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Recent years have seen the development of the “animal turn” and the rise of animal
studies as a multi-disciplinary field dedicated to moving beyond anthropocentrism.
Yet its ripples have been barely felt within archaeology, and not at all within the
study of human origins, arguably the domain where these insights are most keenly
needed given its focus on “what it means to be human”.

This thesis takes the form of a critical history of the discipline, that we might better
understand the way forward. | seek to illuminate the degree to which there has been
intellectual continuity in the discourse, and the degree to which this discourse has
been driven by anthropocentric political ideology. To this end | examine two themes
within human origins research, phylogeny and mind, looking firstly at texts from the
earlier decades of the discipline and subsequently at those from recent decades. |
show that, both in phylogenetic and mental/cultural terms, the loaded dichotomy
between human and animal, as well as “moderns” and “archaics”, has been
continually forced upon the data to meet political ends, with a priori conclusions
having made the recognition of contrary evidence virtually impossible. This is as
true now as it was a century or more ago.

Having exposed the long and continuing hegemony of anthropocentric ideology |
argue it is high time for a decisive break with it, and advocate a metahumanist
approach that both affirms the “animality” of the human and the “humanity” of other
animals. I conclude with a case study showing how we may begin to actually apply
such an approach to the subject, looking at hyenas, now recognized as conscious
agents, and their interactions with prehistoric humans, no longer defined in
opposition to the animal or by an archaic-modern dichotomy.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
la. Aim

The aim of this study is to examine how the humanity/animality of human
ancestors has been conceptualised in the discourse of human origins- who is
considered human and who animal, and on what grounds? | will seek to investigate
the interplay of science and politics in the influence of inherited concepts and
contemporary concerns upon such conceptions, and also explore how bio-
archaeological narratives and representations cohered with contemporary concepts of

humanity/animality and their political programs.

1b. Research Questions

I will attempt to answer two important questions.

Firstly, to what extent do we see continuity in the discourse on human
origins? This is something of a contentious issue as attempts by anthropologists to
demonstrate a deep historical/intellectual continuity in human origins discourse have
been criticized by historians of science for failing to account for historical context.
This is to some extent a fair criticism, for it easy to perceive a spurious continuity in
textual fragments plucked out of space and time. Nevertheless, it is perfectly valid to
assume continuity where there is direct evidence of one author relying on another,
and/or where the socio-political context is similar, which should be simple to

demonstrate if we avoid an overly narrow definition of the political realim.

Secondly, to what extent is the development of this discourse driven by
political ideology? It is safe to say that the history of human origins research is not
regarded as the model of a disinterested and unbiased endeavour by any of its current
practitioners or historians of science. Nevertheless, it is worth pursuing this question
with regards to anthropocentrism specifically, since as implied above this is an area
of ideology so naturalized in the contemporary west that even the most explicitly

political statements along these lines are commonly not recognized as such.
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A study of this kind will have a dual nature. It is both history and theory,
historiography and epistemology in tandem. The assumption is that a better
understanding of the past will lead to greater understanding of present issues.
Disciplinary history has been seen as “a source of knowledge of alternatives and as a
means of denaturalizing current opinions and practices” (Corbey and Roebroeks
2001:4), and the aim of this study follows in the same vein. Bowler (2001:10) “takes
it for granted that palaeoanthropologists will gain insights from historical studies
demonstrating the extent to which ideas on human origins have been shaped by

assumptions about what it is to be human.”

While this study thus has a dual nature in its design, it has a dual nature in its
subject matter too- human origins and anthropocentrism. It can be seen as a study of
the former topic in light of the insights of the latter, an attempt to elucidate important
aspects of its past in a manner that will be of great value to the discipline going
forwards. But it can also be viewed as a case study of the influence of
anthropocentrism on one significant field of inquiry, in fact a field that impacts upon
many others, and in this regard can be read profitably by those in other
archaeological/anthropological fields and as a contribution to animal studies more

generally.
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Chapter 2: Background

2a. Human Origins

Human origins research is interdisciplinary, defined by its subject matter rather
than the methods of investigation, but it is primarily comprised of two main fields;
Palaeolithic archaeology, centred on artefacts, and a form of biological/physical
anthropology centred on fossils/bones. The field is concerned with one central,

overarching problem- that of an animal origin for the human.

One could easily take any area of archaeology and critique its
anthropocentrism, just as one could with regard to, say, gender, and such studies
would be very valuable. Overton and Hamilakis (2013) made a brief foray along
these lines with regard to zooarchaeology. Thus the choice of human origins for this
study by no means implies that the field is unique in the strength of its
anthropocentrism. But this choice is in no way arbitrary. It would make a fitting
subject purely based on its influence alone. The topic of human origins has a broader
appeal that is unmatched by any other area of archaeology. In addition to being the
subject of intense popular interest, its findings are drawn upon extensively by
scholars in a variety of different disciplines. These scholars typically take these
conclusions as objective fact- even if only tacitly, in accepting them uncritically. In
explaining the origin of humanity from animality, it could be regarded as
foundational to archaeology/anthropology and the humanities as a whole. Moreover,
the “original narratives” that this field generates have unmatched political legitimacy
and influence (Conkey and Williams 1991). Thus any sustained challenge to

anthropocentric ideology will need to confront the subject of human origins.

However, human origins would be the most obvious choice for this study
based purely on factors internal to the field, regardless of its wider impact. The
human origins literature “remains characteristically focused on ‘the big questions’:
‘what is it to be human?’ ‘What makes us human?’ ‘What does it mean to be
human?’ And so on” (Boyd 2013:147). These questions are the focal point for the

way the discipline presents itself to the public and prospective students. For
15



example, the description for Sheffield’s MSc Palaecoanthropology states “From both
biological and philosophical perspectives, [the] fossil record is the ultimate source of
our perspectives on what it means to be human.” The April 2011 cover story for
Popular Archaeology magazine on the Smithsonian Hall of Human Origins was
titled simply “What does it mean to be human?”” A vast number of similar examples
could be enumerated. These are only “big questions”- in fact, are only really
intelligible- from an anthropocentric standpoint; they are really asking for an account
of the ways that humans are uniquely different from and superior to all other
animals, in order to justify the exploitation of the latter. The true significance of
these questions is nicely demonstrated in Vercors’ 1952 novel Les Animaux
denatures, describing the modern-day discovery of a living “missing-link” species,
and focusing on a court case regarding their human status; if judged animal, they can
be killed and enslaved with impunity, while if judged human these become

murderous and criminal deeds.

But these questions can also be taken to represent insecurity more than
confidence, an expression of unease in the face of an animal origin for humanity.
Scholars of human origins cannot be quite so naive in their anthropocentrism as later
prehistorians, zooarchaeologists, historians and anybody else for whom the human-
animal boundary can be simply taken for granted, never examined or questioned.
Here definitions of humanity/animality come to the fore; the nature of the human is
the topic of debate, and delineating its boundaries an explicit aim, a role openly
acknowledged from the very beginnings of the field. What is anthropocentric subtext
in other fields becomes anthropocentric text here; who or what counts as human is
openly discussed rather than blithely assumed. Thus the role of anthropocentrism in
human origins discourse is ripe for critical examination, and its illumination would
be of even greater use to scholars in this field going forwards than it would in related
fields.

In the discourse of human origins the abiding figure of unambiguous animality
is the ape (with other “higher primates” such as baboons also prominent). As Corbey
(2005) and others have pointed out, the significance of the ape in western culture has
been out of all proportion to people’s real-life dealings with such beings. An animal

which so closely mimics the human is a conceptual threat to anthropocentrism; its
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behaviour/mind must be clearly defined as animal to counteract the obvious physical
resemblance, and very great weight placed on those physical differences which are
apparent. It is these beings which for the most part constitute “the animal” in
discourses on human uniqueness; the ape stands symbolically for the metaphysical
essence of animality and synecdochally for the animal kingdom in general. The
scientific study of apes obviously reflects this ideological significance; thus the
discourse of primatology has been described as “simian orientalism” (Haraway
1989:10), and it has been argued that “primatology is politics by other means”
(Haraway 1984).

With regard to anthropocentrism, | believe the discourse of human origins is
perhaps even more revealing than primatology, though the latter has received much
more critical examination in this connection than the former. While certainly heavily
informed by evolutionary theory, primatology is not fundamentally an evolutionary
discourse, but a more simple matter of comparing and contrasting. Human evolution
on the other hand is fundamentally about origins and development, and introduces a
whole host of liminal beings which make drawing the boundaries of the human a
much more difficult problem to which a great deal of attention must be devoted. That
the discourse of human origins is potentially more revealing than primatology while

simultaneously being less-examined makes a study of this nature very valuable.

Human origins is unfortunately a field in which any kind of critical
examination has been somewhat uncommon. Landau’s pioneering (1991) study of
narratives of human evolution “hit a raw nerve” (Bowler 1991:364) among scholars
of human origins, generating extremely defensive and ill-considered reactions from
some of them. In the process they exposed the extent of their naiveté, since scientists
in other fields had been well aware of these issues for decades and Landau’s study
added nothing essentially new to the wider debate at a theoretical level (Bowler
1991). While there has been a tendency towards greater self-awareness since then, a
dismissive attitude to critical thought still prevails in some quarters. For example,
Tim White (2011:291) advised prospective palacoanthropologists “If you truly want
to improve the understanding of human evolution (and help others do so), immerse
yourself in modern biological thought and research. Hox genes, pattern formation,

biochemistry, lithic technology, and geomorphology are more important than “meta-
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narratives” or “multiple modernities.””” In other words, the discipline should keep
proceeding as usual, perhaps sharpening its methodological tools, but never stopping
to question how or why they are applied. However, recent developments in the field
make such an attitude even less defensible than previously.

The vision of the modern human, heavily weighted with ideological import,
which has prevailed for decades is no longer tenable. Its bloodline is no longer pure,
with Neanderthal ancestry and the presence of archaic genes in modern populations
now demonstrated. John Hawks observed after the Neanderthal and Denisovan
genome revelations, “a large-scale reorganization of the science of human origins is
upon us” (2010). Nor is the modern human now unique in its mental capacities, for
the much-vaunted “symbolic thought” that secured its superior status is now widely
accepted to be shared with Neanderthals, with evidence indicating their utilization of
feathers, talons, production of shell jewellery, cave art and so on. Nor is the wider
picture of human origins unaltered. The recent discovery of the enigmatic Homo
naledi adds to the disorienting impact of the earlier floresiensis discovery, throwing
the comfortable narrative of human evolution into disarray. Fred Grine was quoted
thusly in the October 2015 edition of National Geographic; “What naledi says to me
is that you may think the record is complete enough to make up stories, and it’s not”
(56). It is surely an especially fitting moment for such a study, when scholars are
displaying such scepticism towards their own field. Now that old certainties are
crumbling, both old and new evidence is increasingly going to be looked at more
critically, with new conclusions drawn from re-interpretation. An open mind will
most certainly be a virtue, and an awareness of long-standing prejudices and errors
necessary. The time is ripe to move away from approaches steeped in

anthropocentrism.
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2b. Anthropocentrism

Anthropocentrism is a worldview granting humans a superior status conferred
by possession of attributes all other beings are held to lack, holding humans to be
categorically different from all other forms of life, which are subsumed under the
category of “the animal.” Anthropocentric ideology places humans at the apex of a
hierarchy of life, and devalues all groups placed on an anthroparchal scala naturae
as less or lower than fully human, which justifies their exploitation.
Anthropocentrism thus historically and presently devalues nonhuman animals, in
addition to "lower" races and classes (who substantially intersect, both in reality and
ideology), women, children, and so on. The “human” is not simply a biological
species like any other; it is a position of power, a social construction. Thus we would
not expect a field devoted to defining this category and explaining its origins to be an

impartial record of objective reality- but we would expect it to present itself as such.

