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Abstract. Hans Blumenberg wrote, in an unpublished manuscript entitled Ein Betrug? 
/ Der böse Dämon (UNF 532-534), that «the whole world and human intelligence 
were hidden beneath the earth, where the relics of the precursors of life rest». The 
German philosopher was not a palaeoanthropologist in the strict sense but dedicated 
much of his life to excavating in the ground, in search of replies to the great ques-
tions about the human condition. This paper is the result of a work compiling and 
classifying a series of unpublished texts about palaeoanthropology to be found dot-
ted throughout his Nachlaß. The aim is to show the interest that disciplines such as 
palaeoanthropology aroused in the German thinker, and that his understanding of the 
matter, reflected in part in his anthropological-philosophical theses, has not yet been 
systematised. 
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1. INTRODUCTION: HANS BLUMENBERG AS A 
PALAEOANTHROPOLOGIST (FROM THE NACHLAß)

In the unpublished manuscript Ein Betrug? / Der böse Dämon 
(UNF 532-534), the German philosopher Hans Blumenberg (1920-
1996) declared that «the whole world and human intelligence were 
hidden beneath the earth, where the relics of the precursors of life 
rest». I choose to open the paper with this quotation because it per-
fectly summarises the topic here discussed, namely this thinker’s 
interest in matters concerning human evolution and his understand-
ing of palaeoanthropology1.

1 This paper combines different sections of my doctoral thesis El aburrimiento 
como presión selectiva en Hans Blumenberg (2017, Complutense University of 
Madrid), directed by Professor José Luis Villacañas Berlanga. All discussed 
here may be found at length and in detail there. My Doc. Diss. was funded 
under the FPU-MECD 2012 programme of the Spanish Ministry of Educa-
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Blumenberg had no formal training in palaeo-
anthropology, and never practised the profession. 
He was nonetheless passionate about this disci-
pline, and such other related fields as ethnology 
and zoology. He was very familiar with discoveries 
and advances in such matters, drawing on them in 
order to offer a response, from an anthropologi-
cal-philosophical perspective, to the great ques-
tions of the human condition: What is mankind? 
How has it become what it is? How did such a weak 
creature achieve such evolutionary success? Is the 
human being in truth a weak creature?

Over the course of at least two decades, from 
1968 to 1988, Blumenberg became an expert in 
palaeoanthropology and human evolution, select-
ing, underlining, annotating and compiling studies 
by such well-known researchers of the era as the 
German zoologist and ethnologist Hans Krieg, the 
Swiss Adolf Portmann and the Austrian Konrad 
Lorenz, the German palaeontologist Rudolf Bilz, 
the Austrian sociologist Justin Stagl, the French 
anthropologist Lévi-Strauss, and the German 
anthropologists and philosophers Ernst Cassirer 
and Helmuth Plessner, among many others.

His working routine involved producing 
indexes of readings, classified on record cards 
(Karteikarten) by thematic discipline, such as 
Entwicklung, Anthropologie (Figure 1), Biologis-
che or Ethnologisch2. He then photocopied those 
excerpts from the texts that most interested him, 
and studied them before filing them in folders 
(Mappen)3. He entered notes about these texts 

tion, Culture and Sports, and undertaken within the con-
text of the Biblioteca Saavedra Fajardo de Pensamiento 
Político Hispánico (IV) and Biblioteca Saavedra Fajardo de 
Pensamiento Político Hispánico (V) (FFI2012-32611 and 
FFI2016-75978-R) research projects, funded by the Span-
ish Ministry of Innovation and Economy. The study pre-
sented here is a beneficiary of the European Union’s Hori-
zon 2020 research and innovation programme under the 
Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement (No 847635).
2 These indexes may in particular be found in the Kon-
volut Karteikarten zu den Themen: Entwicklung, Anthro-
pologie, Eschatologie.
3 These folders are now located in the case (Schuber) Kon-
volut Materialsammlung Anthropologie I-II. For example, 
one particular text to be found here is a section of the 

on other cards stored in thematic card indexes 
(Zettelkasten) – Zettelkasten 01: Anthropologie, 
Konvolut Karteikarten zu den Themen: Entwick-
lung, Anthropologie, Eschatologie or Konvolut 
Materialsammlung Anthropologie, among others. 
He would typically note down the relevant quota-
tions from these readings on his cards, accompa-
nying them with comments which he later organ-
ised into brief manuscripts (UNF), which would 
ultimately become the foundations of his works4.

Even before his interest arose in academic 
readings on palaeoanthropology, Blumenberg had 

work Offene Systeme I. Beiträge zur Zeitstruktur von Infor-
mation, Entropie und Evolution, by Ernst von Weizsäcker, 
father of the physicist and philosopher Carl Friedrich von 
Weizsäcker, published in 1974.
4 This is not a specific working methodology for the topic 
of palaeoanthropology, but the approach that Blumenberg 
typically adopted.

Figure 1
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already, since 1965, set about clipping, studying, 
commenting and archiving numerous publications 
from such newspapers as the “Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung” or “Die Zeit” and from journals 
of the stature of “Nature” or “Science”, concerning 
our most distant past as a species. He maintained 
this habit up until at least 19905. He even col-
lected a number of large-format posters, featuring 
our evolutionary family tree, which these journals 
issued for their readers (Figure 2).

