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Foreword

The last few decades have witnessed a surge of interest in human–animal relations

under headers such as Human–Animal Studies, Animal Studies, and Animal Ethics.

Symptomatic was the founding of a slew of new journals, for example, Anthrozoös

(1987), Society & Animals (1993), Humanimalia (2008), Animal Studies Journal

(2011), Relations: Beyond Anthropocentrism (2012), and Politics and Animals (2014).

Most of these journals are associated with new learned societies, websites, confer-

ences, research, and teaching programs. Such convergent initiatives were intent on

moving beyond strictly life-sciences perspectives, stressing humanities and human

science approaches instead, in an effort to overcome narrow anthropocentric para-

digms in all fields of knowledge, such as, ecology, economics, ethnography, ethics,

and philosophy. The appearance of the present volume, devoted to the archaeology of

human–nonhuman primate interfaces and interdependencies, fits this broad devel-

opment. As such it is certainly timely; perhaps even, being a first, it is a bit overdue.

One root of the new interest in (nonhuman) animals since the late twentieth century

is the addition of the topic “species” to the 1970s triad race–class–gender as foci of

research into stereotypes, inequality, and discrimination against various “others.”

Another root is ethnozoology. This traditional subdiscipline of anthropology ethno-

graphically addresses the broad variety of ways in which particular ethnolinguistic

groups categorize and use animals around them – as prey, pets, symbols, for work, etc.

At the dawn of the twenty-first century this was given a twist in multispecies ethnog-

raphy. Instead of continuing, in too anthropocentric a manner, to see nonhuman

animals as just part of the local ecological backdrop or as expressing humanmeanings,

this approach stresses the subjectivity and agency of these animals, and the ways their

lives are entangled with those of other species, including the human one.

The broader canvas against which the abovementioned developments – including

archaeoprimatology as a burgeoning multidisciplinary field – can be situated was a

shift in climate of opinion in the Western world, including academia. This shift has

perhaps most clearly been visible in philosophy since the 1970s. The anthropocentrism

of both the Christian metaphysical tradition and the humanistic “Modern,” that is,

Enlightenment, discourse on politics and ethics was criticized by post-Modern, post-

colonialist, post-humanist, and other approaches. The latter often took inspiration

from French thinkers who were no longer under the sway of Immanuel Kant, that

champion of the Enlightenment, but under the influence of, among others, Friedrich

Nietzsche, the iconoclastic Philosoph mit dem Hammer (philosopher with a hammer)

who secularized human primates by situating them in instead of above nature.

In a different but convergent way, human specialty assumptions were increasingly

undermined by the ever-increasing influence of the sciences on public opinion.

Evolutionary biology and cognitive neuroscience show how profoundly natural

humans are as just another “unique” species, while the ecological disciplines address
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the daunting challenges of environmental sustainability in the Anthropocene,

emphasizing interdependencies between humans and other species.

The present volume’s editors, Andrzej Antczak (a colleague at Leiden University),

Bernardo Urbani, and Dionisios Youlatos, asked me to contribute this foreword

because as a philosopher I worked on the roots of this cluster of profound changes.

I was also privileged to be able to closely follow ethno-/archaeozoological research by

the Caribbean archaeology group of which Andrzej is part. The present volume on

archaeoprimatology converges with a 2018 special issue of the journal Environmental

Archaeology on archaeo-ornithology which for me, next to the present volume, was

another exciting read.What Katrin Cost and ShumonHussain, the editors of that issue,

another first, write fully applies to the present volume as well: among other things,

archaeology “offers a unique deep-historical perspective on the animal part in the

human story and is capable of investigating human-animal dynamics on varying

timescales – some available exclusively for archaeological analysis.”

The deep time perspective and the stress on interdependencies between humans and

other species in these publications is of particular importance in the Anthropocene, the

present era of unprecedented transformation of an entire planet by a single primate

(sic) species to suit its own needs. The present volume also provides considerably more

time depth to a series ofmultidisciplinary studies which, since the late 1990s and under

the header “ethnoprimatology,” have explored the multifarious relations between

indigenous peoples and alloprimates. Furthermore, multispecies studies also inspired

a 2011 volume entitled Ethnozooarchaeology (edited by Umberto Albarella and Angela

Trentacoste) which sets out to move faunal analysis in archaeology beyond the

division of processual and post-processual approaches.

Finally, ethno- and archaeozoological studies on primates in particular also have

epistemological relevance. The term “epistemology” is sometimes used in a rather

loose manner, but here it refers not so much to the analysis of data itself but of the

ways data is handled theoretically. Anthropology partly developed from, and arguably

partly still is, European ethnozoology (Christian, secularized, and folk perceptions

of and dealings with the animal world), in particular European ethnoprimatology

(perceptions of and dealings with apes and monkeys). Consequently, anthropology

as a discipline, here, in a reflexive manner, also ponders itself, its own roots, the

cultural backgrounds of the ways it handles its data.

Here is what I mean. The history of primatology, primate taxonomy, and palaeo-

anthropology since the eighteenth century shows how human primates which

usually deemed themselves uniquely elevated above the rest of living nature, both

cognitively and morally, had much trouble classifying themselves, their own “apish”

ancestry, and other primates. Unlike, for example, birds, other primates in many

cultural settings, including some studied in this volume, had a special position

because they are so uncannily similar to humans. Other primates are thus catego-

rially ambiguous with respect to the strong classificatory boundary between humans

and (other) animals in western worldviews. Other primates were hard to classify, and

as such often had a strong, usually either negative or positive, symbolic and moral

load. They were often vilified and seen as grotesque, in particular in the European
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tradition. Precisely this created problems when scholars of the day started to realize

the close affinity of humans with other primates (Linnaeus) and, subsequently, their

own “apish” ancestors (Darwin).

Therefore ethno-/archaeoprimatological research is of epistemological interest as

well: it contributes to reflection on the anthropological disciplines as wrestling with

their own roots in European anthropocentric perceptions of sovereign, privileged

humans versus (extant or extinct) apish others. This too, next to reflection on the role

of that anthropocentrism, and of one primate species in particular, in the coming

about of the Anthropocene, is part of the promise of the present volume on archae-

oprimatology as a burgeoning field of research.

Raymond Corbey

Professor of Philosophy of Science and Anthropology,

Leiden University, the Netherlands
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