This anthropocentric worldview is a descendent of the classical tradition, in
which an essential distinction between “man” and “beast” was elaborated in terms
very similar to those still in use today, with possession of reason being the factor of
greatest importance. Rational man sat at the top of the hierarchical scala naturae.
This ontology was simultaneously a political program for the human domination of
other animals, the foundation of an anthroparchy; which- notably in Aristotle’s
arguments on slavery- was also intimately connected to the domination of other
humans. The Church fathers took up this classical anthropocentric ideology, and
raised it to dogma. As a result, defining the boundaries of humanity became a much
greater concern than it had ever been before, as seen for example in the debates over
the Plinian races. The same arguments about slavery and humanity were the subject
of the Valladolid debate concerning the Amerindians, who had now taken the place

of the Plinian races as a figure on the border of humanity.
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Bourke uses the analogy of the Mdbius strip
(Figure 1) for attempts to define humanity/animality;
“The Mobius strip embodies the roller-coaster ride of
life... it deconstructs the human versus animal
dilemma. The boundaries of the human and the
animal turn out to be as entwined and
indistinguishable as the inner and outer sides of a
Mabius strip. Marking these boundaries is not a
neutral exercise in establishing the facts — it is an
exercise of power, which can be contested” (Bourke
2011:10). Or in other words, “Human” is a position
of power, and the borders between human and animal
are as much socio-political as they are natural (Fuss

1996:2). Species are not “natural” units, but

“natural/cultural” units. They are not built up from

facts of nature, but are made as well from the concerns  Figyre 1 Mbius Strip by M.C.

and interests of the classifier, who works partly Escher (National Gallery of
Canada)

according to the cultural mind-set and issues of the age

(Marks 2015:112).

This is true to some extent of all species, but with those close to the
human/animal boundary it is exceptionally so. As Bourke outlines, the instability of
definitions of who is truly human is clearly apparent in historical perspective; “What
history has taught us is that there is nothing sacred about any definition of humanity

and nothing eternal about its scope” (Douzinas 2000: 187-8).

Within the worldview of anthropocentrism the category of the animal can only
be imagined as a lack in relation to the human, not as a fullness of being in its own
right (Hudson 2008). However, it is apparent that “once we bracket our prejudices
long enough to pay attention to what animals actually do, we find that they are at
least as interesting, and individuated, as we are. They are unpredictable; they have
lifeworlds that brim with ambiguous meaning; they are moved by thought as well as
by passion” (Sanbonmatsu 2005:109). In discourse animals are traditionally silent; as

Fudge (2011:97) observed, this is not only a silence based on their perceived
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inability to speak, “it is also a silence based on humanity’s unwillingness to speak

fully about and for them.” But this silence is now thankfully being broken.

Anderson used the phrase “animal turn” to describe a developing trend of
“Post-Cartesian challenges to the conceptual boundaries segregating “humanity” and
“animality”... the human-animal divide is increasingly being problematized in the
human sciences” and as a result “the study of animals has thus been brought into a
culture/society framework from which it has long been excluded” (1997:466). This
animal turn has characterized a broad range of fields within the humanities,
including studies in postcolonial theory (Hepburn and Anderson 1995, Anderson
2007), feminist theory (Adams and Donovan 1995, Birke 1994), cultural geography
(Philo and Wilbert 2000), history (Bourke 2011, Fernandez-Armesto 2005) and
philosophy, such as Agamben’s (2004) discussion of the “anthropological machine”
separating human from animal. The writings of Derrida (2002, 2008) have been
another significant milestone in the development of the field, a theoretical
exploration initially sparked by an otherwise mundane encounter in which he
recognized in the gaze of a cat a subject rather than an object. This animal turn has

led to the emergence of “animal studies” as a multi-disciplinary endeavour.

While “the human/animal dichotomy constitutes an unverified a priori
assumption on which the development of anthropological discourse regarding
humans, human culture, etc. is based” (Tonutti 2011:184) and thus anthropology has
traditionally limited itself to the boundaries of an essentialist concept of the human
(Noske 1997), recent years have seen the emergence of “multi-species ethnography”
(Kirksey and Helmreich 2010), “an anthropology that is not just confined to the
human but is concerned with the effects of our “entanglements” with other kinds of
living selves” (Kohn 2007:4). It is imperative that research “should begin by treating
other animals as subjects who have personalities, wills, desires and social relations
and who are capable of experiencing both pleasure and suffering” (Nibert 2003:21).
Thus, “to understand elephants (say), we do not have to pretend that they are “just
like humans”, let alone that they are just like 20th-century, Western, middle-class
humans. But we may have to apply some of the interpretative methods common to
the humanities and classically reserved for the study of human culture and history”

(Ingold 1994:10). Noske was an early pioneer of this approach, stating that if
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anthropology “would shed its a priori notion of animals as beings unworthy of an
anthropological approach, and would share its insights with critical ethologists, it
might grow into an integrated science of humans and animals alike under the name
of anthropo-zoology or zooanthropology. Anthropologists of all people should know
that Otherness can never be an excuse for objectification and degradation either in
practice or in theory” (1989:170).

With the development of cognitive ethology, focused on “minding animals”
(Bekoff 2002) the scientific study of animal behaviour has to a significant extent
moved away from the reductionism and the denial of animal mind and capacities that
characterized the traditional approach. The earlier objections of sceptics to cognitive
ethology have been proven unfounded, with animals clearly demonstrating true
cognition (Klopfer 2005). Panksepp (1998, 2005) championed “affective
neuroscience”, a return to the Darwinian emphasis on the shared basis of human and
animal emotion. It is evident that animals have the capacity to feel pleasure, a fact
which has usually been downplayed or ignored (Balcombe 2006). As Kropotkin
argued, animals can be seen to possess a moral sense (Bekoff and Pierce 2009). Not
only mammals but birds too have demonstrated “human-like” traits, with corvids and
parrots in particular demonstrating surprising capabilities (Pepperberg 1983,
Marzluff and Angel 2012). These truths are not even restricted to “higher
vertebrates”. Fish perception and cognitive abilities often exceed those of other
vertebrates, they experience pain in a similar manner and use tools (Brown 2014),
and even invertebrates such as octopuses clearly have complex minds (Montgomery
2011). This is of course not to promote a simplistic Cartesian division between body
and mind in the narrow sense, but these studies should be seen as a necessary

correction to the anthropocentrism of that still common approach.

In other words, there has been something of a convergence on this topic
between science and the humanities, which is indeed exactly what one would expect
from the breaking down of the anthropocentric human/animal boundary; once
animals become recognized as subjects, not objects, the traditional distinction
between the two fields is no longer relevant. But these theoretical/scientific
developments cannot be separated from politics. Sanbonmatsu (2005:109) observed

that “the rise of the animal rights and feminist movements has spurred scientists to
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begin to chart the continental expanse of animal mind- terrain previously ruled out of
bounds by empiricists.” Cognitive ethology is clearly convergent with animal rights
in seeing animal experience as worthy in itself; Allen and Bekoff in a discussion of
scientific reactions to cognitive ethology state “from the applied (and perhaps
political) side of things, views on animal minds are tightly linked to issues that
center on animal welfare” (1997). When animals are recognized as subjects in an
epistemological sense, they also become subjects in a political sense, and vice versa.
On the other hand, the traditional impoverished view of animal nature clearly

legitimates their exploitation.

Though it is thus intimately connected to animal rights, the political
implications of challenging anthropocentrism are not confined to the treatment of
non-human animals (though it would certainly be a valuable enough endeavour if it
were) but also extend to those considered fully human by contemporary liberal
humanists. Nibert has discussed at length the “entanglements of oppression” between
animals and devalued humans under modern capitalism (2002, 2013), for example in
slaughterhouses, as Sinclair’s The Jungle long ago intimated. A strict dichotomy
between animal and human rights is itself a form of anthropocentrism which fails to

perceive these connections.

The category of animality provides a way to brand certain human groups with
“the mark of the beast”, a consignment that justifies their domination and
exploitation. This animalization is made possible by anthropocentric conceptions of
the animal; while ritually transforming humans into animals is not in itself a
pernicious act animalization “refers specifically to the course of action that grew out
of a number of theories first aimed at establishing human superiority over animals
and then at the domination of certain classes and groups- a process that sought to
ascribed, both “philosophically” and “scientifically,” the presumed inferiority and
brutality of various animals to these groups and classes” (Roberts 2008:x-xi). This
process has been especially strong in connection to anti-blackness but has also
applied to the lower classes, so-called primitive or savage societies, the mentally ill,
women, children, and so on. The reality is that under the ideology of
anthropocentrism “there is no safe ground for the “authentically” human individual”

given that “We can all be reduced to the “animal”” (Bell 2011:174-5).
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The only sure way to exorcise this animality as a tool of human repression is to
exorcise the concept altogether; it requires “a fundamental change of our sensibility,
of our entire vision of animals and their place in the world-which, in turn, requires a
sustained attack on attitudes that would impose and continually reimpose the mark of
the beast. To begin with, one must ask a simple question: What’s so bad about

animals? The answer is unambiguous: Nothing at all” (Roberts 2008:179).

Even aside from these concerns, it is clear that the anthropocentric disjunction
between humanity and animality leads to a “grotesque misrepresentation of essence
of our own species” (Sanbonmatsu 2014:39) which is problematic in its own right.
“Modern human identity is bound up with the negation of animality in ways that
fundamentally implicate and compromise our own freedom... the violent conceptual
collapse of all other beings into the single metaphysical category, of “the animal”
results in a double self-estrangement. In alienating ourselves from the other beings...
we alienate ourselves from our own embodied being as animals, slighting those parts
of ourselves—the feeling, loving, sensuous, intuitive dimensions of our existence

that don’t fit the requirements of the callous machinic order” (42)

It is clear that we must move beyond an unproductive dialectic between
humanity and animality that bears little relation to the true nature of the beings in
question and has harmful political implications. However, the “animal turn” has had
very little impact within archaeology. There has been little attention paid to
anthropocentric conceptual frameworks and the modes of action they inform;
anthropocentric definitions of humanity/animality are considered scientifically

objective and politically neutral, when they are clearly neither.

Material culture studies and so-called “symmetrical archacology” claim to
adopt a non-anthropocentric perspective, but this is really only of a very superficial
nature. Ingold noted that researchers in this paradigm “continue to operate with a
conception of the material world, and of the nonhuman, that focuses on the
artifactual domain at the expense of living organisms” (2012:248). Furthermore, he
argued that the much-vaunted principle of symmetry remarkably rests on a claim to
human exceptionalism; “Paradoxically, an approach that deontologizes the division
between the human and the nonhuman and that establishes in its place a level playing

field is justified on the grounds that in the manner of their engagement with material
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things and in the progressive history of this engagement human beings are
fundamentally different from all other living kinds” (2012:430). Dethroning the
human without reappraising the animal, a supposedly non-anthropocentric discourse
that is in fact lacking a critical analysis of animality, does rather little to aid our
understanding and in political terms is effectively the same as an outright affirmation
of human exceptionalism; granting things the same ontological status as people is in
the last analysis nothing more than a methodological conceit, a perspective that
might generate some interesting if flawed insights but does not grant these objects

any political significance in the present.

In fact, these same issues apply to the theoretical discourse of post-humanism
as a whole, which can appear in certain ways problematic, as Weisberg has argued,
with reference to a recent call that we “preoccupy ourselves with infinitesimal
microorganisms who have been unjustifiably neglected in metaphysics, ethics, and
politics for so long” (2014:108). Since it is clear that bacteria cannot be subjects in
any meaningful sense of the word, such arguments simply lead to the de facto
persistence of anthropocentrism. Post-humanism often tends to be anti-humanist, yet
rejecting anthropocentrism does not mean we must reject every facet of traditional
humanism; Weisberg argues for “a new interspecies humanism” (2014:111), citing
Sanbonmatsu’s call for a “metahumanism” which would “affirm a “two-sided”
freedom in which the liberation of other animals from human oppression, and the
emancipation of ourselves as animals—that is, the restoration of the sensual
dimension of existence, free sexual expression, and valorization of the labor and love
of the body” (Sanbonmatsu 2007:117).

