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Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in 

Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-Pastoralist Interactions     
Wednesday 29th June 2022: 14.00-16.00, 16.30-18.00. 

Room: F.102 

Chairs: Stephanie Piper (University of York); Penny Bickle (University of York) 

Emails: stephanie.piper@york.ac.uk; penny.bickle@york.ac.uk    

Abstract: The transition to farming across Europe has often been theorised within archaeology as a 

form of colonisation, with cultural evolutionary frameworks proving hard to overturn and analogous 

interpretations inappropriately sought from non-Western societies. This impacts on the research 

questions and methodologies applied to the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition, with problematic 

implications for views of modern-day hunter-gatherers. 

This session aims to challenge colonial legacies that continue to inform and dictate research questions 

asked of transitions to agriculture. It invites Indigenous people, archaeologists, and anthropologists 

who are, research, and/or work with people whose subsistence is derived largely from hunting and 

gathering, and who engage closely with agriculturalists and pastoralists. In it, we seek to address how 

colonial attitudes have shaped research agendas and modes of explanations for the spread of farming, 

and how these have influenced the methodologies chosen. We are particularly concerned with the 

ways in which notions of “progress” in human development and complexity associated with 

agricultural lifeways still permeate attitudes to hunter-gatherers, through double standards in 

descriptive language. For example, why is the use of new technologies by hunter-gatherers often 

explained in terms of “adaptation”, yet for farmers as “innovation”? 

We are also interested to explore relationships between hunter-gatherers and farmers, and how 

communication shapes their identities with respect to one another. In an industrialised world, where 

Indigenous lands continue to be seized, there is an urgent need to dismantle these perceptions and 

connect effectively to ensure that we can live well, together.  

Keywords: Decolonisation; language; innovation; adaptation; relationships     
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Session 1: 14.00-16.00 
Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

Down with the Revolution? Colonial Connotations in Researching Mesolithic-
Neolithic Material Culture 
Authors: Stephanie F. Piper (University of York) stephanie.piper@york.ac.uk; Penny Bickle (University 

of York) penny.bickle@york.ac.uk; Emily Mills (University of York) emilymills@alumni.york.ac.uk  

 

Abstract: This paper presents the first results from a new project into the ways in which colonial 

attitudes have informed the main research questions asked, and modes of explanations for, the spread 

of farming across the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition in Europe, and how these have influenced the 

methodologies chosen. Through this, we question how colonial attitudes have shaped interpretations 

of the material culture of the Mesolithic and Neolithic, to begin to decolonise the way in which ‘things’ 

are researched from the initiation of a project, rather than just the interpretative outcome. 

The focus of this project is on three distinct types of material culture which are significant to the 

transitional period: ceramics, stone tools, and houses. In each case, we examine what language is used 

to describe and interpret technical know-how, changes in style and function, and social significance. 

This is then compared between “hunter-gatherers” and “farmers” to identify terms that can be used 

to help inform on problematic language in the future, and which highlight how colonial attitudes have 

informed research in the past. 

Keywords: Mesolithic-Neolithic transition; pottery; houses; lithics; decolonisation 

 
Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

Along the Spectra – An integrative multi-scalar approach to interaction 
between “farmers” and “foragers”. 
Authors: Jan-Eric Schlicht (Kiel University / CRC 1266) jeschlicht@sfb1266.uni-kiel.de  

 

Abstract: In archaeology the dichotomy between “farmers” and “foragers” has been a long-standing 

paradigm. Although ethnographical research has shown that the picture in many societies is far more 
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nuanced, numerous archaeological narrative expressions seem to follow the general notion that the 

advent of producing lifeways coincides with a displacement of appropriating ones. Often such notions 

are coupled with the tendency to reduce “farmers” and “foragers” to coherent “blocks”, specifically 

when it comes to interaction and contexts of a larger scale (in terms of time as well as of space). 

Starting from said situation this project, aims to investigate cases of interaction between people 

following more producing and more appropriating lifeways on several scales. Global, large scale 

quantitative analyses of ethnographic cases aims at detecting patterns of similarity/dissimilarity 

through the application of practice spectra and clustering methods. To get a hold of lower scales, a 

selection of particular archaeological, ethnohistorical and ethnographic cases from different times and 

different locations is being addressed in-depth. In conjunction with a theoretical footing in systemic 

complexity as an ontological guideline the interplay between these perspectives is intended to 

function as a qualitative “ground for experiment” in the assessment of universals and particulars, 

categorization as well as the opening of paths towards more nuanced approaches in the investigation 

of transformative relationships. 