During the year I spent at the Deutsches Liter-
aturarchiv of Marbach am Neckar (2013-2014), in 
Stuttgart, where the unpublished texts and manu-
scripts of Blumenberg reside, I had the opportu-
nity to familiarise myself with his palaeoanthro-
pology-based work. I in fact found that the phi-
losopher was entranced by matters connected with 
human evolution, and had gradually built up an 
array of knowledge reflected in anthropological-
philosophical work of great significance, such as 
the Description of Man (2006).

However, I then realised that the apparent 
thematic order which may be inferred in the clas-
sification of unpublished documents and manu-
scripts, conducted by means of their arrangement 
in endless folders and card indexes catalogued by 
subject (Entwicklung, Anthropologie…) was mere-
ly superficial. While it is true that work concern-
ing the disciplines can easily be located in certain 
Mappen and Zettelkasten on the basis of their title, 
there is no internal consistency among the con-
tents of these groupings of material in accordance 
with the different sub-topics of a paleoanthropo-

5 The titles of the news items and journal articles he 
selected would include, by way of example: Zeichen der 
Menschheit (“Zeit Magazin”, unknown authorship); Früh-
menschen in Israel neu datiert (unknown source, with the 
initialled byline G. P.); Wo beginnt der Mensch? (“FAZ”, 
written by the zoologist Hans-Joachim Wasserburger); 
Pliocene footprints in the Laetoli Beds at Laetoli, northern 
Tanzania (“Nature”, jointly published by the anthropolo-
gists Mary Leakey and Richard Hay); Der älteste Europäer? 
Ein 700000 Jahre alter Frühmenschen-fund in Griechenland 
/ Werkzeug und Feuerbrauch and Neue Vor- und Frühmen-
schen-Funde (“FAZ”, both of unknown authorship). These 
and others are gathered in Konvolut A I-II.

logical nature. For example, in one Zettelkasten 
concerning anthropology, one may find a record 
card with notes about craniometry in hominids, 
while on the next card we find an entry about the 
extinction of dinosaurs.

In some cases, Blumenberg marked the record 
cards and brief manuscripts (UNF) with abbre-
viations of the topic to which they correspond-
ed: ENTW, ANTHR… But this likewise proves 
insufficient to establish an internal thematic 
order within each of these disciplines which were 
of such great interest to him, about which he 
learned, and from which he drew inspiration for 
his anthropological-philosophical theses. The task 
of classifying his unpublished manuscripts about 
palaeoanthropology, and methodically systematis-
ing them in accordance with different sub-themes, 
is a challenge which is unquestionably worth the 
effort, but which no one has yet ventured to take 
upon themselves.

This would also need to be combined with the 
exercise of establishing the connection between 
the sub-thematic syntheses derived from unpub-
lished paleoanthropological texts, and the known 
theses set out in his published work. The philoso-
pher wrote countless notes which were not sub-
sequently included in published manuscripts, and 
which prove of great interest not only in order 
better to understand the paleoanthropological phi-
losopher, but to understand the background to his 
anthropological-philosophical conclusions. One 
could analyse at length what Blumenberg in truth 
drew on to give shape to his anthropological-phil-
osophical postulates, and what he decided to keep 
to himself, and then venture the reasons prompt-
ing him to take these decisions.

This would, in short, involve excavating in 
the subsoil of Blumenbergian philosophy, to find 
ourselves face-to-face with his veiled relics. Many 
may see no sense in digging into the depths of the 
thoughts of a philosopher some of whose most 
fundamental propositions we are still trying to 
digest: metaphorology, the theory of myth, or phe-
nomenological anthropology. It strikes me as an 
unprecedented challenge for studies of Blumen-
berg, which would specifically result in a mature 
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understanding of those other more popular philo-
sophical expressions.

I have not been so bold as to succumb to such 
an invitation6. However, as part of my doctoral 
thesis – El aburrimiento como presión selectiva en 
Hans Blumenberg (2017) – I conducted a brief 
exercise of the thematic synthesis regarding some 
of the paleoanthropological nodes which attracted 
Blumenberg’s attention, on the basis of the unpub-
lished manuscripts that I had the chance to con-
sult at the Deutsches Literaturarchiv Marbach. As 
for the rest, I will set out a brief presentation of 
the keynotes comprising those which strike me as 

6 It is now quite some time since I diverted my attention 
towards the Studies of Boredom, and have since then 
returned to Blumenberg only to retrieve his original (and 
equally unknown) ideas as to this incommodious state 
which affects all beings with the slightest cognitive devel-
opment (see Ros Velasco [2017, 2019, 2022]), with the 
exception of this paper.

the most important and appealing, in all cases in 
my humble and non-exhaustive approach to the 
paleoanthropological material of the Nachlaß.

My aim with this brief introduction is simply 
to offer an outline sketch and arouse the curiosity 
of the reader as to this Blumenberg who remains, 
in part, buried beneath tonnes of unexplored 
paper.