This bears comparison with the project of sensorial archaeology as set out by
Hamilakis (2014) - though most sensorial studies to date have simply perpetuated
anthropocentrism in that only the senses of a human subject are considered to be of
interest- as well as the archaeology of the body, where there have been rare attempts
to move beyond the human-animal binary (Conneller 2004). With regards to
zooarchaeology, Overton and Hamilakis (2013) called attention to the discipline’s
lack of engagement with animal studies and argued that “zooarchaeology’s ability to
contribute to these discussions is heavily limited by the subdiscipline’s firm footing

within anthropocentric ontologies and reductionist epistemologies” (111). They
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attempted to outline a framework for “a new social zooarchaeology that moves
beyond the paradigm and discourse of ‘subsistence’ and of representationist and
dichotomous thinking, which have treated non-human animals merely and often
exclusively as nutritional or symbolic resources for the benefit of humans” (111).
The overwhelmingly positive response and valuable reflections by the commentators
was a sign that the necessity of a non-anthropocentric archaeology is now
appreciated by many. In this vein, it should be noted that Ingold has recently
predicted/advocated the demise of the concept of the human in
anthropology/archaeology (2012:81-98). The political dimension did no go
unappreciated either, as Argent (2013:142) observed that “including animal others as
impactful agents in our interpretations of past societies- doing intersocial
zooarchaeology- requires a reassessment of our responsibility to animals in the
present. Zooarchaeological narratives which portray animals in past societies as
nothing more than unminded objects... support a broader rhetorical vision which has
the result of allowing the ongoing objectification and exploitation of animals in the
present.” Thus we should not only “welcome animals into the human social as
worthy of study” but simultaneously “welcome them into our schemes of social

justice” (143). This study will be a timely contribution towards these ends.

2¢. Metahumanism

Having explained what anthropocentrism is, it is well to explain what the
approach that we should advocate in its stead- a truly non-anthropocentric approach-
would actually consist of. For there is a great deal of misunderstanding and
misinformation on this subject. Sociobiologists and their ilk decry anthropocentrism
in their diatribes, while failing to comprehend its true nature, and what they
champion is nothing more than the familiar anthropocentric wolf in sheep’s clothing.
They advocate a position that “refuses to anthropomorphize people” (after
Morgenbesser, quoted in Boldender 2010:159), applying the metaphysical concept of

animality and everything that comes with it not just to animals as classical
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anthropocentrism would have it, but to people as well. It does not eliminate the
scientific errors and political repression entwined in the anthropocentric approach,
rather it doubles down on them. Expanding the category of animality to cover
humans also is not the opposite of anthropocentrism, it is an extension of it.

What we advocate is metahumanism (after Sanbonmatsu 2007), a humanism
that extends beyond the boundaries of the human species to encompass other
animals, recognizing subjectivity and agency in them and not only in humans.
Metahumanism recognizes no essential metaphysical distinction between humans
and other animals, but rather a continuity of common nature. This common nature is
not one of animality, of bestial instincts ruling over reason, as the sociobiologists
would have it, but rather in the continuity of mental and sensuous experience and the
“humanistic” qualities of subjectivity and agency that accompany it that.
Anthropocentrism is not wrong in granting these qualities to humans, rather it is
wrong in withholding them from other beings. However, metahumanism does not
take as unproblematic the category of “humanity” either- for it not simply wrong in
being restricted to humans, but in omitting crucial facets of our existence as
embodied and sensuous being in favour of an abstract reason. Not only must we do

justice to other beings, we must do justice to ourselves also.

Metahumanism is thus the only approach which is truly non-anthropocentric,
in understanding the fundamental problems with anthropocentric ideology and
avoiding them. It is surely no coincidence, then, that the essential features of the
metahumanist approach have been very rarely applied in the discourse, and that we
often see little more than the merest hint of them, and even that is often mistaken for
a sociobiological approach by critics who perceive all human-animal comparisons
through a thoroughly anthropocentric lens and cannot perceive even what may seem
to us the most obvious of differences. The distinction between classical
anthropocentrism, metahumanism, and sociobiology will be elaborated at greater

length later.
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2d. Methodology

This study can be defined as “problematic history”, as defined by Ernst Mayr
(1982:6-7). Problematic histories “study the development of sciences in terms of
attempts to solve problems, and origins of and changes in key conceptual issues”, an
approach that “acknowledges the longevity of earlier concepts, and sees the study of
the history of the discipline as one way of evaluating current conceptual structures
and research practices and reformulating them productively” (Corbey and Roebroeks
2001:1). Mayr contrasted this approach with sociological history, which he saw as
focussed on the impact of scientific ideas on social institutions, politics and culture
and not vice versa since “up to now it appears that the influence of social factors on
the development of specific biological advances has been negligible” (1982:6).
However, such a statement is clearly not tenable for biology, much less for human
origins. In fact, Bowler (2001:11) even suggested that historians of science had
neglected the field because “the cultural influences on palacoanthropology are so
obvious that the subject is seen as a “sitting duck” that it would be unsporting to
shoot at.” Thus, any problematic history that does justice to the topic will need to
also be a cultural/sociological history, which is the intent of this study. Intellectual

developments will be considered in their socio-political context.

Being mainly interested on the development of ideas within the discipline of
human origins, the primary focus of this study will be on academic texts rather than
popular presentations. However, the distinction between the two is by no means as
clear-cut as may be assumed. There have been a large number of “semi-popular”
works that, while aimed at a broad audience, also contained much of interest to
scholars. This is especially true of the earlier decades of human origins research,
with these books often being much more informative than their author’s strictly
academic articles; “though the story of human evolution can be traced in even the
more specialized journals, it appears most readily in the books of these authors”
which despite being intended for a popular audience were not merely
popularizations. Often they contained “the first complete expression of a scientist’s

views and were seriously read and reviewed by students of human evolution”
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(Landau 1991:5). This is not so much the case in more recent decades, although it

still remains true to an extent.

However, these works are of interest for another reason- they tend to be in
some ways more revealing than the drier and more technical academic works. They
are typically unafraid to state explicitly that which is left implicit or excised from
strictly academic articles; what is subtext there becomes text here, thus is easily
identified and quoted. Furthermore, they usually include much more detail on the
supposedly “extra-scientific” aspects- such as the author’s background and context
and socio-political implications of theories- which are in fact very important, and
very relevant to this study. It follows that (auto)biographical accounts, interviews,
and the writings of major figures on explicitly socio-political themes will also be of
interest to us. These accounts are written in the ordinary voice of the “lifeworld”
rather than the authoritative, technical, emotionally neutered and ostensibly objective
voice of the scientist (Fairclough 1992), which for our purposes makes them more
informative in exposing the author’s motives, concerns, and prejudices. This work is
certainly not intended to be a “Great Man” history or a study of personalities, but

such accounts are useful in exposing the anthropocentric bias we seek to detail.

The broader socio-political context, which is of great importance to this study,
will mostly be derived from secondary sources, but in certain cases that are
particularly important or revealing the documents will be studied directly.
Newspapers and magazines give a good idea of which ideas attracted widespread
attention and how they were generally received, but will only be used selectively, as
a detailed discourse analysis of this textual corpus would be a full study in its own
right. Strictly popular presentations in a variety of media will be discussed where

relevant and informative, but as stated they are not the focus of the study.

This study will focus on works from ¢1860 to the present. Prior to that, the
field of human origins research as we know it did not exist; this date marks the
beginning of the study of human origins through archaeological evidence in the
context of Darwinian theory. 1859 has been dubbed an “annus mirabilis” (Evans
2009), witnessing as it did the first publication of On the Origin of Species with its
conclusion that “light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history”, and the

validation of de Perthes’ Abbeville discoveries by Evans and Prestwich. Shortly
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afterwards, Huxley (1863) in the foundational text of palaeoanthropology would
demonstrate Man's Place in Nature, proving the close relationship of humans with
apes, and arguing that a fossil “missing link” must exist. Pre-Darwinian material is
however worthy of briefer consideration as it provides valuable context within which
the later developments that are our main focus can be better understood and their

significance more fully comprehended.

The field of human origins can be divided into two main periods, the earlier
phase up to ¢1945 and the later phase beginning in the post-war era. The start of this
second phase broadly corresponds to the rejection of racism as a structuring
paradigm both scientifically and politically with the UNESCO statement(s) on race,
as well as the acceptance of the modern synthesis in evolutionary biology (which
was one influence upon the statement). With regard to fossil ancestors, it
corresponds with the general acceptance of the australopithecines, the debunking of
Piltdown, and (a little later) the rejection of Boule’s image of the Neanderthal.
Geopolitically, this corresponded with the slow death of the British Empire and the
global dominance of the USA, which consequently became the prime source of
funding for scientific research, thus playing the leading role in human origins
research. In this study we will not focus on the changes taking place at the post-war
transition. Rather, we will first consider the state of research before the 20" century,
and then focus on developments in recent decades. This will allow us to examine the

extent to which continuity has persisted in spite of the major changes in the field.

The study will be confined to the Anglo-American discourse. France and
Germany, while equally inheritors of the western anthropocentric legacy and major
centres of human origins research, also had different historical traditions and socio-
political influences which would complicate and broaden the study further than
would be desirable. However, it will be necessary to consider key developments

there to the extent that they impacted upon the Anglo-American discourse.

Defining who is and is not a scholar of human origins is not exactly a clear-cut
matter; it is after all a multi-disciplinary endeavour, and all will have been trained in
other disciplines. Furthermore, in its earlier phase, human origins research was not
the large specialised field it would later become. While we must thus necessarily

adopt a rather broad definition, there are certainly figures who cannot sensibly be
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deemed scholars of human origins, but who are nevertheless relevant to this study. It
will be necessary to consider certain influential figures in anthropology and biology,
whose works provided intellectual context, explicitly or otherwise, for developments
in human origins. However, the main focus will naturally be on the works of

scholars who did deal directly with the topic of human origins.
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Chapter 3: Literature Review:
Historiography and Epistemology of
Human Origins Research

This study seeks to illuminate the extent to which human origins research has
been, not a progressive increase in knowledge gained through scientific objectivity,
but rather a thoroughly ideological quest informed by and informing the politics of
the present. Examining this interplay would not only be a matter of historical interest
and political import; it would also bear upon the epistemology of the discipline going
forward. It is also concerned specifically with the subject of anthropocentrism, the
extent to which the human/animal binary has been manufactured not given, a cultural
construction inextricably tied to the actual treatment of other beings. These two
fundamental topics only very rarely appear on the archaeological radar; works based
on just the former are rare enough, and as far as | know there is no sustained
treatment that considers both. Before anything else, we must discuss the intellectual

background of this study and its precedents, such as they are.

3a. An Empty Niche

Histories of archaeology have tended to be descriptive, atheoretical, and
progressivist. They are a form of “Whig history”, constituting “narratives with a
good ending... stories with a particular aesthetic, realism, and a particular politics,
commitment to progress” (Haraway 1989:4). Often constituting “preface history”,
they present a “showcase” view of the past, serving to “legitimize current practices
by giving them a respectable ancestry” (Corbey and Roebroeks 2001:1). Absent
entirely from these accounts is the sense in which “scientific practice and scientific
theories produce and are embedded in particular kinds of stories”, in which the
sciences have “complex histories in the constitution of imaginative worlds and of
actual bodies” (Haraway 1989:4-5); such discourses can indeed be read as science
fiction (1989:5).
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These progressivist histories depict a steady accumulation of data and
knowledge in which socio-political factors do not come into the equation at all, or
were corrupting influences on certain early figures but have thankfully been purged
from recent studies. Although Trigger (2002) does seek to provide socio-political
context for intellectual developments within archaeology, his account is ultimately
still committed to progressivism. While admitting “there is no evidence that in their
interpretation of archaeological data archaeologists are less influenced by the milieu
in which they live than they were formerly” he still insists that the history of
archaeology “suggests that a growing body of archaeological data offers ever
stronger resistance to the misapplication of such ideas and the specific
misinterpretation of archaeological evidence” (2002:484) and thus that “archaeology
has grown considerably more resistant to subjectivity as its database and techniques
for studying these data have expanded” (2002:529). It is no doubt comforting for
both Trigger and the discipline as a whole- his history now has the status of a
textbook- to believe this, but as we will see in the rest of this discussion there are
concepts effectively immune to data, which is already a form of interpretation.

It should be noted that general histories of archaeology, besides showing no
interest in the subject of anthropocentrism, don’t cover Palaeolithic archaeology to
any significant degree. Besides a brief account of “the discovery of the Palaeolithic”,
there is almost nothing on human origins in Trigger (2002). Schnapp (1996) does
touch upon historical discussions of monogenesis/polygenesis and Classical proto-
evolutionary schemas, but does not bring out their significance with regards to the
broader question of constructing humanity or later paleoanthropological theories.

