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Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes     
Wednesday 29th June 2022: 14.00-16.00 

Room: F.101 

Chairs: Jana Fortier (UC San Diego), Graeme Warren (UCD Archaeology) 

Emails: jfortier@ucsd.edu, graeme.warren@ucd.ie; 

Abstract: As places rising steeply above their surrounding areas, mountains have traditionally 

represented an iconic place of refuge, ritual, and opportunity for hunter-gatherers. However, while 

there have been some passing references to foragers’ economic adaptations to mountain territories, 

most syntheses of human lives in mountain landscapes emphasise agricultural adaptations. This 

oversight is unfortunate, given increasing pressures from climate change, deforestation, wildfires, 

glacial melt, biodiversity loss (etc.) on mountain landscapes.  In addition, mountain landscapes are 

the focus of the UN’s SDG#15.4, which seeks to “ensure the conservation of mountain ecosystems, 

including their biodiversity”. Achieving this conservation goal is challenging given the absence of 

detailed knowledge about hunter-gatherer mountain histories.   

This session aims to raise awareness of the diverse use of mountains by hunter-gatherers past and 

present, asking 

- Are there distinctive characteristics of hunter-gatherer use of mountain landscapes? Are 

these political, economic, spiritual or material? 

- How do mountains influence hunter-gatherer communities and how do these communities 

influence the character of mountain landscapes? 

- Given the dynamism of mountain landscapes, how can hunter-gatherer mountain heritage 

be managed in a sustainable manner? 

- How do mountainous or high-altitude conditions influence hunter-gatherers’ material 

lives? 

- How do foragers’ languages reflect their mountain-based environment or communicate 

meaningful aspects of montane environments? 

- What indigenous environmental knowledge of hunter-gatherers living in montane environs 

should be considered in sustainable conservation and development planning? 

- How is montane-related knowledge, education, and cultural meaning passed down from 

elders to younger generations?” 
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Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes  

“It is high, so the rain’s blood falls down.” Brokering relations with the rain and 
its animals in the rock art of southern Africa’s highest peaks. 
Authors: Sam Challis (University of Witwatersrand) sam.challis@wits.ac.za  

 

Abstract: The Maloti-Drakensberg Mountains constitute southern Africa’s most extensive highland 

zone. Covering some 55,000 km2, they encompass most of Lesotho and adjacent parts of South 

Africa’s KwaZulu-Natal Eastern Cape, and Free State Provinces. The highest peaks exceed 3000 m, with 

Thabana Ntlenyana (3482 m asl) in eastern Lesotho Africa’s tallest south of Kilimanjaro. How might 

hunter-gatherers of preceding centuries have perceived the mountains? To the casual observer this 

may seem an unknowable quantity. Owing to the work of nineteenth-century linguists, however, we 

have around 13,000 pages of verbatim San testimony from the |Xam of the Karoo – a good deal of 

which pertains to how mountains, like the ‘Wittberg’ in the southwestern Cape, were conceptualised. 

More notably, we have one hyper-local attestation from the San man Qing, recorded by the magistrate 

Joseph Orpen in the very locations under discussion here, in 1873 (Orpen 1874). The only testimony 

of its kind, it details the location of deities at altitude and their relationship with game animals, their 

proclivities, and the legends in which they affect the lives of people and animals, all in the setting of 

the high Maloti-Drakensberg. Mountain rock art of the last 5000 years may pertain to such beliefs. 

Keywords: Altitude, Animism, Animals, Weather, Influence 

 

Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes  

Ritual use of caves in hunting and gathering tribes of the Papua New Guinea 
Highlands 
Authors: Henry Dosedla (CINDIS, Heidenreichstein, Austria) h.dosedla@web.de; Neil Smith; Natalie 

Uomini natalie.uomini@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: The interior highlands region of Papua New Guinea is dominated by enormous limestone 

ranges which are rich in caves, rock shelters, and subterranean drainage systems. Within the tribal 

territory of the Mbowamb and Tuman tribes of Mount Hagen, a number of caves, rock shelters, and 

water sites are of mythological and ritual relevance. We present surveys from our recent cave 

prospecting expedition, combined with anthropological fieldwork results collected since the 1970s on 

local lore referring to several cave sites and water holes. We report on the changes and the constants 

in the 40-year interval, regarding the indigenous knowledge of mountains, plants, and cave-related 

myths and rituals. In the recent past some caves were also used as burial grounds for their dead.  