2. SAMPLE OF PALEOANTHROPOLOGICAL 
THEMES IN THE BLUMENBERG NACHLAß

Palaeoanthropology or human palaeontology 
is a branch of physical anthropology and palaeo-
biology which studies human evolution and its 
fossil record, in other words deals with the hom-
inids of the past. It is a discipline intrinsically 
linked to palaeontology, geology, palaeoecology, 
biology, genetics, archaeology and primatology, 
which aims to explain the emergence and evolu-

Figure 2
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tion of mankind through an empirical approach. 
This being the case, palaeoanthropology focuses 
on bone records, the marks and prints of hands 
and feet, tools and instruments, clothing, organic 
waste… in short, all remains which allow us to 
deduce what our ancestors were like.

Between 1965 and at least 1990, Blumenberg’s 
gaze also focused on the relics of our species, and 
it would be fair to say that he thereby became a 
real expert in palaeoanthropology. For more than 
two decades he read, took notes and wrote about 
skulls, hips and jaw bones; burins, arrowheads and 
lithic flakes; pendants of shells, animal skins and 
shiny stones; huts, shelters and caves; coals, flutes 
and statuettes; biotypes, phenotypes and geno-
types. Palaeoanthropology aroused much more 
than mere intellectual curiosity in the philosopher.

Among the countless cards and manuscripts 
dotted throughout the indexes and folders to which 
I was able to devote more time, I noted a number 
of common themes concerning palaeoanthropol-
ogy which were repeated, and allowed a quick and 
non-exhaustive process of synthesis. In this section, 
I will present ten of them, selected in accordance 
with their appeal, in all cases from my personal 
perspective, with the sole aim of whetting the read-

er’s appetite: 1) the evolutionary tree, 2) the species 
Australopithecus, 3) bipedalism, 4) tools, 5) the 
first migrations, 6) caves, 7) fire, 8) cannibalism, 9) 
Neanderthals and 10) prehistoric art.

2.1. The evolutionary tree

Blumenberg was perfectly well aware that the 
history of our species is commonly dated back 
to the Phanerozoic aeon (544 million years ago 
[mya] – present), in the era known as the Ceno-
zoic (65 mya – present), in the Tertiary period (65 
mya – 1.8 mya), in the Miocene epoch (23 mya – 
5.3 mya), at which point there was a divergence 
between the genera Homo and Pan, belonging to 
the Hominini tribe, which, together with the Goril-
lini tribe, to which gorillas belong, form the sub-
family Homininae, within the Hominidae family, 
together with the subfamily of the Ponginae. We 
know this from the diagrams that the philosopher 
drew up in an attempt to ascertain the location 
occupied by the genus Homo in the superfamily 
Hominoidea (Figure 3).

He was thus aware that 35 mya, when the 
Earth’s climate cooled, the primates had divided 

Figure 3
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into two large families: the monkeys of the Old 
World (represented today by the colobi, the langurs, 
the bonobos and macaques) and the simians, and 
that the latter began to dominate the Old World 
during the subsequent period of 20-25 mya. Blu-
menberg assumed, following a diagram cut out of 
“Der Spiegel” (Figure 4), that the species Ramap-
ithecus7 had been the first ancestors of mankind 
some 15 mya. From this moment up until approxi-
mately 4 mya, the date established for the emer-
gence of the species Australopithecus, the “Tier-
Mensch Ubergangs Phase” apparently occurred, in 
other words the transition from animal to human.

Neither Blumenberg nor his contemporaries 
(all of whom were mistaken, in accordance with 
the database available to them at the time) could 
have imagined that in fact the first shared ances-
tor would prove to be Sahelanthropus tchadensis 
(Toumaï), discovered in 2001, five years after the 
philosopher’s death, in the Djurab Desert. The 
remains are estimated to be aged between 6 mya 
and 7 mya.

One may imagine that his information as to 
the course of the evolutionary tree beyond Austra-
lopithecus was more complete (although not more 
correct) thanks to his work on the poster that 
“Zeit Magazin” offered its readers at some point in 
the 1970s (Figure 2). Here, Australopithecus (afa-
rensis, africanus, robustus, bosei) dominates the 
landscape between 3.8 mya and 1 mya, up until 
the leap to Homo habilis (2.2 mya – 1.6 mya). 
This is subsequently followed by Homo erectus, 
early Homo sapiens and Neanderthals, coexisting 
with one another for a time prior to each extinc-
tion, before arriving at Homo sapiens bonsai some 
100,000 years ago.

Whichever tree one follows – the version from 
“Der Spiegel” or from “Zeit Magazin” – neither 
of them shows how the step occurs from the last 
of the Australopithecus species to the first Homo 

7 Ramapithecus is no longer recognised as a likely precur-
sor of humans, but of the modern orangutan. The speci-
mens that were once associated with this genus are now 
considered to belong to one or more species of Sivap-
ithecus – an extinct genus of hominid primates of the 
Miocene, whose fossils were found in the Siwalik Hills.

habilis. In fact, the version in “Der Spiegel” even 
marks an unknown period, from between 2.7 mya 
and 2.4 mya, when the “Mystery Man” lived, man’s 
famous missing link from the early and middle of 
the last century, who actually turned out to be a 
woman (see 2.2).

On the basis of these rudimentary and obso-
lete chronologies, Blumenberg ultimately learned 
in detail not only the supposed dating of the spec-
imens that predated us in the evolutionary tree, 
but also the particular examples that had been dis-
covered, the form and size of their skulls and bod-
ies, as well as where and how they lived.

