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21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-

political implications 
Thursday 30th June 2022: 14.00-16.00. 

Room: F.103a 

Chairs: Alice Rudge (University College London); Noa Lavi (University College London); Graeme Warren 

(University College Dublin); David Friesem (University of Haifa)                

Emails: alice.rudge@gmail.com; noalaviw@gmail.com; graeme.warren@ucd.ie; dfriesem@univ.haifa.ac.il    

Abstract: Despite ongoing debates, the commonly used definition of hunter-gatherers still highlights 

the economic. It focuses on a small number of small-scale indigenous societies, who become seen as 

a baseline to human history in the popular imagination. The narratives thus created have significant 

implications for hunter-gatherer peoples, not least because of how narratives created by researchers 

are refracted in popular discourses and stereotypes. We invite scholars from a wide range of 

disciplines, including but not limited to, social anthropology, evolutionary anthropology, archaeology 

and indigenous studies, to discuss the potential, limitations and implications of studying contemporary 

and deep time hunter-gatherers and to discuss the ethical aspects of hunter-gatherer representations. 

Questions include: 

- how is data collected, used and interpreted? 

- What are the local perspectives on the research questions and interpretations? 

- How can communities be involved in scientific research including its conceptualization, 

implementation and dissemination? 

- What are the ethical implications of trying to understand long-dead hunter-gatherer 

communities? 

- How do academic discussions become transformed in popular media and discourse? 

- How does this discourse influence relationships between indigenous societies and nation 

states? 

Keywords: Ethics, contemporary hunter-gatherers, past hunter-gatherers, scientific implications, 

socio-political implications    

14.00-14.12 
Alice Rudge, Noa Lavi, Graeme 
Warren, David Friesem Introduction: a context for discussing implications 

14.12-14.24 Noa Lavi 
The implication of 'hunter-gatherer images' on 
people's lives today 

14.24-14.36 Stan Frankland  Capturing 'Pygmies' 

14.36-14.48 Alice B. Kehoe  Animism Redux 

14.48-15.00 Alice Rudge Stone Age Economics for the Anthropocene? 

15.00-15.12 Nurit Bird David 
Scalar roller-coasters in hunter-gatherer studies: 
Ethical, scientific and socio-political implications 

15.12-15.24 Robert L. Kelly  
Ethics and Accuracy of Big Data in Hunter-Gatherer 
Studies 

15.24-15.36 Ben Elliott, Graeme Warren  On the ethics of analogy 

15.36-16.00 Discussion   
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21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

Introduction: a context for discussing implications 
Authors: Alice Rudge (University College London) alice.rudge@gmail.com; Noa Lavi (University College 

London) noalaviw@gmail.com; Graeme Warren (University College Dublin) graeme.warren@ucd.ie; 

David Friesem (University of Haifa) dfriesem@univ.haifa.ac.il 

 

Abstract: This paper offers a background to and outline of the context for the development of this 

session for CHAGS13 and highlights some of the key features of discussion. 

Keywords: Ethics, contemporary & past hunter-gatherers, scientific i& socio-political implications 

21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

The implication of 'hunter-gatherer images' on people's lives today 
Authors: Noa Lavi (Anglia Ruskin University) noalaviw@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: Many societies classified as hunter-gatherers around the world are often described – in 

various academic and popular arenas – as 'closer to nature'. Such descriptions range widely from 

depicting them as 'living like animals', to seeing them as unspoiled by modernity, relics of human 

origins, or as representors of a better way of living sustainably and ecologically. Here I wish to focus 

on the implications of such views to the communities and individuals themselves. Drawing mainly on 

my fieldwork among the Nayaka in India, I provide examples of how such views play out in every day 

relationships between Nayaka individuals and NGOs, local environmental organisations and 

government officials. I discuss how such views -- while used by Nayaka themselves to gain forest access 

and rights -- eventually exclude Nayaka individuals from being considered as modern, active and 

changeable actors, able of personal decision making and adjustments to the specific ever-changing 

realities of their lives. 