While the history of human origins research has tended to attract little serious
interest from archaeologists, it has been overlooked by historians of science too. In
his postscript to the Pithecanthropus centennial symposium, Theunissen remarked on
the “paucity of papers” dealing with the history of palacoanthropology: “One would
have expected this subject to draw much more attention, not only considering the
theme of the Pithecanthropus Centennial as a whole, but also because the issue of
human descent touches right to the heart of the discussion on human-ape relations,
past and present. Despite its many ramifications into such diverse fields as
philosophy, theology, literature, biology and anthropology, only a handful of

scholars have until now given more than passing attention to this important field”
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(1995:407). Similarly, Bowler has stated that “despite the emphasis on Darwin and
Darwinism, historians have been reluctant to study the palaeoanthropology of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. When | wrote my own survey of theories of
human origins, | was driven by a sense of frustration that so obviously important a
topic had been neglected” (2001:11). The lack of interest in the history of
palaeoanthropology led Pilbeam to dub the field an “empty niche” (1988:xiii).

The overviews of the history of human origins research that exist are as much
popular as academic, and are as Reader (1988:xvii) himself admitted, “very closely
allied with the romance and treasure-hunt aspects of palacoanthropology”. It is a
type of history which “concentrates throughout on the stars of the field- the
anthropologists who made or first interpreted major discoveries- and on the objects-
the fossils” (Pilbeam 1988:xiii). Three notable works are Lewin (1987) Bones of
Contention, Reader (1988) Missing Links: The Hunt For Earliest Man and Trinkaus
and Shipman (1993) The Neanderthals: changing the image of mankind. They
provide good overviews of the material they cover, but are mostly lacking in genuine
analysis. The focus on fossil discoveries feeds into the progressivist narrative that
these works are ultimately indebted to. For example, despite showing that “in almost
140 years, Neanderthals have been cast in virtually every imaginable relationship to
ourselves” (1993:398), Trinakus and Shipman proclaim in their conclusion that “the
possibility of sorting out what really happened to the Neanderthals and our other
ancestors has been reopened. Their fates are no longer pawns to be rearranged or
sacrificed in support of one or another rigid model of reality” (1993:397). Yet they
give no reason for believing that the science of the present will be any less biased
than that of the past, demonstrating a lack of political reflexivity.

The heavy focus on individual biographies makes them largely seem like
“great man” histories. In a topic like this, a strong biographical element is to some
extent a necessity, but there is no need to make a virtue of it as these works do.
Although very keen to play up the controversies and arguments between scientists,
the focus on individuals leads to the influence of disciplinary background and
methodology being largely overlooked, and most importantly the socio-political
context of discoveries receives little consideration. At the rare points where Trinkaus
and Shipman do deal with political context, this is over-simplified and portrayed as

the corrupting influence of certain individuals. For example, Haeckel is blamed for
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promoting a racist eugenicist interpretation of Darwinism which was further twisted
by Hitler who used it to promote racial extermination. The impression is that one
(German) scholar perverted Darwinism with his individual prejudice, which then
formed a springboard for one (German) politician’s agenda. No reference is made to
the wider context of scientific racism and its connection with concepts of
humanity/animality, or the earlier Heroro genocide. The Malthusian inheritance of
Darwinism and its influence on eugenic thought and the American eugenic programs
that Hitler emulated is not mentioned; within archaeology the “great man” who most
clearly expressed this connection would be Henry Fairfield Osborn (cf Rainger
1991), who appears insignificant in their narrative. The complex relationship of
Darwinism to anthropocentrism and attitudes to humans and other animals is never
considered.

Lewin is perhaps the most concerned with the non-scientific nature of
palaeoanthropology, which operates with “humanity’s self-image invisibly but
constantly influencing the profession’s ethos” (1987:319). But again, his history is
mainly confined to individual scientists and their ideas, with less on the wider
intellectual context and next to nothing on political context. The challenge of history
to progressivist, positivist archaeology was also brought up by Pilbeam in his
introduction to Reader (1988). Since historical research demonstrates the “continuity
of palaeoanthropological discourse over more than a century and the extent to which
many apparently quite new problems are not in fact new” (1988:xiii), the question is
raised “Could we be partly fooling ourselves in letting an incomplete and ambiguous
record be moulded by theoretical assumptions that have remained essentially
unaffected by the fossil record? (1988:ix)” We must explain “the invention of the
concepts which are built upon, or sometimes exist in spite of, the fossils” (1988:xi)
by looking “more closely at the history of science, to see what actually did happen
in the development of an idea rather than what ideally ought to have happened”
(1988:x). He also noted that “there is more general pressure too for answers to
cosmic questions, a hunger that sometimes makes paleoanthropologists priests of a
new kind of secular theology” (1988:x1), another factor for consideration. The
aforementioned works are only a small, inadequate step towards this task.

A work that delves much deeper into these conceptual issues is historian of

science Bowler’s (1986) Theories of Human Evolution: A Century of Debate, 1844-
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1944. Bowler chooses the publication of Chambers’ speculative evolutionary work
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation rather than Darwin’s Origin of species as
the book’s starting point, which makes sense given that theory rather than discovery
is the book’s emphasis. As is obvious from the title, the book does not cover the
post-war development of theories of human evolution. Bowler was motivated to
undertake the study by his finding that comparatively little research had been done
on theories of human evolution by historians of science, while the few publications
on the history of human origins research that did exist treated the theoretical domain
“merely as background to the fossil discoveries.”

While Bowler does an excellent job of detailing the intellectual context of
theories of human origins, the socio-political context receives relatively little
attention in his book. For example, he quote a passage by turn-of-the-century
German anatomist/anthropologist Klaatsch which states “The Australian aboriginals,
the Samoans, and the Cinghalese are actually closely related to us, but a Zulu or a
Herero is not.” He fails to note that around the time that Klaatsch was writing, the
German empire was waging a genocidal “campaign of annihilation” against the
Herero, a context which is obviously of great significance. Interestingly enough in
light of his remarks below, Bowler is constantly highlighting the distinction between
truly Darwinian and non-Darwinian evolutionary theories, a distinction which really
serves little purpose in his analysis other than to emphasize that the latter are
“wrong.” This distinction was of far less importance to the scientists themselves than
it is to Bowler, and indeed in popular contexts Darwinism and evolution were

typically conflated entirely.

3b. Studies in Epistemology

Some scholars have used history for epistemological purposes, seeking to
identify inherited concepts and show their non-scientific status. These histories
“show how much the story-laden disciplines of paleoanthropology and primatology
are sites for the articulation of human identity, or identities, offering mirrors to
Western selves” (Corbey 1995:6). The two most notable are Landau (1991)
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Narratives of Human Evolution and Stoczowski (2002) Explaining Human Origins:
Myth, Imagination and Conjecture (a revised and translated edition of a 1994 work).
One thing both these authors are in complete agreement upon is that the
progressivist, positivist, data-led conception of the discipline is utterly false.
Stoczowski stated that “the increase in factual data has had only a limited impact on
the way in which experts explain the origin of mankind” (2002:25), while Landau
argued that “Most schemes of human origins have been relatively unconstrained by
the fossils, which seem, instead, to be used merely to support or embellish pre-
existing frameworks... Despite their claim to be based on fossils, these
"paleontological™ accounts have been relatively "fossil-free"” (Landau et al: 1982).
The fossils are as much relics in the ecclesiastical sense as they are in the
archaeological sense, serving to legitimate accounts rather than genuinely informing
their structure.

Landau (1991) Narratives of Human Evolution demonstrated the narrative
structure inherent in human origin stories. Her account “asks what happens if we
look at these texts as narratives, leaving aside issues of truth or justification. What it
finds is that these texts are determined as much by traditional narrative frameworks
as by material evidence” (1991:x). She analysed the work of a handful of significant
19" and early 20" century scholars, showing how their accounts of human origins
conformed to one particular kind of narrative, that outlined in Propp’s Morphology
of the Folktale. These hero stories have relied on four main events- terrestriality,
bipedalism, encephalization, and civilization- which have different meanings
depending on where they occur in the overall narrative of human evolution. Thus
“paleoanthropologists have told the same story over and over. This story, recounted
in the days when fossils were few, has constrained the interpretation of new fossil
discoveries. It is by constraining interpretations of new fossil finds that narrative has
held paleoanthropology captive” (1991:178).

Stoczowski for his part was not too impressed by Landau’s work- “Misia
Landau was right to point out that the hominisation scenarios are constructed from
prefabricated elements, but these are not provided by folk-tales nor can those tales
explain their nature” (2002:188). Rather, he held that the true source of hominization
scenarios was “‘common-sense anthropology”, a set of beliefs about anthropogenesis

that can be traced as far back as Classical texts. He argued that “the differences
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between the vernacular or philosophical opinions about anthropogenesis and
scientific explanations of hominisation, these latter supposedly founded on newly
acquired palaeontological and archaeological data, are amazingly slight. Each of
them is constructed out of the same conceptual matrix” (2002:129-30). In fact the
majority of archaeological explanations do not even make any reference to
Darwinian mechanisms, instead reliant on simple causal relationships or Lamarckian
principles (2002:131).

The unstated assumptions of the reasoning involved in this conjectural history
are environmental determinism, materialism, utilitarianism, and individualism,
assumptions which have determined the structure of all human origin stories. “The
assumptions of environmental determinism and materialism allow human cognition
— believed to be indeterminate and unpredictable- to be eliminated from the
anthropological vision, while the assumptions of utilitarianism and individualism
banish the equally awkward role of social conventions, the arbitrary and local
character of which would get in the way of huge generalisations and historical
retrospect. So, what remains active is an ecological and biological determinism
which provides apparently solid foundations for a deductive reasoning. What could
be more simple than reconstructing prehistory! Since it is obvious that in the
beginning was the individual, that the individual was weak, determined by nature,
and that nature was hostile, nothing could be easier than to foresee, or rather to
“retrospect”, the behaviour of the first humans and the way culture must have come
into being” (2002:17). Thus the credibility of hominisation scenarios “has more to do
with their conformity to premises of common-sense anthropology than with their
conformity to empirical data or to the absence of alternative conceptions”
(2002:123).

Latour and Strum’s textual analysis of origin stories found that “too many new
facts have been made to fit into a structure that has been little studied” (1986:170).
They discovered “more coherent views are found in the least informed texts”
(1986:169) which had to base their arguments entirely on logical consistency. For
example, Rousseau’s Origins of Inequality was more coherent than Leakey and
Lewin’s Origins (1977), though the latter incorporated the latest scientific data.
Thus, while Landau and Stoczowski posited a narrative/explanatory structure to

accounts that remained unchanged by data, which simply acted as illustration, Latour
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and Strum see the narrative/explanatory structure of accounts as having been not
only unimproved by data but actually weakened by it.

What Landau and Stoczowski did for origin stories, Moser did for
reconstruction images, which are typically viewed as mere popularisation and thus
not subjects for serious consideration, leading to a dearth of analysis. Moser (1998)
dispels this perception, demonstrating the importance that reconstruction images
have played in the development of archaeological thought as well as showing the
very ancient roots of such iconography. Unfortunately, 20" century illustrations
appear in the work almost as an afterthought, though this deficiency is partially
remedied in a series of short articles by Moser (1992, 1996, Moser and Gamble
1997). Moser does not however discuss socio-political context to any great extent,
and the humanity/animality of prehistoric ancestors is not an explicit concern. The
gender bias of reconstruction images has been discussed by others (see below). All
these works are limited to reconstructions of prehistoric ancestors, and evolutionary

trees play no part in them, though they will need to be examined in our study.