2.2. The Australopithecus species

The Australopithecus species attracted Blumen-
berg’s interest in particular because of how dif-

Figure 4
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ficult it was at the time to establish the age of the 
specimens as the discoveries were made. He wrote 
about this in Umdatierungen von Australopithecus 
Africanus und Afarensis, as a result of an article in 
the “FAZ” on 5 January 1983 (023884). The Austra-
lopithecus phenomenon was surrounded by myster-
ies, including the missing link and the dating of the 
specimens, until explorations began to focus on the 
hominids that lived in Hadar, Ethiopia, including in 
particular the famed Lucy (Figure 5), who provided 
the female link, and those from Laetoli, Tanzania.

The notes written by the philosopher concern-
ing this moment of uncertainty reveal more than a 
merely superficial interest in the matter: 

The reconstruction of the family tree of our ances-
tors not only depends on the variety of fossils avail-
able, but also the accurate dating of these finds. 
Information as to the age of certain specimens of 
Australopithecus afarensis and Australopithecus 
africanus still fluctuates considerably. According to 
a recent analysis, it was not clear whether the hom-
inids from Hadar in Ethiopia, such as “Lucy”, lived 
shortly after the hominids from Laetoli, in northern 
Tanzania, or much later. A more recent dating of the 
specimens from Hadar and comparison of the fossil 
fauna with that from Lake Turkana (formerly Lake 
Rudolf) in the north of Kenya, has now confirmed 
that “Lucy” is much younger than her relatives 
from Laetoli (Nature, vol. 300, p. 633). According to 
biostratigraphic studies, the fossil remains of Aus-
tralopithecus afarensis from Hadar have an age of 
between 2.9 and 3.2 million years. The Laetoli homi-
nids, meanwhile, have been dated to between 3.5 and 
3.75 million years ago. It is stated that a hominid 
fossil found this summer in the valley of the River 
Awash in Ethiopia is even 4 million years old (see 
the FAZ of 30 June 1982). This would thus result in a 
gap of a few hundred thousand years. […] But if the 
Hadar fossils are not the oldest, then these hominids 
from East Africa could have existed at the same time 
as Australopithecus africanus, because just as the 
Hadar finds are now again being post-dated, efforts 
are also being made to establish an earlier age for 
the Australopithecus africanus from Makapansgat in 
South Africa. This is also suggested by the biostrati-
graphic comparisons. We must nonetheless await 
further evidence of all this. (023884)

Blumenberg also thought, having read and 
annotating an article from the “FAZ” of 23 Janu-
ary 1935, untitled and of unknown authorship, 
that some specimens of Australopithecus africanus, 
with an estimated age of between 2.2 mya and 1.2 
mya, could even have coexisted with the earliest 
Homo habilis, descended from the young Australo-
pithecus afarensis such as Lucy. 

Among these last specimens we see a phenom-
enon, Blumenberg clarifies, which means that it 
makes sense to establish a link between Australo-
pithecus and Homo habilis: the lengthening of ear-
ly childhood and the increase in neuronal plastici-

Figure 5
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ty in the early years of life. In Australopithecus, the 
completely bipedal posture forced mothers to give 
birth to highly immature offspring who required 
considerable attention, and were born into the 
world with a brain that was a veritable sponge. 

Although the small brain of the specimens 
«remained the only characteristic linking them 
to the ancestral monkeys» (untitled card with 
Blumenberg’s notes on the “FAZ” article from 23 
January 1935), premature birth and the extension 
of early childhood led to an increase in cognitive 
capabilities, by forcing mothers to provide more 
extended care, while their offspring had a longer 
learning period (019519: Es kann zwei Gründe 
dafür geben […]; 8678-8679: Der Möglichkeiten 
der Anthropogenese). 

As a curious detail in this regard, Blumenberg 
subscribed to the idea set out by the anthropolo-
gists Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox in The Impe-
rial Animal (1971) that the learning and cogni-
tive development times in Australopithecus varied 
by gender: the males would take longer to mature 
than the females, because their brain systems were 
«more complex and demanding, whereas those of 
the females were spatially more limited» (019591: 
Säugetiere sind Lerntiere, der Mensch ist dazu noch 
ein Lehrtier). We now know that in this case, size 
does not matter. 

2.3. Bipedalism

Taking his lead from the biologist and zoolo-
gist James D. Watson, Blumenberg stated that 
«a biological theory is sound to the extent that it 
makes reproductive behaviour the criterion for the 
success of the processes it explains» (023868: Bio-
topwechsel, aufrechter Gang, generatives Verhalten). 
He argues that «the proximity to the reproductive 
function determines the functional significance 
of any ability» (UNF 1088-1090: Sprachlosigkeit)8. 
This is why theories such as the traditional rea-
soning that bipedalism was the result of a change 
of habitat runs into difficulties, since it does not 

8 A version of this brief manuscript appears in Vor allem 
Fontane (2002).

fulfil this requirement, as it has no connection 
whatsoever with reproductive behaviour (023868).

