telegraph, 2011)
	While trying to reconstruct the entire Neanderthal genome scientists discovered that one of the genes Neanderthals and Homo Sapiens share is a gene called FOXP2. FOXP2 was first linked to speech in 2001 when a mutation in the gene affected a subject’s ability to speak. (Swaminathan, 2007) Though this gene is not completely unique the version found in both Homo Sapien and Neanderthal DNA is. “The human version of FOXP2 differs from that of the chimp (the closest living relative of humans) in two places along the genetic code, causing differences in two amino acids in the protein coded by the gene.” (Swaminathan, 2007) Simon Fisher of Oxford University states that this is by no means the “speech gene” it is only “one piece of a complicated puzzle, which likely involves many factors.” (Swaminathan, 2007)
	There are physical adaptations necessary for speech that, until we found the first complete Neanderthal thorax in a cave in Kebara, Israel, we thought only modern Homo Sapiens had. In the Neanderthal thorax scientists found a hyoid bone. This small U-shaped bone, located between the chin and larynx, anchors the muscles that move the tongue, lower jaw, and larynx. (Stevens, 1989) This bone is essential to Homo Sapien’s complex speech patterns but it’s not used for anything else. The hyoid bone found in this 60,000 year old Neanderthal fossil is identical to the one in my mouth or yours. It “indicates that ‘the anatomy of speech was the same’ in both, and that they ‘could speak in the same way.’” (Stevens, 1989)
	This brings up the question did Neanderthals and modern Homo Sapiens communicate? Well the fore mentioned evidence shows that they could speak in the same way but was there opportunity? There is compelling evidence that Neanderthals and Homo Sapiens were in the Middle East, Israel to be more specific, at the same time about 120,000 years ago. A female Neanderthal fossil dated 120,000 years old was found in Tabun Cave. Then nearby at the Skhul Cave dig scientists found 10 modern Homo Sapiens dated 130,000 – 100,000 years old. It is likely that if inbreeding between Neanderthals and Homo Sapiens did occur this is where it would have happened. If they lived in the same area, crossed paths, were mating, and could speak in the same way “you almost have to imagine that they would have worked out some way to communicate.” (Stevens, 1989)
[bookmark: _GoBack]	 I think it’s incredible that we have found out so much through fossil record about our evolutionary past and we’ve even shattered our own egos by learning that we may not have been the only ones with high enough intelligence to speak. 
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