Keywords: "farmer"-"forager"-interaction, cross-cultural analysis, systemic complexity, multiscale 

approaches 

 

Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions   

People like us: hunter-gatherers and their invention of the Neolithic 
Authors: Bill Finlayson (University of Oxford) bill.finlayson@arch.ox.ac.uk  

 

Abstract: The Neolithic of Southwest Asia is widely still understood as the first transition from hunting 

and gathering to farming and, as such, as a key moment in human evolution, the basis for modern 

civilisation – ex oriente lux. As such, it continues to carry much orientalist and colonial baggage. 

Becoming farmers is still described in aspirational terms, with debates on centres of innovation, who 

was first, who successfully crossed the threshold, and who failed. The process is seen as one-way, and 

any diversion described as collapse. The Neolithic is measured as a check-list – a package of traits 

defined in the mid 20th century. At worst it involves a cognitive revolution, leaving hunter-gatherer 

ancestors as not fully human, often still having to pushed into progress by deus ex machina such as 

climate change.  

Yet, at the same time, we now know that the process took many thousands of years, the innovators 

who drove it were hunter-gatherers, that there were multiple and varied regional paths taken in the 

early Holocene, some of which did not even involve farming, and that people showed great resilience 

to climate change. We also find it harder and harder to identify real break points in this long and fluid 

transitional process.  

In this paper I will explore whether our more nuanced detailed understanding is enabling the grand 

narrative to move beyond the colonial and orientalist framework, or whether we still allow our 

interpretations to be so limited. 

Keywords: Southwest Asia, Neolithic, Colonial legacy, Transition 
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Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

Where Are The Hunter-Gatherers In The Mesolithic/Neolithic "Transition?": 
the rise of pluralistic social formations in equatorial Africa and their 
implications for European prehistory 
Authors: Robert E. Moïse (Independent scholar) elymoise@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: The classic evolutionary view of Mesolithic/Neolithic interaction in Europe rests on two 

assumptions: (1) it was primarily a "transition" in modes of production and (2) this interaction led to 

the assimilation of Mesolithic populations and the disappearance of their cultures. The shortcomings 

of this account are clearly demonstrated when it is compared with another historical case of 

forager/farmer interaction: that occurring over the last five millennia between the equatorial African 

societies referred to as "Pygmies" and "Bantu," for which there is archaeological, linguistic and genetic 

data delineating its broad outlines and ethnographic data showing how its cultural systems function 

in daily practice. This paper employs this African data set to interrogate models of Mesolithic/Neolithic 

interaction. In doing so, it offers new interpretive possibilities for analyzing this phase of European 

prehistory: how evidence for the exchange of genes, cultural practices and material goods indicates 

efforts to maintain peaceful relations between groups, how faunal assemblages serve as a barometer 

for exchange relations with local hunter-gatherers and levels of access to land, how data on burial 

practices and diet indicate pluralistic social fields encompassing diverse "ethnic" groups or "moieties" 

within Neolithic communities, etc. By analyzing prehistoric material in the eminently practical terms 

of everyday life, this comparison with an African regional history enriches our understanding of 

Mesolithic/Neolithic interaction, while underlining the inadequacy of conventional evolutionary 

models that tend to stereotype those relegated to its "early stages." The end result is a much richer 

account of Mesolithic societies and their encounters with other peoples. 

Keywords: forager/farmer interaction, exchange, diversity, Mesolithic, Neolithic 

 
Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

Inherited Places: knowledge exchange in Mesolithic-Neolithic Britain 
Authors: Samantha Brummage (Birkbeck College, University of London) sbrumm01@mail.bbk.ac.uk;   

 

Abstract: The changes which occurred in material culture and associated practice, during the 4th 

millennium BC, have generally been framed as a one-way transition from Mesolithic hunter-

gatherer/gatherer-hunter to Neolithic farmer and builder of monuments. There is very little 

consideration of multiple authorship in transition histories, or a sense of blended knowledge and 

traditions, occurring through the mixing and merging of people, places and things. This is partly due 

to a legacy of colonial narratives, including the type of research questions and methodologies applied 

to what are generally considered to be separate and distinct archaeological records. Methodologies 

are rarely designed for investigation of contemporary Mesolithic-Neolithic archaeological material, 

and site-based focus can miss events which occurred on a smaller scale. Processes of change, however, 

are much more complex than ‘Neolithisation’ narratives account for as indigenous and migrating 

communities often learn from one another and adopt aspects of each others cultures. My PhD 

examined the nature of Mesolithic and Neolithic settlement, and the relationships which existed 

between sites and scatters, spot finds and spaces in between. Results suggest a process of knowledge 

exchange between indigenous and incoming groups, rather than a uni-directional Neolithic 
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colonisation. Archaeological signatures of settlement were not contained within specifically 

Mesolithic or Neolithic ‘sites’, and places were not defined by single cultural traditions. 