The theme of bipedalism was one of those 
which most dazzled Blumenberg. This may clear-
ly be seen in Description of Man (2006), among 
other works, but he still had plenty more to say 
about the matter. Regarding the last shared link 
between animal and man, which for Blumenberg 
was Ramapithecus, the Lübeck-born philosopher 
believed that «it was specialised in brachiation 
[and] could swing over a distance of between nine 
and twelve metres» (Der Umweg über das Baumle-
ben als bdgg d neuen Bodenlebensform [sic]). This 
excessive specialisation gave it «full competence 
in the forearms, leading to a relative shortening of 
the legs» (Ibidem). He then goes on to point out 
that the upper limbs remained so long, even in 
those hominids that would walk in a fully vertical 
position sometime later. 

The degree of bipedestation of this first relative 
and those which followed was known, as Blumen-
berg himself indicates, through the observation of 
the «opening of the occipital hole»: 

In an organic system that walks in a vertical posi-
tion, the base of the skull must necessarily point 
forward, in other words towards the lower part 
of the face, as this is crucial for the skull to main-
tain its balance above the spine in a vertical posi-
tion. The degree to which the upright posture is 
maintained depends on this, which explains the 
almost arbitrary increase in the weight of the skull. 
(020139: Die Wanderung des Foramen magnum)

However, Blumenberg was also aware that 
bipedestation was dependent on the anatomy of 
the foot. The philosopher had read, cut out and 
underlined the article by Mary Leakey in volume 
278 of the journal “Nature” (1979), about certain 
footprints that had been found in Laetoli, in north-
ern Tanzania, of a specimen of Australopithecus, 
in which the curvature of the sole and position 
of the toes indicated that, around 3.6 mya to 3.7 
mya, beings with a completely bipedal gait had 
passed through the region. He annotated some of 
these matters on card 020912: Aufrechter gang vor 
Fortenwicklung des Gehirns?, in which he placed on 
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record his conviction that the practice of bipedal-
ism had begun, for whatever reason (probably con-
nected with reproduction) with Australopithecus. 
We today know almost for certain that Toumaï was 
already fully bipedal before Australopithecus.

Blumenberg also indicated in his notes that 
the adoption of bipedalism had brought with it a 
significant change in sensory functions compared 
with life in the trees. As he explains, primates 
that lived in the trees had perfected their sense 
of smell to search for food and detect danger. 
However, once their way of life moved onto the 
steppe, forced by climate change, it was the sense 
of sight that became dominant (Der Umweg über 
das Baumleben als bdgg d neuen Bodenlebensform 
[sic]). This process triggered changes in both brain 
and anatomy, giving rise to «the transition to col-
our vision [and] stereoscopic vision» (Ibidem). 

Following which, bipedal walking also facili-
tated the loss of body hair and the emergence of 
sweating: «life on the savannah was more intense 
than in the jungle, and functions of heat regu-
lation were not maintained through the hair» 
(019230: Zweimaliger Biotopwechsel). This meant 
that the build-up of heat became excessive, with 
the sweat glands fulfilling the function of dissipat-
ing heat, as Blumenberg the palaeoanthropologist 
clarifies. 

2.4. Tools

At around 3.9 mya, Australopithecus already 
had sufficient mental capacity and coordination to 
produce lithic flakes, in what would become a pre-
Oldowan industry. This was already presumed in 
the era of Blumenberg (Figure 4). He underlined 
in his notes that they would have been capable 
of distinguishing between what he called «essen-
tial and secondary useful components» (17803: 
Kerngeräte [Core Tools] & Abschlaggeräte [Flake 
Tools] Als anthr differenz [sic]).

Blumenberg paid attention to paleoanthropo-
logical discoveries connected with the lithic indus-
try in prehistory, as they allowed him to infer a 
degree of capacity for symbolic thinking in our 
ancestors. He above all focused on findings to 

determine which of our relatives were capable of 
simply using a flint as a tool to dig up an edible 
root and fulfil a need, and which could «produce 
utensils with the desired properties from a par-
ticular natural element» (Ibidem). The latter was 
a sign of intelligence, of cognitive development: 
«It is an entirely different process, because if the 
piece is to be given the desired shape, this requires 
a series of acts to eliminate certain parts so as to 
ultimately obtain the desired form, incorporating 
the functions and the requirements to be fulfilled 
from the outset, entailing a process comparable 
with the act of sculpture» (Ibidem). 

Drawing on the theses of the German zoolo-
gist, anthropologist and geneticist Gerhardt 
Heberer, in Der Ursprung des Menschen: Unser 
gegenwärtiger Wissensstand (1975), Blumen-
berg establishes that Australopithecus was per-
fectly capable of developing a conceptual idea to 
direct the expected results, and each step taken 
to achieve this (17803). In the eyes of the phi-
losopher, they were ultimately not so far removed 
from Homo habilis.

2.5. The first migrations

Blumenberg likewise compiled information 
and wrote notes about the first move away from 
the African continent by Homo habilis. Some 1.9 
million years ago, some specimens left signs of 
their journey through two key points: Dmani-
si (Georgia) and Ubeidiya (Israel). Some of the 
groups settled at the start of the Calabrian Pleis-
tocene, 1.8 mya, coinciding with the end of the 
Tertiary Period and the start of the Quaternary, 
in various parts of Asia, giving rise to what would 
evolve into the species Homo erectus9.