Roebroeks and Corbey (2001) outlined the biases and double standards in
interpreting evidence relating to “modern” humans compared to “archaic” hominids.
According to this double standard, “the position on either side of the Middle/Upper
Palaeolithic boundary greatly determines the scientific treatment that finds receive:
the inferred level of “humanity” of the hominid involved forms the basis of
behavioural reconstruction. Similar finds are interpreted differently” (2001:67).
Thus, “The “Moderns” are capable until proven incapable, whereas the “Ancients”
can be summarized as incapable, until proven capable” (2001:72). Clark (2001:141)
described their article thusly- “the reader comes away with a picture of a discipline
practically devoid of an explicit concern with the logic of inference, and riddled with
essentialism, simplistic dichotomies, dubious boundaries, and implicit discontinuity,
all of it predetermined by whether the hominids involved are construed as “modern”
or not. I don’t take issue with a word of it. In fact, I’d put it even more strongly than
Roebroeks and Corbey do. In my opinion, and despite nominal acknowledgement of
evolution, palaeolithic archaeology and human palaeontology make all kinds of

unwarranted global assumptions over the modern/pre-modern divide that are seldom

39



(if ever) subjected to critical scrutiny.” A similar study by Hayden concluded that
“the trend to dehumanize Neanderthals has gone to such extremes that it constitutes a
betrayal of data, common sense and good theorizing” (Hayden 1993:114).

This topic was recently returned to by Villa and Roebroeks (2014), who argued
that there was “no data in support of the supposed technological, social and cognitive
inferiority of Neandertals compared to their AMH contemporaries” (2014:7). Rather,
the difference was a manufactured one, a result of deep-seated bias leading to a
double standard in interpretation; “archacologists’ characterizations of Neandertals
as cognitively inferior to modern humans have created an interpretive framework
within which subtle biological differences between Neandertals and modern humans
tend to be overinterpreted” (2014:7). Villa and Roebroeks (2014) dubbed this the
“modern human superiority complex”. Similarly, the role of bias in the study of
“archaics vs moderns” has been stressed by Bednarik (eg 1994). Unfortunately these
studies are only surveys of recent papers, with no further historical research. They
also show no awareness of how the modern/archaic split relates to the broader
human/animal boundary or its political significance. The lack of interest in politics is

a feature all the accounts discussed above share.

3c. The Uses of History

The historiography and epistemology of human origins research was the focus
of explicit discussion in a 1998 Leiden conference. The conference was beset by a
debate on “how to do “proper” history” (Corbey and Roebroeks 2001:2) resulting
from “a serious clash of cultures, a kind of territoriality problem” (Corbey and
Roebroeks 2001:3). The criticism mostly came from the side of the professional
historians. In Theunissen’s epilogue he argued that “there is an important sense in
which the history of science does not matter to the working scientist” (2001:147)
who must “aim for transcendence and therefore have to pass judgement on past
developments that still affect their research” (2001:151), whereas the historian
“consciously refrains from taking such an evaluative stand” (2001:151). Similarly,
Bowler emphasised “I am interested in the past for its own sake” (2001:9). While

“History offers a warning to scientists to be on their guard against the blinkering
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effect of their own preconceptions” (2001:9) it has no direct role to play in exposing
them, as the unconscious prejudices of one era are unconnected to those of the next..
The historians stressed the fallacy of transcendent “pure science” in the light of
history, but in emphasising the “disinterested” nature of their historiography in
comparison to the “service histories” of scientists, they implicitly claim for
themselves the miraculous power of transcendence enabling “pure history”.

The historians in this debate assumed that any connection between past and
present must result in a distortion of the historical truth, and thus historians can write
a true and convincing historical account only if they have no personal interest or
interpretation of their own. Yet there is a fundamental irony in their promotion of
“disinterested” history when they themselves demonstrate that disinterested science
is a myth. In fact, it is clear that just as “the notion that a scientific study can be
conducted by a completely detached observer from a neutral standpoint has been
shown to be impossible in physics”, it is “also an illusion in historiography. The
question is not whether, but which kind of interest are the underlying motivation for
a historian” (Junker 1996). All history is “interested” history, whether motivated by
improving scientific knowledge in the present or other concerns. In a further irony,
by stressing the irrelevancy of their histories to present concerns, the historians here
have effectively written themselves into insignificance.

This contrast between historicism and presentism was rightly rejected as “a
gratuitous, useless distinction” by Stoczowski, who stated that “the ideal situation
would be for the archaeologist to have a dual competence and be able to transform
himself, according to his needs, into either a historicist Doctor Jekyll or a presentist
Mr Hyde. Historicism is actually a methodological ideal, which should not be
ignored, whereas presentism remains bound to one of the possible uses of historical
research” (2001:22).

Bowler’s stance here was already present in his earlier review of Landau
(1991), where he attacked her not only for writing poor history but for writing
history full stop- “Why is a thesis supposedly relevant to all explanations of human
origins presented in the form of a history? ... To impress palaeoanthropologists with
the extent to which their theories have a narrative structure, she should have confined

her attention to modern ideas” (Bowler 1991:365-6). The implication again is that
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history is profoundly useless, and if we wish to effect some change in the present we
must confine our thoughts to the present.

However, Theunissen’s epilogue quoted above makes an interesting
comparison with his postscript to the earlier Pithecanthropus centennial symposium,
where he sensibly avoided the unproductive distinction he would later stress- “the
boundary between the humanities and the sciences never seemed to be as sharp in
our symposium as it is still frequently believed to be”- and insisted on the
importance of present concerns for research- “the important questions raised by
workers in the field of animal ethics need to be discussed from a multidisciplinary
perspective. Such a perspective can contribute, for instance, to overcome an
anthropocentrism that ideologically justifies human over-exploitation of other
species and their habitats” (Theunissen 1995:407).

This recognition of blurred boundaries and shared interests is far superior to
the unproductive binary between idealised notions of Science and History. Corbey
and Roebroeks noted of the Leiden conference that “most of the contributors treat
the history of our disciplines as a source of knowledge of alternatives and as a means
of denaturalizing current opinions and practices” (2001:4) - it is clear that this
applies not just to science but politics too. Histories in this vein have been produced
by Haraway and Bourke (see below), a far cry from the “disinterested history”
promoted by the historians at that conference.

In spite of the disciplinary posturing, some genuine concerns were raised in the
dispute, most importantly over historical continuity vs discontinuity. The
practitioners emphasised the former, influencing their view of history as useful,
whereas the historians emphasised the latter, influencing their view of history as
useless. These concerns were the focus of Bowler and Stoczowski’s articles.
Stoczowski argued for the role of history in exposing inherited concepts, ultimately
allowing better science- “Every scientific community unconsciously cultivates a
number of received ideas, which everybody believes in so strongly that their critical
examination seems useless... Historical analysis is one of the rare methods which
can be used to show that these unquestionable “primary truths” are, in fact, social
constructions which appear solid due to their long-standing existence in our culture
and to their insidious transmission... When carrying out research, belief in these

received ideas is often an obstacle to reflection. Hence, bringing to light respected
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commonplaces is an important step towards cleansing our conceptual tools. History-
not only the history of science, but also the history of ideas- can play an important
role here” (2001:23).

Bowler, a notable historian of science, was critical of Stoczowski’s work- “my
suspicion is that the fragments of text cited to prove the antiquity of modern ideas
will not bear the burden that Stockzowski wants to impose upon them. The fact that
what we see as distinctive human characteristics were mentioned at an earlier period
does not necessarily show that they were given the same significance as that
attributed to them in modern theories. The continuity thus may be more apparent
than real, the product of a deliberate attempt to impose modern ways of thinking
onto the past” (2001:15). In fact, “When we look at the context of the “recycled”
ideas- including the ideological context- we often find that the later version functions
in a different way to the earlier” (2001:10).

He levelled similar criticisms at Landau for ignoring changing historical
context, instead “treating her texts almost as timeless pieces of literature speaking
directly to us today” (1991: 366). In the absence of evidence of direct influence of
earlier ideas on later scholars, continuity cannot be assumed; “To use a phylogenetic
analogy derived from evolutionary biology, are we dealing with homologies or
homoplasies (similarities generated by common descent or by convergence in two
distinct lines of descent)? If the latter, is it possible that the conditions which led to
the convergence of structure might be more interesting than simple evolutionary
descent?” (2001:10).

For our purposes it is not really too important whether specific ideas in human
origins are homologous or homoplastic with their earlier incarnations. What is
important is the persistence of the human/animal binary, which has certainly changed
in its particular manifestations over time, but has nevertheless remained a
fundamental feature of the cultural and political landscape. This is something neither
Bowler nor Stoczowski apprehends. In fact, they both seem unable to imagine an
ideology with deep historical continuity. Their debate over continuity is solely about
scientific concepts, leaving them in tacit agreement that ideology is ephemeral and
specific to particular historical contexts.

In his study of recurrent ideas in human origins research, Stoczowski states

that ideological factors can be discarded straight away as an explanation, since these
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recurrent explanations come from the texts of authors from different ideological
contexts (2002:53). But this hardly seems as self-evident as Stoczowski believes it to
be. “Ideological context” is not a particularly useful or meaningful term in the
abstract- Stoczowski takes the fact that the texts in question came from different
Western nations at different times over the last century and a half as sufficient to
establish ideological difference, without reference to any specific ideologies. But
while there certainly would be ideological differences here, it is obvious that there
are commonalities too, most importantly for our purposes in the ideology of
anthropocentrism. Stoczowski’s unthinking dismissal of the significance of
ideological factors on archaeological thought appears to stem from his conception of
archaeology as apolitical, and a suspicion of any discussion of politics in
archaeology as a corrupting influence. He stated “It is astounding that many
archaeologists who adopt... social determinism in epistemology are strongly
attracted to political militancy, often to the detriment of reflection, whose virtues
they obviously do not believe in” (singling out Tilley as “illustrative of this
phenomenon”) (2001:24). We can only say that Stoczowski here demonstrates quite
unintentionally that belief in a virtue is no guarantee of its application.

Similarly, Landau completely ignored the role of ideological factors, a point
that Bowler criticised her for- “Landau concedes that she has not taken account of
the gender issue raised in Donna Haraway's Primate Visions (1989), but neither is
there any reference to the literature on race, imperialism, the professionalization of
science, changing theories of evolution, or any of a number of other topics that one
would have assumed to be essential background for a historical study of ideas about
human origins” (1991:365).

For his part, Bowler explains apparently recurrent ideas as resulting from the
existence of conceptual limitations that “function independently of the cultural and
ideological forces that generate enthusiasm for particular models at particular times”
(2001:11). Thus “It is not that we continue to be fascinated by myths and traditions
built into our ancestral culture, but that all thinkers, naive and scientific, are forced
by the structure of the conceptual problems to move in well-defined circles”
(2001:19). Bowler gives an example; the recent dismissal of Neanderthals from our
ancestry with the “mitochondrial Eve” hypothesis, with its emphasis on the genetic

unity of all living humans, and the earlier removal of Neanderthals from our ancestry
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popularized by Boule, widely used by imperialists anxious to justify the wiping out
of “primitive” living races. The latter had intellectual foundations very different to
the former, and clearly different ideological implications were drawn from it, the
apparent similarity resulting from limitations in conceptualising continuity and
discontinuity in human evolution.

We can agree with Bowler that scholars will always face similar conceptual
limitations in seeking to define the human as unique from all other animals- these
limitations are an inevitable result of framing an issue in a similar manner and asking
similar questions. Yet he fails to consider why these questions were asked- they are
not a given, but are themselves are of an ideological nature. Who is “human” is a
matter of political importance. We can see this clearly in the example he himself
chose to illustrate his point- despite the differences he identified, in both cases the
issue is in defining the human, and this “conceptual problem” is not inevitable but
the result of a particular politics, an ideological context which has in fact remained
fundamentally the same between these different historical periods. Thus politics
must be a topic that is brought to the fore.

It is easy to fall into the trap of failing to see the forest of continuity in the trees
of discontinuity. The broad historical picture may reveal significant discontinuity in
who is judged human, but much more continuity in the standards by which the
judgement is made; and a perfect continuity concerning the necessity of making such

a judgement.

