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he notion of “alterity” has gained greater prominence across the

humanities and the social sciences in recent years. This is probably
not a surprising development, given the increasingly variable and com-
plex global research landscape that includes more and more voices from
different cultural backgrounds and traditions. In philosophy, alterity is
traditionally understood in a phenomenological sense as the entity that
is opposed to the self and that allows the construction of identity in a
dialectical and recursive way (Corbey and Leerssen 1991). The notion
of the (human) Other becomes crucially important in this context, and
this view has been foremost developed by Levinas (2001) throughout
the twentieth century. An equally influential perspective was developed
more recently in the poststructuralist tradition by Baudrillard, who
proposed the notion of “radical alterity” (Baudrillard and Guillaume
2008). Baudrillard explored the possibility of the radically different Other
throughout his career but focused foremost on the threat of the modern
condition to human difference. Within a postcolonial framework, Spivak
(e.g., 1999) has explored the notion from a feminist point of view, with a
particular focus on the construction of other or alternative histories. More
recently, alterity has become a key concept within a politically oriented
anthropology that stresses the potential of anthropological research to
show the full breadth of human ways of living and modes of existence.
This acknowledgment is taken as the basis for a radical challenge to
existing power and exploitation relationships, which can also be concep-
tualized in terms of the limitations they provide for political imagination
(Hage 2015; Latour 2013; Viveiros de Castro 2015a). While these aspects
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emerged through the encounter and ethnographic engagement with non-
Western people and outside Europe, the term has also been attacked by
anthropologists and Indigenous scholars who have argued that the con-
cepts of “Other” and “alterity” are intrinsically Eurocentric and reduce
Indigenous peoples to the status of “they” (Graeber 2015; Todd 2016;
Tuhiwai Smith 2012).
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As the introductory examples above illustrate, the concept of “alterity”
has been employed in different fields. However, there is little doubt that
the term has been most intensely debated in (social and cultural) anthro-
pology, and the respective contributions are consequently most signifi-
cant and relevant for this volume (Bertelsen and Bendixsen 2016; Chua
and Mathur 2018; Leistle 2016). The field of anthropology is traditionally
concerned with understanding and explaining human difference and the
encounter with the Other. It is not possible to review the development
of the discipline and its many strands here in detail, but the history of
anthropology itself could certainly be written as a history of changing
understandings of human difference from a Western perspective. The
formal establishment of anthropology as an academic discipline during
the late nineteenth century can be understood as the culmination and
formalization of attempts to understand the exponentially increasing
amount of information about the variability of human societies because
of the expansion of European colonialism. Together with archaeology,
anthropology profited from Europe’s political and economic dominance
globally, and both disciplines played important intellectual roles in its
justification (Gosden 1999). It is only over the last few decades, however,
that both fields have started to move away from their exploitative and
unequal roots toward more balanced and symmetrical engagements in
which the position and authority of Western ontologies and epistemolo-
gies are increasingly questioned. In this process, the notion of alterity
fundamentally changed and acquired a different and more critical qual-
ity, as we will briefly discuss here.

From the Enlightenment period onward, debates about human differ-
ence moved increasingly away from theological and religious arguments.
Questions about human nature, human origins, and variability were
increasingly formulated in terms of the relative significance of cultural
and biological factors in explaining differences between human groups
or societies. During the nineteenth century, racial or biological factors
gained increasing prominence and were more systematically and empiri-
cally explored. These developments were enhanced by the experiences
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(Anderson 2007). Academic anthropology was consequently founded
within an intellectual climate that often took a racial basis for human
difference for granted. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, at the height of European colonial dominance, racism was
the main interpretative framework for anthropology and archaeology
(Marks 2008, 2012). This orientation was mainly opposed by research-
ers related to the German cultural anthropological tradition, which was
linked to German Romanticism (Vermeulen 2015). Most prominent in
this respect was Franz Boas, who was educated at the University of Kiel
and subsequently established the North American tradition of cultural
anthropology. His work in the early twentieth century engaged exten-
sively with questions surrounding race and racism. This aspect of his
work and their implications for social justice and public policies were
central to his engagements with the wider public (see e.g., Boas 2021).
After the genocidal horrors of World War II, significant steps were
taken to fundamentally reject race as a framework to guide political
and policy decisions. The newly created United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) embarked on a com-
plex journey to develop a new and generally accepted understanding
of human difference, and communicate it to the wider public (Brattain
2007). This process and the respective debates formally and informally
involved a significant number of prominent social and biological anthro-
pologists, working toward alternatives to a racial and hierarchical
understanding of human differences. However, disagreements between
different strands of anthropological research remained about biological
and cultural differences, and the resulting epistemological implications.
One of the consequences of the reorientation of anthropology after the
war was an increased separation between biological and social/cultural
anthropology. The respective fields became institutionally more and more
divided, and followed different epistemological pathways (Kuper and
Marks 2011). Cultural/social anthropology increasingly distanced itself
from the positivist orientation, which continued to dominate biological
anthropology, expressed, for example, by the employment of Darwinist
or related explanatory frameworks. In these cases, human difference was
approached foremost as the result of adaptive or related evolutionary
processes, and variability in behaviors between humans or human groups
was explained in cognitive terms and as a result of adaptive strategies to
solve specific environmental challenges (McManus 2017). While it is dif-
ficult to generalize in this respect, approaches within the archaeological
and paleoanthropological fields that deal with the earliest periods of
human lineages followed these patterns as well. The notions of alterity as
radical difference did not fit into these universalizing frameworks, and
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because of the generally positivist epistemological orientation, elements
of critical reflexivity continue to play minor roles to this day (Corbey and
Roebroeks 2001; Schroeder 2020).