Keywords: Ethics; Hunter-gatherer images; Aid and development 

21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

Capturing 'Pygmies' 
Authors: Stan Frankland (University of St Andrews) mcf1@st-andrews.ac.uk  

 

Abstract: Drawing from Chamayou’s philosophical history of manhunting techniques and rationales, 

this paper explores the capturing of the ‘Pygmies’ in both symbolic and physical terms. In 1870, the 

German botanist Georg Schweinfurth first encountered an Akka man at the court of the Mangbetu 

‘king’ Mbunza. This is a defining moment in what Bahuchet has called ‘L'invention des Pygmées’. 

Through seeing the man Adimokoo as a ‘living embodiment of the myths of some thousand years’, 

Schweinfurth created a deep time, an evolutionary time. This imagined temporality has consistently 

framed the ways in which the people classified as ‘Pygmies’ have been and continue to be captured 

in both the popular and academic imaginations, within today’s ‘anthropological machine’. Reflecting 

on the overlooked racial anthropology that shaped emergent ideas of the ‘Pygmy’, uncomfortable 

parallels can be found within contemporary scientific practices. Equally importantly, Schweinfurth also 

created a ‘value’ for the ‘Pygmy’ when he purchased another male, Nsewue, from the same ‘king’, the 

price being a dog. This immediately placed the Akka within the brutal, extractive economy of slavery 

that existed in Central Africa at that time. This market for human beings is evident in the writings of 

many colonialists. Schweinfurth was not alone in buying a ‘Pygmy’. From colonial human zoos through 

to contemporary human safaris, the ‘Pygmy’ has maintained a value in this very real physical sense. It 
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is within this context that I explore the ‘White man’s Pygmy’, a strange combination of cynergetic and 

pastoral powers that constitute certain contemporary political realities and continue to do violence to 

those labelled ‘Pygmies’. 

Keywords: Pygmies', conquest, capture 

21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

Animism Redux 
Authors: Alice B. Kehoe (Retired) akehoe@uwm.edu  

 

Abstract: Phillipe Descola explained, in interviews, how he came from philosophy to Lévi-Strauss and 

two years' fieldwork in Amazonia that challenged his expectation of analyzing Achuar societal 

structures through contrasts such as animism versus totemism. He says he found the nineteenth-

century concept of animism a means to construct his understanding of Achuar society. Bottom line, 

as I read Descola and, worse, the plethora of "with-it" discourses, full of recondite words, the 

"ontological turn", "relationally", "materiality", encountering "thingness" and haecceity, I see 

preening peacocks vying for the favor of . . . a peahen. CHAGS gives opportunity to argue that there 

are serious ethical problems with these French-philosophe Théorists (as Stephen Lekson terms them), 

exemplified by Descola's revival of "animism": not only the terms but the standpoint is Western 

imperialist, using Enlightenment rationality and scientific practices predicated on the premise that 

formally educated Indo-European speakers can discern the fundamental properties of the universe. 

As they can impose Western economics and politics––Patriarchs Know Best. My discomfit with Théorie 

comes from my experiences with American First Nations, in particular Blackfoot, Cree, Dakota, and 

Osage in their territories. I was a young mother in jeans who elicited kindly teaching of right 

understanding, of perceiving their realities, as the late Darrell Robes Kipp, Blackfoot, emphasized. This 

critique comes from the moral imperative to listen and see, epistemic humility, in place of imposing 

Indo-European ivory-tower word empires upon the many nations still exploited by First Nations 

imperialism. 