3d. Palaeoanthropology is Politics By Other Means

Human origins research has not simply suffered from conceptual biases, but
has also had an important ideological/political component. Rose observed that
evolutionary biology “lays claims to be in a position to tell us, as humans, who we
are, where we came from, where we are going, how we must live and relate to our
fellow living creatures. It does what religion used to do” (1998:67). In this vein
Latour and Strum described human origin stories as functionally mythological, in

that they play the same role as myth in legitimating social conditions and justifying
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political and moral programs; “accounts of the origin of society, even when written
in a scientific genre, are functionally equivalent to the myths of origins as we
understand them. Myths are created precisely in order to handle these timeless
structural problems; to define who we are, what our relevant units are, what our
relationships with animals are, what the source of our guilt is and what the purpose
of living in society is” (Latour and Strum 1986:186). Describing Leakey and
Lewin’s Origins (1977) they stated “Nowhere is the ‘mythical’ character of an origin
account so obvious. It is not the information, or the morals, or the style that makes
the book seem mythical; it is the functions of the story. The narrative enlists the past,
the environment, other species, and other races to create a genealogy of present day
society” (1986: 182). Thus, “Because reactions to origin stories reflect hidden
preferences for the consequence of an account as it modifies the existing statuses,
roles, and rights of the audience, the science of our social origins must be
particularly cognizant of its own social construction... The mythic character of origin
accounts also requires a better understanding of the effect on audiences and the
political lessons that will be extracted, since this is an inevitable part of the process,
whether conscious or unconscious, whether desired or not” (1986:186).

There certainly have been criticisms of the political/ideological role of human
origins research, although they have on the whole been less sustained and
historically-focused. Gender bias in human origins research is a subject that has
received some attention (though still far less than it merits). While
palaeoanthropology in a sense constitutes an “original narrative” of gender (Conkey
and Williams 1991), serving to legitimate gender roles in the present, it is not in truth
seen to represent their origin as such. Hurcombe (1995) began her article on gender
in archaeology with a quote from Gould discussing the attribution of modern western
gender roles to Opabinia, part of the Burgess Shale fauna! Sociobiologists have
located these gender roles virtually at the origin of life itself, seeing them as
developing naturally and logically once the method of sexual reproduction has
evolved. They are perceived to exist throughout the animal kingdom. The gender
roles of human ancestors are typically derived from (perceptions of) animal
antecedents. In those cases where this is not so, it is invariably because the opposite
argument is being made- that humans are not bound to any set gender roles in the
present because they have transcended nature and animal instinct. Thus human
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origins research is simply one discourse among many that is permeated by these
concepts of gender, having no unique status in this respect. Concepts of
humanity/animality are in fact intertwined with gender, as will be discussed later.

Race is another political issue, one that proponents of theories in human
origins research have often been themselves aware of their; this reached a head in the
“propaganda war” of the early 90s between Wolpoff and the multi-regionalists and
Stringer and the replacement advocates, each attacking the other’s model for its
supposed inherent racism and promoting their own based on positive racial
implications (which will be examined in this study). The concept of race is
intimately connected to concepts of humanity/animality. Anderson (2007)
distinguishes between racism as xenophobic prejudice, which is ancient, and
scientific racism, characteristic of the modern west. She demonstrates the latter’s
evolution from the challenge colonial encounters with indigenous Australians posed
to enlightenment concepts of the human as a being transcending nature. Scientific
racism is conceptually dependent on the human/animal binary, without which its
tenets are simply meaningless (Roberts 2008). The racial issues present in human
origins research are part of the question of defining humanity/animality.

It is clear that human origins discourse is concerned above all with defining the
human/animal binary, making this the most prominent political issue here.
Unfortunately, those authors who have taken to task the political role of human
origins research have not critically examined the human/animal binary. Rather it is
precritically accepted by them, thus is not seen as a political issue, and allowed to be
completely overshadowed by other issues even where it ought to appear strikingly
obvious. Thus for example, we find Conkey and Williams (1991:123) arguing that
“the debate over man-the-hunter/woman-the-gatherer is really a debate over when
two very nineteenth-century social science institutions came into being: the nuclear
family and a gender based division of labor” and argued this debate should be
superseded by inquiries into “particular food-getting strategies in varying
sociohistorical contexts” (ibid). Of course there is a highly significant gendered
aspect to “man-the-hunter”, but in stating that the discourse on hunting is “really
about” gender alone they are ignoring a central aspect, the domination of animals.
When they refer to this with apolitical obfuscations like “food-getting” the bias-

exposers expose their own bias.
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Peace (2008) documented an overt case of the eminently political role of
human origins research in naturalising animal exploitation, a major advertising
campaign by Meat and Livestock Australia, (reminding us that “Institutions like
MLA are powerful players in the global market place; they are the agricultural
equivalent of oil companies” (2008:5); tobacco companies would be another
comparison) in which “the authority of anthropology as a discipline was drawn upon
to endorse the evolutionary claims about meat consumption central to the MLA
campaign” (2008:9). In this campaign, including posters showing “Stone Age man”
hunting for meat, “meat-eating is identified as the source of intelligence, progress
and modern civilization” (2008:6). It was stated that a “craving for red meat has been
central to our evolution as the superior species” making it “An essential part of the
diet of the most highly developed species on the planet” (2008:6). Ironically, the
General Manager of Marketing for MLA- that is, their paid propagandist- referred to
Peace’s Current Anthropology article in a reply as “a selective piece of anti-meat
propaganda” (Thomason 2008:23).

Cartmill has apprehended the ideological nature of the human/animal boundary
and its incompatibility with scientific objectivity, but only dimly, being unwilling to
pursue these observations to their logical conclusion. In fact, he has vehemently
scorned anything that might bring Objective Science into disrepute. Cartmill claimed
that Haraway’s Primate Visions “infuriated” him (1991:67), calling it an “expression
of hostility and contempt, to the scientific enterprise in general and to primatologists
in particular” (1991:73). He objected to Haraway’s “fundamental assumptions”
(1991:67) - most importantly, that “politics, not empirical inquiry, determines what
Scientists are allowed to believe” (1991:68). Yet Cartmill’s own observations suggest
the truth of the point he imperiously dismissed, most notably this one- “As long as
we continue to think of the family Hominidae, or the genus Homo, or “anatomically
modern Homo sapiens” as a natural kind distinguished from ancestral taxa by
essential properties that mark the boundary between humans and beasts, Linnaean
essentialism will continue to survive as a tiny but crucial enclave of archaic thought
within the larger domain of [cladistics]. | suspect that the practical costs involved in
eradicating this enclave will deny a final victory to [cladistics] until the animal-
human boundary ceases to be a feature of our moral landscape” (Cartmill 2001:106).
In other words, by Cartmill’s own reckoning taxonomy is not scientifically objective
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or even logically consistent, but is determined by the politics of the present- human
domination of other animals.

Cartmill has stated, in effective agreement with Latour and Strum, that “the
origin stories paleoanthropologists tell are necessarily myths. They are myths
whether they are true or not, because they embody a fundamental cultural theme:
they define and explain the difference between human beings and beasts” (quoted in
Lewin 1987:318). Thus, “the list of human peculiarities that paleoanthropologists are
expected to explain is not so much a bald description or taxonomic diagnosis of the
human species as a mythological charter of the human dominion, a tally of generally
admired human characteristics that we like to point to in explaining and justifying
human domination of nature”(Cartmill et al 1986:410). In reality, “All the stories of
human discontinuity that some evolutionists have spun, involving abrupt shifts in
adaptation- a sudden decisive descent from the trees, or a crucial shift to predation,
or a change in the regulatory genome that produced humanness through some big
heterochronic transformation- all these ideas are fantasies, born ultimately of our
wish to see ourselves as more decisively set off from other animals than we actually
are” (Cartmill 2012:218).

Our concern here is not whether facts and values are intertwined but rather how
they are in any specific case. The debate over transcendence vs social construction is
now rather passé and, at least in the abstract, no longer very productive or
interesting. Normative archaeology has accepted some form of “mitigated
objectivism” (Wylie 1994) which concedes that facts and values are ultimately
inextricable without believing that this reduces archaeology to an “anything goes”
relativism. The implications are not that we stop attempting to produce better
accounts of the past, but rather that we must be aware of their allegorical nature
(Fotiadis 1994). As Hamilakis has argued, if it is accepted that the archaeological
“record” is not simply pre-existent but produced by disciplinary practices and
discourse on identity, archaeologists must “acknowledge and fully accept the
responsibility that goes with this realization”. We have a duty to “interrogate and
challenge institutional regimes for “the production of truths”, illuminate and expose
the links of knowledges with power, and adopt a critical stance in the current global

battlefields of cultural production and consumption” (1999:74).
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This debate does seem to have somewhat passed over human origins research,
however, which to a significant extent appears as an enclave of positivism. As
Stockzowski (2001:24) emphasised, “Positivists, who believe that new knowledge is
derived exclusively from new empirical data, see no use in the history of
archaeology because history rarely provides access to new data”- explaining the
general lack of interest in the history of human origins research by its practitioners.
In this climate of positivism, Landau’s (1984, 1991) study “clearly hit a raw nerve”
(Bowler 1991:364), leading many practitioners to vigorously deny its implications;
“Don Johanson was adamant that even if people told stories in the past, they
certainly didn’t now. The science is S0 sophisticated, so objective that he for one is
engaged in an unbiased search for the truth” (Landau, quoted in Lewin 1987:37). As
Bowler emphasised, Landau’s observation that evidence is interpreted to fit the
particular story being told, which palaeoanthropologists regarded as a threat to their
scientific integrity, was already banal- “Historians and sociologists of science have
made this point so often that we ought to be able to take it for granted” (1991:365). It
should be noted that those who have insisted most strongly on the separation of
Obijective Science from unscientific values have typically peddled the most
demonstrably false and value-laden accounts of all; human origins research has been
rife with models “employ[ing] the prestige of science for disguise and protection”
(Hobbs 1953:17), constituting scientism in the truest sense of the term (as defined by
Haack 2009).

The aforementioned Origins (Lewin and Leakey 1977) serves as a good
example of these points. The argument presented in this work is that, contra Ardrey
(1961), “the notion that humans are innately aggressive is simply not tenable”
(1977:221). Rather, “we are essentially cultural animals with the capacity to
formulate many kinds of social structures” (1977:223). They could hardly disclaim a
preference for the political implications of their account over Ardrey’s, a discussion
of which constitutes the last chapter of the book, but would not maintain for a second
that this preference makes their account less scientific. In fact, the cover of this book
was singled out by Landau as the most revealing illustration of the contention that
“fossils literally speak for themselves” (Lewin 1987:43). Central to their account is
the role of food-sharing, a theory which was argued by Isaac (1978a, 1978b), and
central to this theory is the status of “large game” as the most important foodstuff.
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This assigns hunting to a role of overriding importance — supposedly an exclusively
male activity, thus entailing a strict gendered division of labour between active male
hunters and passive stay-at-home females. The reconstruction images of prehistoric
life in the book typically place a large animal carcass at the centre, dominating the
scene. The prehistoric evidence is accompanied by numerous ethnographic
illustrations of the 'Kung, who supposedly exemplify and thus confirm their theory.

Yet the authors themselves mention in passing that there are hunter gatherer
societies such as the Hadza “who eat little meat and derive most of their food from
plants” as well as societies which are “characterised by some degree of cooperation
between men and women in their hunts” (1977:233). Strikingly, they do not seem to
perceive this as a challenge to their hypothesis, and make no attempt to justify their
exclusive use of the !Kung as the model for prehistoric behaviour over these
alternatives. Moreover, their use of this one model for prehistoric life hardly coheres
with their aforementioned contention that “we are essentially cultural animals with
the capacity to formulate many kinds of social structures” (1977:223). In a later
publication, Origins Reconsidered (Leakey and Lewin 1992), they ironically did not
reconsider these aspects, repeating them “in spite of modern, Western, feminist
objections” (1992:181). A Scientist listens only to fossils, not feminists.

It should be noted that the basis of positivism, pure reason (coterminous with
the soul, in its pre-romantic conception), is also the traditional basis of the human-
animal divide. Reason participates in the fundamental structure of the universe
(mathematics/logos) and allows communion with the divine. The description of
scientists as aiming for transcendence has been quite literally true, in a mystico-
religious sense, since the classical era, through the middle ages and into Comte’s
church of positivism- revealing enough called The Religion of Humanity, as
humanity for Comte was the “New Supreme Great Being”. Pure reason is viewed as
a divine spark in humans allowing transcendence of the material world. Thus
Haeckel believed that in discovering the principle of evolution, scientists were
ushering in a new phase of humanity. He held that the highest branch of humanity
was his own Germanic race “who are in the present age laying the foundation for a
new period of higher mental development in the recognition and completion of the
theory of descent”. Indeed the recognition of evolutionary theory “forms the best

criterion for the degree of man’s mental development” (1868:332). In claiming his
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intellectual theorizing as proof of his own superiority, his scientific authority as
political authority, he was merely stating explicitly what is typically implicit in

scientific accounts.