Social anthropology, by contrast, began to distance itself from a
positivist paradigm after World War IL. Starting in the 1960s and 1970s,
the field became increasingly entangled in processes of decolonization
and the postcolonial reconfiguration of the global political system. In
the last decades of the twentieth century, social anthropology experi-
enced a crisis of representation and, consequently, a radical departure
from positivist epistemologies. An aspect of these developments was
the fundamental change in the relationships between researchers and
their research subjects. Over time, these became much more balanced
because of the challenge of the unequal power relationships that struc-
tured researcher-researched interactions over the previous hundred
years or more. The recalibration of the social anthropological research
process initiated a new phase of reflexivity that was equally applied
to contemporary research practices and the critical reanalysis of past
ethnographic works (Clifford 1988, 1997, 2013; Clifford and Marcus 1986;
Marcus and Fischer 1986). The field also began to question more funda-
mentally its ethical positioning. According to Viveiros de Castro (2014:
40), for example, social anthropology is less a discipline of understanding
the rules of human (social) behaviors or practices, and more “the theory/
practice of the permanent decolonization of thought.” While the above-
mentioned developments in social anthropology did not encompass the
whole field, they became well established in the practice and theory of
social anthropology. In this setting, the notion of alterity played a much
more significant role toward the end of the twentieth century. This aspect
can be observed in, for example, Taussig’s work (1993), which explored
the notion of alterity with a focus on dialectical processes of identity
creation in intercultural bodily encounters, particularly in colonial or
related contexts. A tension exists in these situations in which the Other is
constructed through the recognition of similarity and difference, which
is explored through the notions of alterity and mimesis that involve both
Indigenous people and researchers in these entanglements.

More recently, questions of radical difference have gained a new
quality and a new dimension in the context of a range of conceptual
developments that can be described within innovative theoretical frame-
works such as new materialism, the ontological turn, and multispecies
approaches. Over the past ten years or so, a growing number of contribu-
tions labeled as “ontological” have had an increasing impact on many
areas in the social sciences (Moro Abadia and Porr 2021). This concern
with ontology has emerged as one of the most significant influences
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in social theory, philosophy, and the arts. While this turn toward “the
ontological” is not without critics (Todd 2016), ontological approaches
have made important contributions to anthropological theory and prac-
tice (Cadena and Blaser 2018; Descola 2013; Holbraad and Pedersen 2017;
Viveiros de Castro 2015a). Despite the great degree of diversity that exists
between these propositions, they are foremost concerned with the notion
of alterity in different and more profound ways. As the name of this
turn suggests, difference is not located in the cultural or epistemological
realm but is ontologically determined. This is evident, for instance, in the
“ontological anthropological-inspired” approaches that are intended to
“move from the epistemological critique of ethnographic authority to the
ontological determination of ethnographic alterity” (Viveiros de Castro
2015b: 4). Hage, for example, has argued that in the early periods of
anthropological research, the notion of alterity related to “a mode of
difference that is so seriously different from us that we cannot simply
think it and make sense of it just relying on our socially and historically
constrained imagination” (Hage 2015: 71). While the encounter with such
difference is initially disorienting and can undermine our sense of secu-
rity in the world, it can also become a catalyst for a broadening of what is
socially and culturally possible. Together with Viveiros de Castro, Hage
takes this argument further toward its ontological implications and the
critical and political ramifications of multiple realities. The encounter
with the other not only opens ways of recognizing the possibilities of
being other than what we are or recognizing the potential for otherness
that is already contained in our way of being. It also allows us to under-
stand that “certain realities come to dominate others so much that they
simply become ‘reality,” foreclosing their history as a process of domina-
tion and equally foreclosing the very possibility of thinking reality as
multiple” (Hage 2015: 253). A comparable position has been developed
by Blaser as a political ontology, which draws attention to the relation-
ship between power and the creation of versions of reality, particularly in
settler-colonial contexts (Blaser 2009, 2013).