Keywords: Decolonisation; inheritance, multi-authorship, relationships, settlement 

 

Session 2: 16.30-18.00 
Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

More than just colonialism? Progressivism, primitivism and reductionism in 
the archaeology of hunter-gatherers in northwest Europe 
Authors: James Walker (University of Stavanger) james.w.walker@uis.no; David Clinnick (Durham 

University) davidclinnick@gmail.com  

 

Abstract: Archaeology, and particularly the archaeology of prehistoric hunter-gatherers, is inherently 

prone to reductionism. While observations are made from individual sites, and the activities of 

particular individuals, our narratives are generalised, extrapolated from sparse datasets, and reliant 

upon ethnographic analogy and middle range theory. The study of the interface between the 

Mesolithic and Neolithic throughout much of Europe has been governed both by the looming shadow 

of colonialist frameworks, and the enduring notion that the spread of the Neolithic was itself a colonial 

process (see Layton and Rowley-Conwy 2013 and chapters in Barnard 2004). The deep-rooted 

assumptions of these positions have been critiqued, and deservedly so, but there are also fundamental 

underlying issues with the nature of archaeological data and theory building that have lent support to 

these views. Simplification, and a degree of ‘cherry-picking’ are difficult to avoid, but disengagement 

from certain aspects of classical theory from hunter-gatherer studies (such as behavioural ecology, 

multi-lineal evolution and niche-construction) are lamentable oversights in some quarters of 

Mesolithic/Neolithic archaeology, that could do much to counter the tyranny of the colonial 

perspective. This is particularly important for avoiding uncritical generalisations of both hunter-

gatherers and early farmers as fundamentally ‘primitive’, or full of latent potential for ‘progress’.  

Barnard, A. (ed.) 2004. Hunter-Gatherers in History, Archaeology and Anthropology. London: 

Routledge. 

Layton, R. and Rowley-Conwy, P. 2013. Wild Things in the North? Hunter-gatherers and the tyranny of 

the colonial perspective. Anthropologie LI/2: 213-230. 

Keywords: Colonialism, Reductionism, History of Archaeology 

 
Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

Living well together in the Congo Basin: Interethnic cooperation in daily 
subsistence between BaYaka hunters and Yambe farmers 
Authors: Vidrige Hulriche Kandza (Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology) 

vidrige_kandza@eva.mpg.de; Haneul Jang hanuel_jang@eva.mpg.de; Adam H. Boyette 

adam_boyette@eva.mpg.de  

 

Abstract: Studying inter-ethnic interaction in the Congo Basin offers a valuable opportunity to 

understand the factors that organize and sustain hunter-gatherer and farmer cooperation. Many 
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evolutionary models argue within-group cooperation or between-group competition explain human 

large-scale cooperation. However, recent work highlights a critical role for inter-group cooperation in 

human adaptation. Thus, drawing on this research, we investigated the cultural and economic factors 

related to inter-group cooperation in for-hire shotgun hunting among BaYaka hunter-gatherers and 

Yambe farmers in a Congolese village. Our data from semi-structured interviews and participant 

observation reveal mutual benefits to cooperation that is in part motivated by deep respect among 

Yambe farmers for the BaYaka, who they believe have competencies to achieve different subsistence 

tasks for their common benefit. Further, consistent with literature on inter-group cooperation, 

Yambe-BaYaka cooperation in daily subsistence is organized by “fictive kinship’’, such that exchange 

is conceived of as within a family whose membership is inherited from maternal or paternal parents, 

encouraging repeated interaction across generations. Through these family links, BaYaka accomplish 

many different tasks for the Yambe including not only shotgun hunting, but also harvesting Irvingia 

seeds, black pepper, cacao fruits, cassava tubers, collecting palm wine, making palm oil, building boats, 

and cleaning gardens. While dynamic, a division of labor and an institution of kinship seems to support 

large-scale and long-duration cooperation between hunter-gatherers and farmers. Indeed, Yambe 

farmers say that without the BaYaka they would starve. 