At the time when Blumenberg was addressing 
these issues, it was not at all clear where they had 

9 Blumenberg stored a great amount of information from 
newspapers regarding those specimens, to which he 
attributed great importance in the process of evolution. 
He knew that they had lived in bands of 50 individuals, 
and mainly obtained their sustenance from hunting, that 
they used caves, and had probably, sometime later, man-
aged to make use of fire.
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emerged from: whether from the African conti-
nent to Asia, or vice versa, as may be seen in one 
of the cuttings he took of an article published on 
11 October 1978 in the newspaper “FAZ”, writ-
ten by the German anthropologist Hans Meyer 
(020917, Figure 6). The footprints in themselves 
did not allow one to infer the direction of travel in 
the migration in question.

However, we now know that it is fairly certain 
that they left Africa for Asia, and that over time 
some of those who embarked on this expedition 
returned and occupied north Africa, together with 
those who never left the continent. The latter, less 
adventurous group, are probably those who made 
up the population from which our mitochondrial 
DNA is derived.

Blumenberg knew that they embarked on a 
second migration from the African continent, 
from the south towards central Europe, after they 
had already evolved into what may be seen as the 
first modern humans, around 100,000 years ago. 
He read this in an article published on 17 May 
1989, with the byline G. P. in an unknown publi-
cation entitled Frühmenschen in Israel neu datiert 
(Figure 7).

2.6. Caves

For Blumenberg, the point at which caves were 
first regularly frequented to sleep is as important 
as the emergence from the steppe (18162: Der blei-
erne Tiefschlaf ist ein Zivilisationsverhalten […]). 
This means that our ancestors began to rest at 
ease, without the need to worry about predators, 
«delegating tasks of surveillance and protection» 
(022198: Übersprungeinschlafen), which facilitated 
the «culture of sleep» (Kulturschlaf) (Ibidem)10.

Blumenberg spoke of the cave as the quintes-
sential place where our ancestors developed their 
lives, as he asserts in a number of his best-known 

10 He owes this idea to Rudolf Bilz, who presented it in 
the chapter Schlaflosigkeit und Traum of his work of sev-
eral volumes Paläoanthropologie: der neue Mensch in der 
Sicht der Verhaltensforschung (1971), from which the phi-
losopher took both notes (Figure 8).

Figure 6

Figure 7
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works, as well as other unpublished texts from the 
Nachlaβ. From his perspective, at some point from 
the earliest Homines onwards, «the cave became 
a vital alternative to the jungle» (020141: Vorher-
sage möglicher Fossilfundstätten […]), although it 
would always remain necessary to continue gov-
erning the planet from the outside. He saw caves 
as homes which guaranteed «the inestimable 
advantage of untroubled reproduction» (Ibidem).

Blumenberg probably used the term cave as 
a mere generalisation of dwelling, which would 
include other shelters, such as rudimentary cab-
ins and huts. He knew that caves were not used 
as homes per se, and that no Homo had continu-
ously occupied caves prior to the arrival of Homo 
sapiens. He had read and annotated the work by 
German zoologist and ethnologist Paul Leyhausen 
Vom Ursprung des ‘handelnden Wesen’ (1974), in 
which he warned that «we cannot presume that 
the ancient human inhabitants of the caves settled 
there, adopting them as the permanent home for 
the same group» (16634: Übergang vom Nomaden-
tum […] [sic]).

Leyhausen had compared hunter-gatherer 
societies and earlier forms of social organisation 
to the current bands in Pavia, extrapolating the 
habits of the former to the first of these. He thus 
understood that our ancestors, in the same way as 
those bands, would have made prudent use of the 
caves found in cliffs by means of occasional incur-
sions, using a different one each day simply to 
spend the night (Ibidem). 

Given this clear understanding, we may assert 
that Blumenberg spoke of caves in reference to 
any shelter. In short, the fact that our ancestors 
did not live in the caves to which Blumenberg 
commonly refers in his writings does not in any 
way affect the development of his hypotheses, 
since, for the philosopher, the importance of caves 
lay in the peace of mind they provided, which 
would have been achieved through some other 
type of shelter, such as that provided by different 
forms of base camp in which Homo ergaster spent 
much of their lives.

2.7. Fire

By the time of Homo ergaster, says Blumen-
berg, fire came to alleviate the great tragedy that 
night meant for our relatives, since «its length 
exceeded the organic need for sleep» (UNF 963: 
Künstliche Beleuchtung). Blumenberg was enthusi-
astic about the matter of fire. He even noted where 
exhibitions focusing on the matter would be held, 
probably with the intention of attending11. 

As in the case of tools, Blumenberg was inter-
ested in the origin of the use of fire, its properties 
and functions, but was above all attracted by the 
question as to when fire was first controlled and 
produced. As now, however, this stage of our rela-
tionship with fire is impossible to reconstruct. Pre-
historic humanity had tamed fire, but we do not 
know exactly how or when this event occurred for 
the first time (020396: Das Feuer als Kennzeichen 
der menschlichen Entwicklung problematisch). 
All we know for certain is that the production of 
fire «was not genuinely in our culture» (020573: 
Regression als evolutionsbeleg? [sic]).

One of the first signs of deliberate fire in this 
period may be found in the Swartkrans cave, 
located in the province of Gauteng in South Afri-

11 One example may be seen on card 023874, where he 
wrote that the “FAZ” had announced that on 30 Decem-
ber 1981 a gathering would be held at the Museum of 
Mankind in Paris, presenting a display about the earli-
est human inhabitants of Europe and the development of 
their skills, emphasising mastery of fire by Homo erectus 
400,000 years ago in southern France.