The extensive concern with Indigenous philosophies and ontologies
within social anthropology has further produced a reassessment of the
understanding of the relationship between material objects, human prac-
tices, and worldviews. Indeed, the idea of materiality has itself been ques-
tioned together with dichotomies such as subject/object, mind/matter,
and life/death. Approaches in this context have sometimes been labeled
as “new materialism” (Bennett 2010), and they extend questions of alter-
ity into the interactions between humans, things, and the environment.
Finally, human beings are not only surrounded by other human beings
and material objects, but are also constantly interacting with non-human
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agencies, particularly animals and plants. Under the influence of the
growing literature that reflects on the conditions of the Anthropocene
(Lewis and Maslin 2018), a reassessment of animals and plants and their
roles in human lifeways is ongoing. Here, the different elements are
afforded much greater agency and independence. Because of this general
orientation, these approaches are often summarized as “multispecies”
(Haraway 2016; Pilaar Birch 2018; Povinelli 2016), and in some cases the
notion of alterity as developed by Levinas is also extended to non-human
actors (Harman 2007).

From these few remarks, it becomes clear that significant divisions con-
tinue to persist between biological and social anthropology. This separa-
tion has only deepened over the last two decades (Kuper and Marks 2011).
It creates an unsatisfactory situation for the field of human evolutionary
studies, which is aimed at explaining and approaching human becoming
holistically. Very few authors have attempted to bridge recent develop-
ments in both fields. One exception would be Barnard’s book (2011) on
social anthropology and human evolution, but he specifically excluded
the critical and reflexive elements from his exploration. Another major
exception to the rule remains the work of Tim Ingold, who has signifi-
cantly engaged with a wide range of human evolutionary topics over the
last thirty years from the perspective of a social anthropologist. Key ele-
ments have been a fundamental critique of the understanding of human-—
environment relationships, processes of perception and cognition, and
the generally essentialist orientation of modern biological thinking (e.g.,
Ingold 2000, 2011; Ingold and Palsson 2013; Porr and Weidtmann 2024).

Fokk

In light of these considerations, we can identify several areas in which
an engagement with current social anthropological and social theoretical
approaches in the context of human evolutionary studies seems par-
ticularly relevant and necessary. In each area, notions such as “alterity”
and “difference” need to be critically interrogated (see also Porr and
Matthews 2020a).

The concepts of “genus” and “species” are fundamental points of ref-
erence within human evolutionary and paleoanthropological research
(Corbey and Lanjouw 2013). For instance, each time that paleoanthro-
pologists discover new fossils, they consider it crucial to determine
whether they come from an already-known species or if they belong
to a new one. Controversies around the relationships between different
genera and species have shaped the history of paleoanthropology and the
popular perception of human origins in general. Recent debates about
the status of and relationships between Anatomically Modern Humans
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(AMH), Neanderthals, and Denisovans may illustrate this point (Bae,
Douka, and Petraglia 2017). However, different strands of recent research
continue to blur the divisions between different human populations, and
point to the need to question established understandings (Roebroeks and
Soressi 2016). This research further supports human population genetic
findings that have established that most genetic difference occurs within
a population or species/genus and not between populations (Long and
Kittles 2003). These insights are further complicated by the complex
intersections between archaeological, paleoanthropological, and molecu-
lar genetic evidence, which imply that both the seemingly biological
categories of species and genus need to be reassessed from a variety of
perspectives beyond taxonomic, anatomical, cognitive, and behavioral
categories (Will, Conard, and Tryon 2019).