3e. Histories of the Human

Interestingly, in light of the professional historians’ criticisms of
“practitioner’s history” discussed earlier, the authors discussed in this section all
opted for broad historical overviews covering large expanses of time, at the expense
of examining specific contexts in fine detail. They clearly felt this to be the best way
of elucidating their ideas about humanity/animality. All organized thematically
rather than chronologically.

Ferndndez-Armesto’s So You Think You 're Human? (2004) argues that
humanity has come under a “conceptual threat” (ibid 1) from the discourses of
primatology, animal rights, palaeoanthropology, cladistics, artificial intelligence, and
genomics. The work “confronts these problems from an historical perspective,
showing that our present definition of humanity is a recent contrivance... neither
fixed nor scientifically verifiable”. He admittedly overreaches in attempting to cover
the whole history of the subject in only 170 pages- a flaw consistent with his
previous work (eg Civilizations 2000). Significantly for our purposes, he refers to the
Neanderthals as the key example of the difficultly of drawing a satisfactory line
between human and nonhuman hominids, and states that “arguments over the human
status of Neanderthals have been conducted in terms startlingly reminiscent of
nineteenth-century controversies about blacks” (ibid 4), although his discussion of
this is extremely brief.

Unfortunately, he lacks a critique at the meta level- in other words, while he
illustrates the problematic and contrived nature of all attempts to define the human,
he does not take the next logical step and question the concept as such. He states that
while our claims for uniquely rational, godlike human nature may be myths they are

also aspirations, thus “if we want to go on believing we are human, and justify the
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special status we accord ourselves... we had better not discard the myth, but start
trying to live up to it” (ibid 170). Thus he remains an anthropocentrist.

Bourke’s What it means to be Human (2011) is both more detailed and
informative in its presentation of material and more penetrating in its analysis. Her
aim is to de-naturalize the human-animal boundary, and she views a historical survey
as essential to this task; “To understand the instability of definitions of who is truly
human, we need history.” Bourke chooses to begin her study, which runs to the
present, in 1791 as it was then that the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man “saw
its first trial by fire, sword and rifle” in slave revolts on the French colony of Haiti.
Bourke emphasises that “Distinctions between humans and animals are not fixed or
impermeable”, using the aforementioned analogy of the Mobius strip which she
believes “provides a way of challenging tyrannical dichotomies such as
biology/culture, animal/human, colonizer/ed, and fe/male” (ibid 380). Marking the
human/animal boundary “is not a neutral exercise in establishing the facts- it is an
exercise of power, which can be contested.” Bourke concludes that “Humanity’s
obsessive attempts to demarcate the territory of the human from that of the animal-
to tie a knot in that Mobius strip in order to declare “here! Is the fully-human. There!
Are the others, the animals, the women, the economically and politically
disenfranchised, the subaltern”- is both the greatest driving force of history and also
the inspiration for systematic violence” (ibid 328). She argues instead for “a politics
that is committed to uniqueness of all life forms as much as to the creative,
exhilarating desire and struggle for community and communion”. The main omission
of Bourke’s study is that human origins is not considered at all.

Corbey’s The Metaphysics of Apes (2005) is another significant work
analysing the significance of the human/animal boundary and its role in academic
discourse, with many valuable insights. Its main focus is on apes specifically, and
Corbey admits to “a certain amount of “primatocentrism” at the expense of other
animals” (ibid 13), which does result in some broader issues around animality being
missed. He notes the “interconnections as well as tensions between scientific
categorizations, on the one hand, and philosophical, moral, and vernacular categories
and appreciations, on the other” (ibid 3) and states that his work is “aimed at the
clarification of conceptual and epistemological issues as they are presently at stake in

the study of human and non-human primates” (ibid 12). He observes that “the
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history of the anthropological disciplines to a considerable degree has been an
alternation of humanizing and bestializing moves with respect to both apes and
humans, a persistent quest for unambiguousness and human purity, and an ongoing
rebuff of whatever has threatened to contaminate that purity” (ibid 1). Corbey choose
range over depth, which means that while the fossil and archaeological evidence of
human origins is considered here alongside a number of different topics and

disciplines covered in the book, it is the focus of only one short chapter.

In conclusion, the over-riding problem with the
archaeological/paleoanthropological literature is that anthropocentric notions of
humanity/animality and their ideological nature have not been appreciated as a
subject of importance. They have never been the explicit concern of any significant
study, and are rarely even touched upon. A secondary problem is that the history of
human origins research has in general attracted less serious investigation than might
be expected, with those histories that have been produced tending to be progressivist
and atheoretical, the focus being on important discoveries and scholars with the
intellectual developments divorced from both their socio-political context and
implications and from visual and popular productions. Thus, within the history of
human origins research a study is needed which places these notions of
humanity/animality and their ideological nature as the prime focus of investigation,
taking a theoretical approach and integrating intellectual and socio-political

developments without ignoring visual and popular presentations.
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Chapter 4: Phylogeny and
Pithecophobia: Master Race vs
Universal Kinship

4a. Introduction

A phylogeny is essentially an evolutionary genealogy, depicting relationships
among a number of species/genera/races. A phylogeny is often depicted
diagrammatically as a tree of relationships, akin to the family tree of genealogy,
though a visual depiction is by no means an essential feature. Some relationships are
simple enough to be described in textual form- such as the simple fact of humanity’s
ape ancestry. Just as the word genealogy refers not only to a tree of descent, but also
to the process of mapping out such a tree, so too does the term phylogeny refer both

to process and outcome.

Kinship can be conceptualised as the moral obligations imposed by
genealogical relationships. Thus, just as a genealogy depicts relations of kinship, so
too does a phylogeny. This is, however, a fact that the authors of said phylogenies
have often failed, or indeed refused, to acknowledge explicitly, as we shall see.
When we talk of kinship in the following discussion, we mean the moral dimension
of a phylogeny- which, when we are dealing with broad classes of being, is not
simply moral but political. All phylogenies- or at least those depicting the
relationship of other animals to humans, or different human races- are thus

inherently political.

Pithecophobia is a term coined by William King Gregory, defining it as “the
dread of apes - especially the dread of apes as relatives or ancestors” (1927:601).
While the term never really caught on, and Gregory was probably not entirely
serious in his “diagnosis” of this condition among his contemporaries, it in fact
provides a very useful concept. Pithecophobia can be seen as a specific manifestation
of anthropocentric ideology, which lies at the intersection of anthropocentrism and

phylogeny. Apes, as the animals most closely resembling humans and our closest
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living relatives, act as an anchor tying humanity as a whole to the animal world with
all that this implies, and have also been used to mark certain races as closer to the
animal world than others. While pithecophobia has certainly led to the exploitation
of living apes, it is not really about apes as such, which are of course very rarely
encountered in the west. Rather, the apes play a symbolic role, standing in for

animals more generally, and often also as non-white races.

Perhaps the most visceral depiction of pithecophobia occurs in one of
Lovecraft’s short stories, Facts concerning the Late Arthur Jermyn and His family
(1921). The titular protagonist was the great-great-great-grandson of a British
explorer and a “white ape” from the Congo. He commits suicide by setting himself
on fire when he discovers compelling proof of this fact in the form of the mummified
ape wearing the family locket. Lovecraft wrote “If we knew what we are, we should
do as Sir Arthur Jermyn did”- the correct response to ape ancestry is self-
immolation. This fictional narrative expresses clearly the violence inherent in
pithecophobic ideology- though normally this is directed outwards, in this case it is
turned inwards, like an auto-immune disease, recognising his own person as alien

and monstrous.

Lovecraft is infamous for his racism, and indeed pithecophobia has been
intimately connected to scientific racism, the discourse on race that “animalizes” its
targets in order to place them lower on the scala naturae, envisioned as a biological
caste system. Not all racial discourses are of this kind, but scientific racism was
omnipresent in the 19" and early 20" century, and still persists to this day, though no
longer unchallenged. Yet the relationship between pithecophobia and racism is not a
straightforward one- some scholars have relied on pithecophobia to bolster racist
narratives, likening “inferior” races to the ill-regarded apes, while others have
attempted to mobilize pithecophobia to counter racist narratives, stressing a gulf
between all living humans and these apes. The view of the ape as a bestial relative
can act as either a foil for humanity in general or a slander on certain classes of
humans, and these two modes of representation can even coexist uneasily in the

same author as they slip between more and less inclusive definitions of humanity.
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In the early phase of human origins discourse and its precursors with which we
begin our analysis, there are really only two main issues of phylogeny. The first is
that of the ape ancestry of humans and the relation of the extant apes to humans.
While these are not synonymous, they were part and parcel and usually treated as
effectively the same issue. Of course, this debate was intimately connected with
pithecophia- it was in this context that Gregory originally coined the term. It should
be noted that the rejection, even implicitly, of ape ancestry is still an intellectual
position on such a phylogeny. Of course, this does not apply in the earlier historical
periods, when scholars were unaware of evolutionary concepts- while these scholars
were thus strictly speaking concerned not with phylogeny but simply taxonomy, they
will still be considered briefly here as they provide an important background to the
debates over phylogeny, and in their classification of apes and defence of the scala

naturae prepared the ground for pithecophobic phylogeny.

The second issue is that of the origins of human races, to which the
Genesis/Exodus narrative was foundational. This has always been genealogical in
character, and often evolutionary as well though of course natural selection was not
invoked until after the Origin of species was published. Monogenesis, the traditional
Christian position, derived all living humans from a common source, Adam and Eve.
Polygenesis, originally a heterodox interpretation of scripture which later became
associated with racist politics, derived the human races from separate creations. This
originally scriptural debate was easily translated into phylogenetic terms once human
evolution was accepted. Although the polygenesis/monogenesis debate was distinct
from that over ape ancestry, the two will be shown to be intimately connected by

pithecophobia.

Scholars have of course brought multiple lines of evidence to bear on questions
of phylogeny. We will here adopt a certain indifference to the type of evidence used
in any particular argument, for it is the reasoning and conclusions on phylogeny, and
associated ideology, that interests us here. Thus while we will consider all types of
evidence that major authorities cited in their phylogenetic arguments, we will focus
more on the anatomical/physiological evidence than the mental/cultural, for a

detailed analysis of the latter will be the focus of a subsequent chapter.
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In the following analysis, we will examine the role of pithecophobia in the
debates on the ape origin of humanity and the origin of races in an effort to
determine the extent to which they were shaped by this ideology (and other political
factors) and the degree to which there was continuity or change in the development
of this discourse.

4h. Pre-Darwinian Classification

The notion of kinship with other species long predates Darwin, the theme
being evident in many classical texts. Throughout the whole classical period, “those
who emphasized our similarities to other species claimed that we shared communitas
with them and hence had moral obligations to them”, while “those who stressed the
differences denied communitas and correspondingly rejected the moral obligations”
(Preece 2005:300). For example, Porphyry of Tyre argued that animals “are allotted
the same soul that we are, [so] he may justly be considered as impious who does not
abstain from acting unjustly towards his kindred” (Porphyry trans. Taylor 1823:125).
The slaying and eating of animals was thus a “twofold injustice” (ibid 126). This
view was shared by many Pythagoreans, Neoplatonists and other philosophers. But
this is kinship in the broader sense, based on a shared essence, rather than in the
narrower sense of common descent; there is nothing specifically genealogical about
it, so it has no relation to phylogeny. Moreover, these examples are not based on the
comparisons of shared traits in any kind of scientific method, or even for the most
part on empirical observation, but were essentially based on religious beliefs about

the soul.

