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Perspectives

Do genetic 
differences disprove 
that Neandertals 
and modern humans 
interbred?

Michael Oard

New research results from the 
comparison of mitochondrial DNAs 
(mtDNA) have shown substantial 
differences between Neandertals and 
modern humans, including the Cro-
Magnons of Ice Age Europe.1–3 (Mito-
chondrial DNA, which is not the same 
as that carried on the chromosomes 
(nuclear DNA), is generally inherited 
directly from the mother).  The differ-
ences have been taken as evidence that 
Neandertals were a different ‘species’ 
from humans.

However, even some evolution-
ary scientists express caution over the 
new mtDNA results.  Mark Stoneking, 
a supporter of the mitochondrial Eve 
hypothesis (which actually favours the 
idea of Neandertal non-humanity4), is 
concerned about possible DNA con-
tamination, which can occur easily.3  
Furthermore, the number of Neander-
tal and Cro-Magnon specimens was 
quite small, and certain modern people 
groups were over-represented.  There-
fore, the results may not apply to larger 
populations.  

Alan Cooper, an evolutionary mo-
lecular biologist at Oxford, believes 
there is a slim possibility that Nean-
dertals are ancestors of modern humans 
and may have contributed mtDNA to 
modern human populations which was 
lost during human population bottle-
necks at the end of the Ice Age.5

This is quite possible according to 
creationist biologist David DeWitt, an 
associate professor at Liberty Univer-
sity, Virginia, who has discovered that 
many of the mtDNA differences occur 
at mutational ‘hotspots’ unlike the dif-
ferences between modern humans and 
chimps.6,7  These are sectors where 
substantial mutational change (without 
much, if any, effect on the whole organ-

ism) can occur in short periods of time.  
Last year, Gutierrez et al. showed that 
the ‘Neanderthal-Human and Human-
Human pairwise distance distributions 
overlap more than previous studies 
suggest.’8  They also said, ‘The separate 
phylogenetic position of Neanderthals 
is not supported when these (other) 
factors are considered [i.e. the high 
substitution rate variation at these hot 
spots].’8  This is similar to recently dis-
covered rapid mtDNA changes in mice 
from the Chicago area.9,10  Thus, these 
mtDNA findings do not disagree with 
the conclusion, from the evidence of 
fossil hybrids and artefacts, that Nean-
dertals were fully human (descendants 
of Adam and Eve) and interbred with 
anatomically modern Homo sapiens.11
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