Research into human origins continues to be fundamentally structured
by the notion of anthropocentrism —the view that AMH are the culmina-
tion of human evolution and that AMH are clearly distinguished from all
other animals (Porr 2014). However, within the humanities and social sci-
ences, the idea of human exceptionalism has been widely criticized, and
several researchers have called for a “multispecies” understanding of
human beings, history, and evolution (Celermajer et al. 2020; Pilaar Birch
2018). According to this view, humanity can only be fully understood in
entanglements with other active entities and creatures, who previously
appeared on the margins of scientific research (animals, plants, other-
than-human entities). These understandings move beyond traditional
ecological approaches, and attempt to understand humanity’s past and
present as a product of the relational constitution of human and non-
human agencies and alterities.

Technological variability is considered one of the main proxies for
exploring difference in human evolution. For instance, Paleolithic archae-
ologists typically evoke several technological developments to charac-
terize “modern human behavior,” which refers to behaviors that are
reflective of the capacities of living human populations (Henshilwood
and d’Errico 2011; Henshilwood et al. 2018; Nowell 2023; Scerri and Will
2023). While technological variation is still typically understood in cul-
tural terms, there are an increasing number of works suggesting that it
may also reflect different ontologies and ways-of-being (Moro Abadia
and Chase 2021; Porr 2020a). These insights have significant implica-
tions for the understanding of the conceptualization of human-envi-
ronment relationships and processes of adaptation, which remain the
center of attention of human evolutionary studies (Kandel et al. 2016).
Accordingly, a reconceptualization of these interrelationships will also
impact the acceptable causal frameworks that are employed.
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Narratives in human evolution are often unilinear accounts that
reduce a multitude of complex processes to simple narrative frameworks
(Landau 1991; Porr and Matthews 2016). These, furthermore, often stem
from deep ethnocentric biases. For instance, it is often proposed that
archaeology can uncover the origins of modern human behavior, the
“human revolution” and the beginning of art and symbolism. However,
recent conceptual and empirical research has demonstrated that these
narratives are increasingly inadequate and even detrimental to our under-
standing of humanity’s deep past (Moro Abadia, Conkey, and McDonald
2024). For instance, recent research into Paleolithic art indicates that “art”
does not have a single origin. Instead, we are dealing with a pan-human
(even pan-hominin) activity that independently arose and disappeared
at different times and in different locations with changing contextual and
social circumstances (Aubert et al. 2019; Aubert et al. 2018; Brumm et
al. 2021; Moro Abadia and Gonzales Morales 2013). In addition, notions
of time and history themselves are crucially undertheorized in human
evolutionary studies, and evolutionary narratives and explanations are
too often based on a progressive temporality that relates to the modern
Western understanding of the human past (Porr 2020b).

Research on human evolution has historically been marked by mul-
tiple forms of Eurocentrism. For instance, for many years, archaeolo-
gists overlooked the importance of the African record in the origins of
modern human behavior (Will, Conard, and Tryon 2019). Similarly, it
was assumed that the package of cultural innovations that marked the
so-called “Human Revolution” in Europe could be used as a measure
to evaluate the “modernity” of other places (Dennell and Porr 2014).
Similarly, research was embedded in several gender stereotypes such
as “Man the Hunter” and “Woman the Gatherer.” More generally, the
epistemology and ontology of human evolution will have to be assessed
at a deeper level in relation to the challenge from recent developments
in social theory, including queer theory, Indigenous knowledges, and
decolonial theory (Gero and Conkey 1991; Liebmann and Rizvi 2008; Porr
and Matthews 2020b).

43424

The chapters in this book are engaging with the abovementioned aspects
in different ways. They reflect a considerable degree of variability that
is also a consequence of the variability existing in the field of human
evolutionary studies in a wider sense of the term, and the fact that this
field crosses the traditional boundary between the social and the natural
sciences. The book is also an attempt to move beyond this divide and
provide critical explorations beyond the sciences and the humanities. The
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topic of alterity was selected to provide a theme and concept that captures
a central aim of human evolutionary studies, the description, exploration,
and explanation of hominin or human diversity. However, as mentioned
earlier, the notion of alterity as “otherness” is a very Western one, and for
this reason, several authors were critical of this term. The rejection of the
term was done partly for epistemological reasons and partly for ethical
considerations. From this situation emerges a complex picture of criti-
cal perspectives on current understandings of past and present human
diversity, and how this field should be approached and conceptualized.