Figure 8
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ca, as published in an article on 28 August 1990 
in “Deutschland”, which Blumenberg added to 
his collection (Steinert [1990], Figure 9). Experts 
made out what appeared to be a circular hearth 
bounded by basalt rocks, where bones had been 
deliberately placed after the meat had been eaten, 
not for the purpose of cooking them.

Up until then, fire was only used for eating: «it 
would not for them [our ancestors] have had any 
value other than the heat it gave off. There was 
no known cooking of food, and we can scarce-
ly imagine that they would have been tempted 
to experiment with this» (020396). Blumenberg 
agrees that «anyone might place bones in the 
fire after the meat had been removed, or if it was 
charred and no longer edible» (Steinert [1990]).

The value of fire had lain mainly in its capac-
ity to provide lighting, allowing its users to leave 
behind «the lack of light in which humanity had 
spent most of its history» (UNF 2271: Kindeswohl 
und Lichtbedürfnis; see footnote 9). From that 
point onwards, nights would be longer, but would 
be spent telling stories as a pastime to alleviate 
boredom (Ros Velasco [2017]).

2.8. Cannibalism

Cases of cannibalism among our closest rela-
tives have been known for some decades now. 
When fire was not yet being produced, it may be 
that the cold in certain regions of Europe and the 
shortage of food could have driven our ancestors 
to eat their fellow beings. Or perhaps they per-
formed such practices as a way of venerating the 
organ from which all their peculiarity as a species 
derived.

Whatever the case, Blumenberg left us a 
record of his knowledge of such practices through 
certain news articles on which he worked. Thanks 
to this compilation, we know that some of the 
most important signs of cannibalism were found 
in the Fontbrégoua Cave in France, where the 
bodies of certain forefathers had had their skulls 
removed. And the skulls themselves showed signs 
of scratches caused by stone knives (Hinweise auf 
Kannibalismus in der Steinzeit).

He thus wrote his own reflections following 
on from this, explaining that cannibalism would 
represent «the fatal stigma of the peculiarity of 
human civilisation» (UNF 2507: [KANNIBALIS-
MUS]). From his perspective, this fossil evidence 
of cannibalism in palaeolithic caves could be 
doubtful, and might instead involve funeral rites 
in which the flesh was stripped from the skull to 
be offered to demons and idols, since the delicacy 
of the marks did not seem to be that of an act of 
cannibalism (Ibidem).

Given the doubt, one may only venture the 
position of consideration for the fact that the rela-
tively civilised world «has always emphasised the 
practice of not eating animals that look too much 
like us [and] learns to experience a sense of dis-
gust towards this practice in relation to food» (Ibi-
dem).

Figure 9
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2.9. Neanderthals

Blumenberg was fascinated by the Neander-
thals as he was by Australopithecus, undoubtedly 
because they represented the species that had until 
now most resembled the other human race12, with 
less fortune than our own, driven to extinction 
by immediate but slow decline courtesy of Homo 
sapiens. 

Paleoanthropological signs indicate that the 
number of Neanderthal settlements declined as 
the demographic density of sapiens, which at the 
time had a life expectancy of around 45 years, 
increased to around one million individuals 
(019005: Tiger-Fox, Herrentier, 41). This popula-
tion growth not only led to the extinction of the 
Neanderthals, but also brought problems for «a 
being intended to live in bands of some 50 indi-
viduals» (Ibidem).

Blumenberg made efforts to learn all about 
these siblings of ours. According to his belief, fol-
lowing the research by one G. Haaf for the article 
published on 19 January 1979 in “Die Zeit”, Nean-
derthals manufactured tools, used caves and made 
huts from animal skins, where they set up hearths 
and to cook and to prepare leather.

Given these skills, the philosopher often won-
dered what could have prompted the extinction 
of beings of such cultural and cerebral develop-
ment. Following on from the article Frühmen-
schen in Israel neu datiert ([1989], Figure 7), he 
concluded that the impossibility of developing 
symbolic language and the paucity of communica-
tion and understanding with Homo sapiens would 
have been the main cause of the disappearance of 
this human race (020137-020138: Entwicklung und 
Sprache).

For Blumenberg, there could not have been 
more than minimal linguistic comprehension 
between Neanderthals and modern humans, 
despite the fact that they undoubtedly coexisted 
for a lengthy period of time, and simultaneously 

12 The discovery of the third human race, Homo deniso-
viensis, as extinct today as the Neanderthals, took place 
in the year 2010, when Blumenberg had already been 
dead for over a decade.

visited a number of caves, such as those in Gafzeh 
and Skuhl. Although the brain size of the Nean-
derthals was even greater than our own (it should 
here be recalled that size does not truly matter, 
although Blumenberg did not know this), the for-
mer species ultimately became extinct after «suc-
cessfully surviving the last glaciation of Europe» 
(019687) because of «their inability to articulate 
language, caused by the unfavourable anatomy of 
their oral cavity» (Ibidem; 17609: Die Evolution d 
Menschen geht nicht über die Spitzenformen [sic]). 
This, the philosopher argues, must have signifi-
cantly undermined the opportunities for exchange 
between the two species. 