Keywords: animism; imperialism 

21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

Stone Age Economics for the Anthropocene? 
Authors: Alice Rudge (University College London) alice.rudge@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: In the disciplines of ecological and environmental economics, hunter-gatherers are making 

an appearance when discussions turn to ‘the Anthropocene’. Such literature often draws on 

ethnographies of hunter-gatherers, usually those published in the 1960s, to propose that hunter-

gatherers hold the solutions to the impending climate catastrophe because they are model small-scale 

populations who live abundantly, yet within the means of their environments. Beyond being models 

for contemporary life, hunter-gatherers are further argued to be important models for the future 

because they represent ‘our’ evolutionary history as hunting and gathering was what ‘we’ were doing 

before the Neolithic revolution supposedly brought about the population bomb that created the 

Anthropocene. This paper historicizes these claims, demonstrating their roots in Cold War, Malthusian 

anxieties about population increases and finite planetary resources, and earlier, racist stadial theories 

of human development. In so doing, the paper offers a critique, arguing that any environmentalism 

that draws on hunter-gatherer ethnography must refuse to justify these liberal narratives of 

population control that so often contain lingering aspects of eugenic thinking. Archaeologists, 
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anthropologists, and others working with hunter-gatherer peoples must think carefully about how to 

challenge these narratives when they occur. 

Keywords: Populationism, Evolution, Anthropocene, Ecology, Abundance 

21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

Scalar roller-coasters in hunter-gatherer studies: Ethical, scientific and socio-

political implications 
Authors: Nurit Bird David (University of Haifa) nurit.birddavid@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: The long-term study of small-scale indigenous communities as sorts of hunter-gatherer 

societies, assisting our research into human nature and evolution, involves speeding through time and 

scale with excitement and, too often, eyes shut to the dangers. In my presentation, I dwell on a few 

dangerous turns on the ride down this scholarly roller coaster. First, on how data is collected, used 

and interpreted, engaging here with recent scientific debates on the scale of hunter gatherer social 

groups and networks. Second, on how the data informs (or not) nation state policies towards these 

indigenous communities, here taking India as an example. 

Keywords: scale, time, ethics, contemporary hunter-gatherer studies, contemporary and past peoples 

21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

Ethics and Accuracy of Big Data in Hunter-Gatherer Studies 
Authors: Robert L. Kelly (University of Wyoming) RLKELLY@uwyo.edu  

 

Abstract: Big Data approaches have long been popular in hunter-gatherer studies and may become 

more so. But considerations of ethical use of these data, beginning with their accuracy, are not 

frequently considered. Here I discuss issues we encountered in a recent compilation of radiocarbon 

dates for the continental US, and Binford's massive data compilation in his 2001 "Constructing Frames 

of Reference." 

Keywords: "Big Data" Radiocarbon Binford 

21st Century Hunter-Gatherer Studies: Ethical, scientific, & socio-political implications  

On the ethics of analogy 
Authors: Ben Elliott (University of the Highlands and Islands) Benjamin.Elliott@uhi.ac.uk; Graeme 

Warren (University College Dublin) graeme.warren@ucd.ie  

 

Abstract: One of the strongest links between hunter-gatherer archaeology and hunter-gatherers of 

the world today is forged through analogies which make comparisons between hunter-gatherers in 

the ethnographic present and those in the distant (archaeological) past. Within a European context, 

this invariably involves situating contemporary non-western peoples within a deep-time European 

past; rendering them simultaneously as Other, and as Past.  

The use of archeological analogies is structured and maintained by a power differential: we do not 

seek consent from Indigenous groups. Instead, European archeologists assume the ethnographic 

record as neutral, scientific data; to be utilised and analysed as best benefits a collective 

understanding of the archaeological past. This hegemony is historically rooted within the colonial era, 

and has enabled both the (sometimes violent) extraction of knowledge from local contexts, and 

translation of this knowledge into overarching Western (Settler) frameworks. This process continues 
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as specific Indigenous narratives are emplaced into academic discussion as examples of quasi-

universal hunter-gatherer worldviews. 

We should be clear, comparative analysis and analogical reasoning are central within archaeological 

interpretation. But how might we navigate the ethical issues highlighted here? What are the 

implications of a Radical Indigenism for archaeological analogy? How does this apply within much of 

Europe - where there are no Indigenous communities? The morality and ethics of comparative analysis 

in a situation of widely differential power are sensitive. Finding new ways of engaging with the role of 

analogy in knowledge production will be transformative, both in terms of the knowledge produced 

and the political relationships reshaped. 

Keywords: Analogy, Ethics, Indigenous, Power 

 

 