Chapters in Part I, “Alterity and the (Biological) Species Concept,” dis-
cuss questions about human diversity and the notion of alterity concerning
the biological species concept. As the latter provides the central taxonomic
concept that has been employed to classify organisms and humans since
the time of Linneaus, this is not surprising. However, contributors to this
section call into question the applicability of the species concept, and
challenge the academic community to develop more flexible and dynamic
approaches. A key critique is the traditional essentialist orientation of the
species concept, which is in contradiction to the dynamic character of life
processes at different scales and fundamental issues related to processes
of inheritance (Ingold 2022). Jonathan Marks asserts in his chapter that
narratives of human ancestry are not equivalent to other narratives of
biological development, because the former are essentially reflective of
humans studying themselves. As such, they are irreducibly the products
of biopolitical and cultural choices of classifying people. There is conse-
quently no “correct” classification of primates or hominins “to be read
from nature.” Susan C. Anton draws attention to the need to fully capture
and consider the morphological variability that exists between individu-
als of any hominin population, which cannot adequately be included in a
species-level description. Sang-Hee Lee and Cathy Willermet argue that
the species concept should be abandoned for hominin populations, at least
from the Middle Pleistocene onward, because of the interdependencies of
environmental, ethnogenetic, ecological, cultural, and biological factors.
With reference to Neanderthals, Brian Boyd argues along similar lines and
for a multivariable understanding of difference beyond the established
species concept and dualisms between Homo sapiens and other hominins.
Such an understanding does not just refer to morphological differences but
includes variable processes of gender differentiation, embodiment, semio-
sis, and ways of becoming. Penny Spikins also suggests that approaches
toward Neanderthals should consider alternative evolutionary pathways
in neuroendocrine responses with associated emotional capacities and
constraints. Such a framework will allow the conceptualization of alterna-
tive human adaptations that can be seen as differently social.
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Beyond the biological species concept, contributors to PartII, “ Alterity,
History, and Reflexivity,” engage more specifically with the notion of
alterity in the context of human evolution, as a feature of differentiation
between hominin individuals and groups, an ontological and epistemo-
logical challenge, as well as an integral part of reflexive anthropological
science. Lauren Schroeder and colleagues demonstrate through their
careful analysis the interdependencies between sociopolitical develop-
ments in Southern and Eastern Africa and narratives of human evolu-
tion and origins. Their work shows how political interests have shaped
the paleoanthropological canon and otherized certain regions and fos-
sils. These intersections have prevented the field from “shifting to a
more holistic, integrative model for the evolution of the genus Homo
grounded in evolutionary theory and regional interactions,” and they
continue to impact practices of inclusivity regarding African research-
ers and the integration of alternative worldviews into research designs
and interpretations. Using Neanderthals as a case study, Susan Peeters
and Hub Zwart demonstrate how this group of hominins continue to
be constructed as boundary creatures, “which threaten the stability of
human identity by blurring and challenging some firmly established
categories.” Again, these processes are influenced by contemporary
cultural values and relations of significance. In this case, the authors
focus on the entanglement of the construction of the process of his-
tory as the process of “civilization,” which requires an anti-thesis in a
primordial stage of humanity. The latter is equated with Neanderthals
but is also linked to nostalgia for the undiluted male-dominated early
stages of humanity during which anthropogenesis was equated with
andro-genesis. Following a comparable theme, Michelle Langley draws
attention to the absence and misrepresentation of children in illustra-
tions and reconstructions of the deep human past. It has long been
established that images are arguments in themselves, and they continue
to transport simplistic views that focus on limited sections of society to
develop narratives of activity, innovation, and progress. For Agustin
Fuentes, it is particularly important that research into human evolu-
tion actively addresses existing stereotypes about past hominins with
important political implications. Significantly, he argues that such a
direction needs to be developed from within the discipline of biological
anthropology itself. It must involve a careful and systematic reading of
the evidence and interpretation of the full range of the available data,
and the developmental, morphological, and behavioral diversity that
is reflected therein. Mathilde Lequin makes the case for a relational
understanding of the notion of alterity to challenge essentialist views
of human becoming. Like others, she argues that alterity can serve as a
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concept to weave together different lines of evidence and establish new
connections between biological and cultural/social anthropology.