Keywords: Inter-ethnic cooperation, Congo Basin, hunting, adaptation, bushmeat 

 
Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

Debt and "Living well" in the forest: a case study of cocoa growing region in 
southern Cameroon 
Authors: Kenta Sakanshi (Kyoto University) mokkosu81@gmail.com 

 

Abstract: This presentation examines the relationship between hunter-gatherer, Baka and cocoa 
farmers, focusing on a cocoa-producing region of southern Cameroon. Previous studies on the 
relationship between hunter-gatherers and farmers have discussed a variety of relationships, 
including ecological relationships based on the exchange of hunter-gatherers and agricultural 
products, and patron-client relationships with patriarchal or familial factors. In addition, the 
introduction of cash crops such as cocoa into the region where they live can lead to an employment 
relationship between cocoa farmers as cash-based employers and hunter-gatherers as employees. 
The difference in cash incomes can further widen the material and economic gap between the two 
groups and fix the balance of power. However, the two groups do not easily become entrenched in a 
fixed employment relationship and seem to have flexible relationship depending on the situation. This 
presentation will look at the relationship between the two, which cannot be defined as an 
employment relationship, with reference to David Graeber's discussion of “human economies” and 
“commercial economies” and focuses on the “debt” of cocoa production, such as borrowing in 
advance. We will try to understand how they work together and try to live and coexist in the space 
between two economies. 
 
Keywords: Baka, Patron-client relationship, cash income, Human economy 
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Hunter-gatherers in the center of the Old World: Investigating their relevance 
for paleoanthropological studies 
Authors: Parth R. Chauhan (Indian Institute of Science Education & Research Mohali) 

parthrc@iisermohali.ac.in  
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Abstract: Due to its central geographic location and ecological diversity, the Indian Subcontinent has 

a critical role to play in understanding human evolution in Asia. The region is best known for preserving 

the oldest-known Acheulean and Middle Palaeolithic evidences outside Africa and also hosts the 

highest genetic diversity in Eurasia. This genetic legacy is represented by the various hunter-gatherer 

(H-G) populations distributed across the Subcontinent and which are also culturally and linguistically 

very diverse. These indigenous groups, known in India as adivasis belonging to 645 ‘Scheduled’ tribes, 

have been studied from multiple perspectives since British colonial times, including anthropological, 

ethnoarchaeological, historical, environmental, genetic and socio-economic. While some populations 

have integrated into mainstream society at various levels, the vast majority continues to inhabit 

forested and hilly zones including central, eastern, northeastern and southern India. All of these ethnic 

communities have regionally-distinct subsistence strategies and modes of environmental adaptations. 

Some areas also preserve evidences of prehistoric and historical cultural continuity in the form of rock 

art, shrines, and forts, and their modern geographic territories overlap considerably with the known 

Palaeolithic and Mesolithic archaeological records. In that respect, these populations warrant urgent 

large-scale ethnoarchaeological studies to document their material culture, subsistence strategies, 

lifestyles, languages and other intangible heritage despite specific methodological and interpretative 

limitations for Indian palaeoanthropology. This paper reviews the known geographic distribution of 

the various H-G groups across the Indian Subcontinent and associated ethnoarchaeological research 

conducted till date, and highlights specific research questions that can bridge archaeological and 

modern perspectives. 

Keywords: India, hunter-gatherers, paleoanthropology, ethnoarchaeology, ecology 

 
Influencers or Innovators? Challenging Colonial Legacies in Researching Hunter-Gatherer/Agriculturalist-
Pastoralist Interactions  

Hunter-gather potteries in the context of the Neolithic transition: innovators 
or adopters? 
Authors: Penny Bickle (University of York) penny.bickle@york.ac.uk; Peter Tóth (Masaryk University, 

Brno) toth@phil.muni.cz; Jan Petřík, Karel Slavíček, Katarína Adameková, Libor Petr, Dalia Pokutta 

 

Abstract: This paper will consider the impact the narrative of farming as colonisation has had on the 

interpretation of the phenomenon of “so-called hunter-gatherer” pottery styles, which occur on sites 

associated with the earliest farming communities of central Europe. These artefacts were often seen 

as indicating “hunter-gatherer” involvement in the transition to farming. However, thanks to new 

aDNA studies, farming is now considered to have spread by migration, with an almost complete 

population turn over. This leaves the interpretation of these ceramic styles as belonging to hunter-

gatherers as uncertain. Particularly, these pots trouble our existing rigid classification schemes, which 

contrast Mesolithic with Neolithic, and hunter-gatherer with farmer as binaries. The paper will thus 

discuss how this artefact can disrupt current narratives of the transition to farming as framed within 

a social evolutionary framework.  

In part the presentation will draw on preliminary results from the project NeoPot, that show the 

earliest pottery in SW Slovakia appeared in 5700-5500 BC. While the corresponds with the formative 

phase of the LBK in Transdanubia (Szentgyörgyvölgy-Pittyerdomb) and Lower Austria (Brunn am 

Gebirge), preliminary results of the ceramic technology of the earliest pottery show the use of organic 

temper such as grass, which means it was made by another process that the classic Neolithic pottery. 
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Keywords: Hunter-gatherer Pottery, Mesolithic-Neolithic transition 

 