The local Mbowamb tribe is currently in the process of gaining ownership of its territory in order to 

protect its natural resources. Our surveys and interviews revealed that all caves and rockshelters are 
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known by the locals as significant landmarks linking traditional intertribal routes from the time 

previous to agriculture and are still used for seasonal hunting and gathering activities today, as well 

as for ritual offerings to ancestral spirits. These results suggest there is a rich cultural potential in the 

PNG karstic areas. Our findings may provide some promising steps toward future research into hunter-

gatherer archaeological and cultural cave sites as well as to promote cultural heritage protection in 

the PNG Highlands. 

Keywords: caves, karst, ritual, Papua New Guinea, mountains 

 
Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes  

Kinship ecology: Mountain gods and the indigenous Hadza of Tanzania 
Authors: Thea Skaanes (The National Museums of World Culture) thea.skaanes@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: Steep mountain escarpments, engulfing swamp, soft rivers, sharp grasses, and 

infrastructural routes formed by animals are ecological convivial presences to the Hadza of Tanzania. 

The human-nonhuman entangled conviviality constitutes an ecology of inter-species relationships, 

connectedness, and kinship.  

In Hadza ecology as well as cosmology mountains are conspicuous. According to a recent study (2022), 

the three gods that most Hadza know are mountain-gods: Dundubii, Sanzako, and Anau. The gods are 

powerful active agents, that interact with people. Yet their montane materiality is also relevant as 

spaces with surfaces and insides. On the surface, they are sites for prayers (demand-sharing), and the 

plants and animals that are nourished on the god’s slopes grow particularly powerful. Inside their 

massive materiality, they are abodes for forebear human and animal spirits and they gain mobility 

through sending out the forebear spirits to act for and as the god.  

In this brief paper, the relation between mountains and (wo)men, the godly and the human, is given 

centre stage. Concocted from ethnographic fieldwork and extracts of myths, we follow the trails of 

time, powers, gender, and belonging, through landscapes of memories and meaning. 

Keywords: Hadza - Cosmology- Ecology - Kinship - Cultural heritage 

 
Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes  

Living Well with Others on the Mountain's Edge: Hunter-Gatherer Adaptations 
in the Outer Himalayan Range 
Authors: Jana Fortier (University of California, San Diego) jfortier@ucsd.edu  

 

Abstract: The Raute, Rawat, and Raji (ISO 639-3 rau, jnl, and rji) hunt medium-sized prey and gather 

greens in the mountains and valleys of western Nepal and adjacent areas of India. They live in the 

midlands and highlands of a sub-tropical climate (Köppen climates Cwa and Cwb) as their lifetime 

territories. Living in frost-free, lush forests (mean temp. 17°C/63°F, biomass 1385g/m2/yr), they 

migrate between highland areas (~7,000fasl/2150masl in warm season) and lower valleys 

(~4,200fasl/1,280masl) in winter months. How have these foragers managed to successfully "live well 

with others" in this mountainous forest environment? Does it involve material adaptations such as 

building homes in a particular way? Or a division of resources with other predators (farmers, tigers, 

leopards, bears, etc.)? The answer is ecological and metaphysical; these foragers do build appropriate 

housing and forage for the right mix of flora and fauna. But they also employ metaphysical, cultural, 

and linguistic strategies which are significant to knowing their environment. This talk will focus on 

their body-parts language used when identifying places; how they know where to walk, camp, dig 
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water holes, etc. In many such activities, body parts nomenclature helps to identify appropriate places 

such as rockshelters using metaphors of them as the mountain’s “nostrils”, or rock ledges as a cliff’s 

“lips”. These metaphors using body parts of humans and mountains beg the question, if mountains 

are persons, do they have rights? Should we respect them as having natural-born rights to good health, 

for example? The answers will have important implications for environmental policy in mountains and 

other traditional cultural landscapes. 

Keywords: Mountains, Ecology, Language, Ontology 

 

Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes  

Some possible political agency aspects for the use of montane environments 
by hunter-gatherers 
Authors: James M Van Lanen (BirchTop Hill Subsistence Consultancy) jvanlanen@zoho.com;  

 