Part III (Chapter 11) is a powerful critique of the concept of ‘alterity’
by Paulette Steeves. In her chapter, Steeves identifies alterity as “a root
instigator of racism, hate, violence, and social and political disparities.”
As an Indigenous scholar, she asserts that the idea of alterity is related to
Western anthropocentrism and the notion that humans are superior to
all other beings. This worldview is not only the basis of capitalism and
destructive social and material processes of extraction; the application of
alterity in anthropology and archaeology has also erased other histories,
cultures, and ways of being. As such, these fields are still participating in
the Othering of Indigenous knowledge systems and their exclusion from
many contexts of academic and non-academic education.

Chapters in Part IV, “Alterity as an Ontological and Epistemological
Challenge,” present a variety of works that deal with the ideas of “alter-
ity” and “difference” from several ontological and epistemological
viewpoints. Ben Alberti provides a discussion of the intersection of the
notion of alterity and the ontological turn, and engages with different
conceptualizations of humanity and being human. He questions the idea
that humanity as a characteristic must always be tied to a particular
biological form. By contrast, he proposes that being human can also be
expressed as tool-being or art-being, which then fundamentally ques-
tions established approaches toward the boundary between humanity
and animality, and how it would map onto biological (hominin) species.
Oscar Moro Abadia and colleagues also draw attention to the complexity
of the notion of alterity and its ability to enhance the reading of past evi-
dence and understand past cultural processes of change. The challenge
in the context of changing art traditions during the transition from the
Late Pleistocene to the Early Holocene in Southwest Europe is navigat-
ing the tension between potentially radically different worldviews and
the need to conceptualize transitional processes of change. From these
considerations emerge questions around the character and the basis of
differences between human populations and their understandings of
the world, and if the notion of alterity is a useful one in this context.
Also, in relation to European Paleolithic image-making practices, Carole
Fritz conceptualizes the relevant processes not in terms of alterity but of
the relational creation of identity through mythological storytelling that
equally involve animals and humans.

Extending the discussion about the conceptualization of the notion
of alterity for the understanding of deep-time processes, Clive Gamble
engages with questions surrounding the research process itself. Taking
Levinas’s approach as a starting point, he critically questions the former’s
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focus on face-to-face encounters, vision, and speech. For archaeology,
these dimensions are often not accessible, but notions of strangeness,
unintelligibility, and foreignness are also aspects of archaeological inter-
pretation and translation. These are, however, navigated and negotiated
through “the full suite of body-metaphors which underpin knowledge
and cognition.” Rather than stressing alterity and fundamental differ-
ences, archaeologists should consider the idea of hospitality and extend
it to their encounter with material evidence, spaces, and objects. These
considerations draw attention to the need to systematically explore the
basis of differences between human beings and organisms more gener-
ally. Siobhan Guerrero Mc Manus accordingly asserts that the use of
the term alterity relates to differences beyond morphology, physiology,
and behavior. The term rather refers to differences in the construction
of modes of existence that “refer to entities and properties that reflect
an ontological enrichment of the world.” As such, it needs to be con-
sidered that alterity refers to the creation of fundamental difference
as a defining feature of humanity. This difference is not, however, just
a feature of past populations or people. It is a feature of those human
beings who are involved in the research process themselves. Shumon
Hussain consequently makes the case that using the notion of alterity
refers to difference that has no analogue in the present or on the horizon
of contemporary experience. This does not mean that it is unintelligible,
but it is novel, and it requires “scholars to open up —conceptually, meth-
odologically and interpretively —for radical novelty in the behaviors,
cognitive horizons, relationships and dynamics that make up the pasts
they study.”