2.10. Prehistoric art

The artistic expression attributed to the first 
Homo sapiens is for Blumenberg the best example 
of the superior conceptual capacity of our species, 
since ancient times. On the basis of the records 
found over the course of the last century, the phi-
losopher notes that prehistoric art has often been 
associated with ritual aspects. Although most 
efforts made by groups focused on the fundamen-
tal activity for the survival of the species – hunt-
ing – those who did not have the capacity to assist 
in this physical activity would have made attempts 
to achieve a successful hunt by performing main-
ly pictorial rites (020972: In den Höhlen des Jun-
gpaläolithikums tritt eine Spezialisierung […]).

However, Blumenberg argues, in agreement 
with the Australian archaeologist Gordon Chil-
de13, that many of the animals found represented 
in the paintings of the caves differ from those that 
were actually caught: «Although reindeer bones 
predominate, the bison was the animal most com-
monly represented» (Ibidem). The representation of 
those animals could therefore be attributed to rea-

13 On card 020972, Blumenberg refers to a work by Chil-
de which he names Evolution. Childe did not write any 
text with that exact title, and Blumenberg is therefore 
presumably referring in abbreviated form to The Forest 
Cultures of Northern Europe: A Study in Evolution and 
Diffusion (1931) or otherwise to Social Evolution (1951).
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sons other than supporting the hunt. They might 
correspond to totemic activities, because the totem 
represents those animals that it was forbidden for 
members of the group to kill, explains Blumenberg: 

If remnants of reindeer are found in the cave, but 
the representations prioritise the bison, it is thus 
possible, with regard to the specialisation of hunt-
ing, that the representations magically denote the 
negation of this, in other words the prohibition 
against killing a certain animal, perhaps because of 
an agreement established among the different cave-
dwelling populations as to the division of the wood-
land population. The origin of totemism could thus 
be explained by the ban on hunting as a require-
ment of the accords among alliances. (Ibidem)

Meanwhile, the oldest artistic figure as an 
example of representative art and symbolism 
could date from 233,000 years ago, although the 
articles that Blumenberg compiled as to the dis-
covery of the earliest figurative paintings indi-
cate a date of around 40,000 years ago (“FAZ”, 
Zeichen der Menschheit). Blumenberg refers to 
this moment as «the first Cultural Revolution» 
(Rademacher [1986]).

3. RECAPITULATION AND RESEARCH 
PROPOSAL 

Over the course of this paper, I have aimed to 
present and exemplify the reasons why I believe 
that the German philosopher Hans Blumenberg 
had a particular interest over more than two dec-
ades in the discipline of palaeoanthropology and 
other related fields such as zoology and ethnology. 
His dedication to the study of the sciences led him 
to systematically compile information from aca-
demic studies and journalistic articles, in order to 
subsequently write his own notes on the subject. 
Much of this knowledge is reflected in his anthro-
pological and philosophical works, such as the 
famous Beschreibung des Menschen (2006).

However, no systematic work to catalogue and 
summarise the materials that Blumenberg drew 
on in the field of palaeontology has yet been per-

formed, nor have the existing links been estab-
lished between these and other notes, and the 
theses of an anthropological and philosophical 
nature proposed in his published works. This is a 
venture that I would like to take up at some point 
as the guideline of a pre-doctoral or post-doctoral 
project, which I would encourage young academ-
ics studying Blumenberg’s philosophy to pursue, 
following on from the sample provided over the 
course of these pages.

In embarking on a task of this scale, one must 
nonetheless take into account some limitations. It 
is not even possible at first glance to fully trace the 
texts contained in the Nachlaβ which address pal-
aeoanthropology. Much of his unpublished work in 
this field is to be found among the Handschriften 
of the Katalog Kallías of the DLA by entering in 
the search engine text field such terms as Anthro-
pologie, Paläontologie, Ethnologie, Entwicklung, Vor-
geschichte… These are what I have chosen to refer 
to as visible unpublished texts. However, there are 
also those I have considered to be hidden unpub-
lished texts, documents eagerly concealed beneath 
titles that offer no hint of the subject in question.

This makes it impossible for anyone to broach 
the Blumenberg Nachlaβ with the aim of tracing 
all references to palaeoanthropology that an abso-
lute search could generate, since there are likely 
to be texts hidden under misleading titles that 
would be inaccessible unless one were to explore 
the Nachlaβ in its entirety (Ros Velasco [2016]: 
55-56).

The same often applies to Blumenberg’s pub-
lished works. His erudition is such that we may 
find a definitive sentence about metaphors amidst 
an anthropological text, just as one may come 
across a decisive note about the evolution of Aus-
tralopithecus, in a card index about boredom in 
the Nachlaß.

Despite all of this, I believe that it is still 
worthwhile to make the effort. This is a topic that 
has received little attention from Blumenberg 
scholars, and which could on the surface enrich 
our understanding of the thinker’s philosophical 
corpus. Those who have discovered in the Descrip-
tion of Man (2006) the pleasure of learning about 
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Blumenberg’s love of Darwinism, self-conserva-
tion and human evolution, cannot forsake the 
opportunity to visit the Deutsches Literaturarchiv 
Marbach in Stuttgart, in order to continue what I 
began in my doctoral thesis El aburrimiento como 
presión selectiva en Hans Blumenberg (2017), and 
which is presented in summary in this text.
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