Abstract: James C Scott’s (2009) book ‘The Art of Being Ungoverned’ presents an important analysis 

of how indigenous political agents consciously establish and maintain subsistence lifeways in 

mountain environments of Southeast Asia with the direct purposes of avoiding subjugation by 

economically expansive larger scale and complex regimes occupying lower elevation environments. I 

propose here that this perspective be expanded to analysis of all specifically hunter-gatherer 

situations in montane environments, both ethnographically and archaeologically. Can we identify 

cases where adaptation to remote, difficult to travel, mountain areas by smaller-scale, non-

intensifying hunter-gatherers likely was purposed with an intention to avoid adaptive involvement 

with more complex and economically intensified populations at lower elevations and outside of 

mountain terrain? I propose that it is important to ask this question not only when considering hunter-

gatherer relationships with agricultural populations, but also when considering hunter-gatherer 

diversity: the possibility that some hunter-gatherer groups choose specific subsistence adaptations, 

and related means of organizing, due to their chosen political agency. More directly, can we consider 

some montane-adapted hunter-gatherers to be political rebels against spatially expanding political 

and economic complexity? I will present some brief case studies to help us think about this possibility, 

including some ethnographic possibilities from Alaska, some ethnographic/archaeological possibilities 

from US Mountain West, and an archaeological possibility from the Natufian Near East. 

Keywords: political agency, subsistence, anarchy 

 
Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes  

Afro-alpine hunter-gatherers of the Bale Mountains (SE Ethiopian Highlands) 
Authors: Götz Ossendorf (University of Cologne) gossend1@uni-koeln.de; Minassie Girma 

Tekelemariam mtekele1@uni-koeln.de  

 

Abstract: Numerous archaeological sites have testified to the prominent role of the Ethiopian 

Highlands in human history, even beyond our own species. Nevertheless, past human land 

use/occupation of high altitudes (here: above c. 2,500 m asl) has largely been ignored by 

archaeological research. This might be due to a still prevailing perception of high-altitude ecozones as 

being both, pristine as well as hostile landscapes. It is therefore not surprising that – until very recently 

– little was known on prehistoric hunter-gatherer land use strategies and human-environment 

interaction at high elevation in Africa. 
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Here, results of an ongoing interdisciplinary research group will be presented (DFG RU2358 “The 

Mountain Exile Hypothesis”). This project aims at reconstructing the natural and anthropogenic 

history of Africa’s largest alpine ecosystem – the Bale Mountains of the SE Ethiopian Highlands. 

Despite their official recognition as a biodiversity hotspot with extraordinary high numbers of endemic 

plants and animals – which led to the creation of a National Park in 1971 – the Bale Mountains are 

currently exposed to a variety of threats including overgrazing and deforestation.  

A diachronic view will be taken here to summarise past cultural responses and highlight the different 

nature of numerous forager occupation events in the Bale Mountains through time. Starting from the 

Late Pleistocene up to very recent times, there is evidence of a long-term series of repeated but also 

differently organised uses of various mountain ecosystems by hunter-gatherers. Finally, an attempt is 

made to critically question the theoretical assumptions that currently underlie the understanding of 

prehistoric high-altitude life. 

Keywords: prehistoric archaeology, high altitudes, afro-alpine ecozone, Bale Mountains 

 
Foragers in High Places: hunter-gatherers and mountain landscapes  

Looking Up for hunter-gatherers in the highest mountains in Scotland: locating 
and managing hunter-gatherer archaeology in high places. 
Authors: Michéal Butler (University College Dublin) micheal.butler@ucd.ie; Alice Doughty (University 

of Maine) alice.doughty@maine.edu; Sam Kelley (University College Dublin) sam.kelley@ucd.ie; 

Martin Moucheron, Cormac O'Brien (University College Dublin) martin.moucheron@ucd.ie; Graeme 

Warren 

 

Abstract: This paper presents the background to, and preliminary results, of a project focused on the 

Late Glacial and Early Holocene hunter-gatherer archaeology of Scotland. A small number of 

archaeological sites, most identified recently, demonstrated that hunter-gatherers at this time used 

mountain landscapes. Most sites are small and, in landscapes covered by peat, can only be identified 

in erosive contexts. Locating these sites is challenging. Our absence of knowledge about site locations 

also means that managing the archaeological component of the landscapes is challenging – a key 

problem given the dynamic character of mountain landscapes in the context of climatic and socio-

economic change. Looking Up, funded by the IRC Coalesce Scheme (2021-2023), integrates geological 

and archaeological perspectives to develop models of potential site location. This includes new dating 

constraints for modelling the retreat of ice; agent based models of possible site location; and limited 

fieldwork on the high plateau to examine the potential of annual snow patches as potential site 

locations. Results will feed into recommendations for the development of policy and practice for those 

responsible for managing these environments. We will also seek to raise awareness of these issues 

through commissioning art projects and other outreach. 

Keywords: mountains, landscapes, management, prediction, modelling 