*%%

Asthe examples above illustrate, the notions of “alterity” and “difference”
can open new avenues of research in paleoanthropology and human
evolution. However, as noted at the beginning of this Introduction,
over the last decades several authors (especially Indigenous ones) have
revealed the colonial ideologies behind the Western constructions of
“Otherness” —an idea that was already explored by Edward Said (1978,
1994) in the context of European colonialism. It is beyond question that
notions such as alterity have been used to deny agency and other abilities
to the so-called “subaltern Other.” The notion, consequently, has close
connections to ideas of racism and hierarchical understandings of ways
and modes of being human. For these reasons, we decided to include
in this book a Critical Intervention in Part III, “Against Alterity,” by
Paulette Steeves on the idea of “alterity.”
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Steeves’ powerful rejection of the notion of “alterity” makes clear that
Paleolithic archaeology and human evolutionary studies need to engage
more seriously with decolonial thinking to address fundamental legacies
of Western colonial thought. Together with anthropology, archaeology
emerged within this broad intellectual climate as a discipline aimed at
the classification, ordering, and understanding of human difference.
More importantly, these aims were embedded in and a consequence of
the enormous expansion of the European colonial global system, which
exposed European people, to an unprecedented degree, to information
about different forms of cultural expression, human modes of living,
and biological and physical variability. Archaeology not only became a
way of making sense of human variability and difference in the past and
present for European observers, it also became a mechanism of real and
intellectual European colonialism. The respective processes have been
recognized and studied for some time within the discipline (Alberti et
al. 2011; Trigger 2008). An awareness of the historical legacies of the
theories and practices of archaeology are currently an integral part of
the discipline’s structure, although there are certainly great differences
across its subfields. Archaeology has certainly changed considerably
over the last decades, and has shifted toward a greater awareness of
ethical issues of research and its implications for social justice, especially
in settler countries (Smith et al. 2019). A considerable section of the field
is actively engaged in the exploration of the integration of decolonial and
postcolonial elements in archaeological theory and practice. However,
we would argue that a systematic engagement with current postcolonial/
decolonial thinking is still not well developed. As outlined elsewhere
(Porr and Matthews 2017, 2020a), this situation especially applies to the
area of human evolutionary studies in a wider sense of the term, which
is particularly characterized by a lack of engagement with critical social
theory (see also Hussain, this volume).

There is little doubt that a field that is aimed at understanding human
becoming and human difference at a fundamental level would signifi-
cantly profit from broadening its theoretical toolkit and reflexivity. These
aspects include a greater and more systematic awareness of its own
epistemological and ontological foundations and assumptions, and how
these intersect with political structures and historical legacies (Madison
2023; Porr and Matthews 2020b; Schroeder and Ackermann 2023). Such
a shift is not only suggested by the global and often universal (cl)aims of
human evolutionary studies but also by the global character of human
evolutionary research itself, which often cuts across today’s political and
cultural boundaries. Similarly, because of its global character, human
evolutionary research might equally be in constant danger of replicating
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colonial power structures between the Global North and the Global South
as well as universalizing ideas about humanity that mirror dominant
Western values.

The science of human origins and diversity is still embedded in the
legacies of a history that had many negative consequences for Indigenous
populations in settler-colonial countries. Engaging with these histories
and legacies is critical to the future of the field, its associated disciplines,
and supporting institutions. Moving forward, it will be important to
provide a vision for a diversified and vibrant version of the science of
human evolution that is not burdened by notions of essentialism, race,
or racial hierarchies (Black Trowel Collective et al. 2023). The field needs
to understand the risk of harm to Indigenous communities through the
use and application of outdated epistemological and ontological schemes
and problematic research practices. These aspects relate mainly to
implicit and explicit racial interpretative frameworks, which continue to
cause disadvantages in social, health, and economic outcomes for People
of Color (Flewellen et al. 2021). In this context, the ongoing use of the
notion of alterity can equally be a source of positive change or ongoing
alienation.

Diversifying, decentering, and decolonizing the science of human
evolution also requires structural change (Atalay 2019). Dismantling sys-
temic barriers to equity along cultural, gender and socioeconomic vectors
at all levels of scholarship will be essential. The same applies to projects
and their governance that are actively aimed at challenging relationships
in a decolonizing fashion (Klymiuk 2021; Liboiron 2021). Research teams
constituted of only a slim section of geography, gender, and demograph-
ics will always be vulnerable to conceptual and methodological biases.
By contrast, greater diversity and equitable power-sharing are much
more likely to produce innovation and meaningful impacts (AlShebli,
Rahwan, and Woon 2018; Freeman and Huang 2014; Malhi, Anton, and
Fuentes 2019). In this spirit, the engagement with the deep history of
humanity needs to integrate the notion of alterity in a politically and ethi-
cally responsible fashion that is reflective and mindful of the diversity of
the deep past of humanity itself.

Martin Porr is Associate Professor of Archaeology at the University of
Western Australia and a member of the Centre for Rock Art Research
and Management. He is currently an Australian Research Council Future
Fellow and his work has so far concentrated on decolonizing approaches
in archaeological research, Palaeolithic archaeology, the Palaeolithic art
of Europe, Australian rock art, and ethnographic collections research.
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