We can, however, find precursors of phylogenetic kinship in classical sources;
in fact, the Greek philosophers often cited as proto-evolutionists were evidently
concerned with the moral implications of their ideas. Anaximander theorized that
humans had originally been generated from fish-like creatures that lived during a wet
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phase of the Earth’s past. Plutarch reported that ““Anaximander, having declared that
fish are at once the fathers and mothers of men, urges us not to eat them” (Table
Talk, 730 DF). Empedocles’ zoogony described all life as originating from
spontaneous aggregations of organs produced from the earth, the result of chance not
design; in fact Henry Fairfield Osborn believed that he “may justly be called the
father of the evolution idea” (1894:52). Thus he not only held in common with
Pythagoreans and others that humans and animals share the same souls, but that they
had the same material origin also. He was a firm opponent of animal sacrifice and
proponent of ethical vegetarianism, viewing animal slaughter as murder and meat-
eating as cannibalism, urging his contemporaries “Will you not cease from the din of
slaughter? Do you not see that, in your careless way of thinking, you are devouring

one another?” (Purifications 136).

The view that was to become dominant, though, was the Aristotelian scala
naturae (Figure 2). According to the organizing principles of this ladder of life, the
relationship between any two given species could only be hierarchical in nature,
never one of equality. All organisms were ranked according to degree of perfection,
with Man, the only fully rational creature, indisputably the pinnacle of nature;
females were held to be imperfect males, and ranked below them. This “chain of
being” proceeded by continuous gradations, with traits developed in higher forms
present as rudiments in lower forms (Lovejoy 1936). But this continuity was not
evolutionary in nature, for species were separate and immutable; the chain of being
was not a phylogeny. Thus while Aristotle observed that “some animals share the
properties of man and the quadrupeds, as the [Barbary] ape, the monkey, and the
baboon” (History of Animals 11:V1I1), making them intermediary links in the chain,
these beings were not held to be in any sense ancestral to humanity, and certainly not
considered part of the moral community. The scala naturae had clear political
implications- lower beings existed to serve the needs of those at the top of the ladder.
The supposedly natural hierarchy paralleled the classical social hierarchy. In the
subsequent development of western philosophy and science, classical proto-
evolutionary speculations were to be all but forgotten, and notions of kinship with

animals rejected, with Aristotle’s hierarchical vision of life taken as foundational.
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Figure 2 Aristotle's scala naturae from Charles Singer, A Short History of Biology (1931)

The scala naturae later became the Christian great chain of being, with angels
and ultimately God outranking humanity. The origin of humans was explained by
special creation and the descent of all humanity from Adam and Eve, the original
family. Humans were created in the image of God, and stood above and apart from
all other animals. It was the Genesis/Exodus narrative, and not classical
anthropocentric philosophy, that attached great importance to genealogy in the
narrative of human origins, and prefigured the importance of phylogeny in
determining kinship. The importance of descent in defining humanity can be clearly
seen in the debate over the Plinian races- including Cynocephali (dog-headed
people), pygmies, Cyclopes and a whole variety of strange and fanciful beings. The
ancients were generally uninterested in the lineage of these monstrous races, but to
those beholden to the Genesis narrative, their existence raised significant questions;
“any Christian who had read Pliny’s chapter on the races, or who had seen them

depicted in the traveller’s guides of the pilgrimage roads, was bound to wonder,
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since these races were not mentioned in the scriptures, if they had descended from
Adam, and, if so, how they had survived the Flood and what should be the attitude of
the Christian towards them” (Friedman 1981:88). Augustine of Hippo addressed the
question of “whether we are to believe that certain monstrous races of men described
in pagan history were descended from the sons of Noah, or rather from that one man
from whom they themselves sprang” (De civitate dei XVI ¢.8.). While he did not
believe the evidence allowed one to say with any confidence that these beings did
possess rational souls, or if they even existed at all, he could confidently answer that
“No faithful Christian should doubt that anyone born anywhere as a man- that is, a
rational and mortal being- derives from that one first-created being” (ibid). In other
words, if these Plinian races did indeed exist as rational beings, they were most
certainly descendants of Adam, for by definition all rational mortals were human,

and all humans descendants of Adam; this much was not open to debate.

If these beings were truly descendants of Adam, their rightful place was
within the moral community of the church, and thus missionaries would be obligated
to bring the gospel to them. Rimbert, a 9" century missionary to Scandinavia, a land
where it was believed that cynocephali could be found, wrote to his friend, the
theologian Ratramnus of Corbie, asking whether “they arose from the line of Adam
or possess the souls of animals” (trans. Dutton 2004:452). The influence of
Augustine’s judgment is clear in the phrasing of his question, which makes the
capacity for reason and genealogical descent two sides of the same coin instead of
separate issues. Later medieval authors often viewed the Plinian races as members of
a cursed and degenerate lineage, believing them to be either Adam’s sons who
became distorted after disregarding his warning not to eat certain herbs, or as
descendants of Cain or Ham. Others believed their strange forms resulted from the
effects of the extreme environmental conditions in their distant homelands, just as
the Aethiopians’ black skin was believed to be burned by the tropical sun.
Nevertheless, all such views of the monstrous races assumed their decline from the

perfection of prelapsarian man, as descendants of Adam and not separate creations.

There could be no pithecophobia as such in this era. While monkeys were
often described as caricatures of humanity in medieval times, there was no
suggestion that they might be in any way classed as human or ancestral to humanity,
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and the great apes were unknown to the medieval world. The later scientific
discovery of these beings was, however, nonetheless strongly influenced by classical
and medieval discourse, as it was mediated by texts on the Plinian races. The first
great ape to be scientifically studied was a juvenile chimpanzee dissected in 1698 by
Edward Tyson, regarded as the founder of modern comparative anatomy. Tyson
would “relocate the figure of myth in the discourse of science, position that figure
between man and ape as a liminal figure of science, and then denying the possibility
of a liminal status, demote it to the status of an ape” (Nash 1995:52). He described
the creature’s anatomy as human-like in many respects, but in most features it was
“inferior”. He did not try to bridge the gap between humans and the rest of the

animal world or advocate humanity’s kinship with the pygmy and ape.

While Tyson thus provided the first scientific evidence pertaining to the great
apes, his study was far from an objective examination free of preconception- rather,
he worked from the preconception that Pygmies were mere beasts and discarded all
textual sources that presented them otherwise. “Even before Tyson was ever exposed
to a “real” Pygmie, he already knew that it was not human. His image of a Pygmie
was profoundly influenced by a selective reading of ancient and medieval texts”
(Thijssen 1995:48). To his “Anatomy of a Pygmy” he appended “A philological
essay concerning the pygmies, the cynocephali, the satyrs, and sphinges of the
ancients. Wherein it will appear that they are all either apes or monkeys, and not
men, as formerly pretended” (1699), his verdict on their animality clearly stated in
this title. The dubious Plinian races had thus gained a firm material existence as apes,
but in the process they were removed from the lineage of Adam and demoted to
soulless beasts, leaving the anthropocentric fiction of a uniquely superior humanity

Secure.

Thomas (1983) argued the development of taxonomy in 18" century natural
history and the rise of the binomial system constituted a conceptual weakening of
anthropocentrism, for animals were now to be classified according to their intrinsic
properties, rather than their practical or symbolic usefulness to humans as was
typical of earlier and contemporary vernacular systems. Indeed, Linnaeus appears to

have held less strongly anthropocentric beliefs than was typical for his era, believing
63



that humans need feel no shame about their membership of the animal kingdom. His
1735 Systema Naturae classified humans along with apes, monkeys and sloths in the
order Anthropomorpha, despite the challenge to human uniqueness this posed-
though in the 1758 tenth edition of the work this name was discarded in favour of the
somewhat less controversial Primates, and the order was also widened to include
lemurs and bats. He had first-hand experience with apes, keeping a number of them
in a small zoological collection at Uppsala, and regarded these observations alone as
sufficient refutation of the Cartesian view of animal nature, quipping “Descartes
assuredly never saw an ape.” These beings were compelling proof of human-animal
continuity, though this was not of course perceived as an evolutionary continuity.
Linneaus stated “I know scarcely one feature by which man can be distinguished
from apes” (quoted in Frangsmyr et al. 1983:167). Indeed, he described Homo not in
the anatomical terms he used for every other genus, but with the simple phrase Nosce
te ipsum- “know thyself”. This was a tacit admission of his failure to find any
grounds within his system of zoological classification to support the privileged
position of humanity within the traditional anthropocentric schema.

Linnaeus apparently believed that our conduct towards other animals should
be guided by our essential kinship with them, writing in his 1733 Diaeta Naturalis
“One should not vent one's wrath on animals. Theology decrees that man has a soul
and that the animals are mere automata mechanica, but | believe they would be
better advised that animals have a soul and that the difference is of nobility” (quoted
in Frangsmyr et al. 1983:166). A recent study stated “putting aside the language of
philosophy for a moment, one may say that he loved animals” (ibid); in particular, he
was rather fond of a pet racoon named Sjupp. However, the moral status of animals
was not a subject Linnaeus pursued in any depth, or showed much concern for in

practical terms.

Linnaeus’ statement that humans were anatomically virtually
indistinguishable from apes proved too much for many of his highly anthropocentric
contemporaries. His classification of humans was contentious enough that some
editors of the Systema left out the offending material, while others, such as Robert
Kerr in his 1792 English translation, quietly changed taxonomic names to more

palatable ones (Gaukroger 2015:241). Those with no interest in natural history
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simply denied that such findings had any significance, Adam Ferguson stating “in
opposition to what has dropped from the pens of eminent writers, we are obliged to
observe, that men have always appeared among animals a distinct and a superior
race... and we can learn nothing of his nature from the analogy of other animals”

(1767).

This anthropocentric modification of Linnaeus set the pattern for later
taxonomy. While the Linnaean taxonomy had begun to suggest a continuum fixing
humans firmly in the animal kingdom, the classifiers that followed him believed
firmly in God’s creation of separate species, discretely organised with humans at the
very top. The German anatomist and naturalist Johann Freidrich Blumenbach saw fit
in 1799 to create a new order reserved for humans alone, the highest of the nine
mammalian orders he proposed. Humans were placed in Bimanus, defined by their
“two perfect hands” and two distinct feet giving them the “power of walking erect”
(1825:34), while apes and monkeys were classed together in the order Quadrumana-
“four-handed”- as their hands and feet were supposedly indistinguishable. Thus, in
contrast to Linnaeus’ stated uncertainty, Blumenbach argued he had “established
such characters, by means of which Man can be unerringly distinguished from the
most anthropomorphous Ape, as well as from all other Mammifera” (ibid). Yet
Blumenbach’s “discovery” of human uniqueness was by no means the result of a
disinterested study of the evidence, but rather part of an anthropocentric political
agenda. In 1775 he had written in a letter that he intended to “defend the rights of
mankind and to contest the ridiculous association with the true ape, the orang-utan”
(quoted in van Wyhe and Kjergaard 2015:3). Thus “Blumenbach’s was more than a
scientific interest. He was determined to defend human uniqueness and his emphasis
on functional rather than structural morphology was used deliberately to drive home
the point (ibid).

Blumenbach classified apes as genus Simia, the tailless members of
Quadrumana, comprising four species- satyrus (orangs), troglodytes (chimpanzees),
lar (gibbons), and sylvanus (Barbary apes). He stated “there is but one species of the
genus Man; and all people of every time and every climate with which we are

acquainted, may have originated from one common stock” (ibid 35). Though he
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identified five races, he believed that human differences “run so insensibly, by so
many shades and transitions one into another, that it is impossible to separate them
by any but very arbitrary limits” (ibid 36). He did not rank these races, believing
them all of equal worth, and was strongly critical of contemporaries who argued
Africans were an inferior race. However, he did believe that “the Caucasian must, on
every physiological principle, be considered as the primary or intermediate of these
five principle Races” (ibid 37), with the others having degenerated under the
influence of climate. Thus, while not explicitly superior, whiteness was the

biological norm for humanity, and blackness a deviation.

Georges Cuvier, “Father of palaeontology”, adopted the
Bimanus/Quadrumana division from Blumenbach and secured its dominance in
scientific literature, but differed in his discourse on race. His three human races-
Caucasian, Mongolian and Ethiopian- were defined in terms of “certain hereditary
conformations which give rise to peculiar distinctions among them” (1827:96), and
were more akin to subspecies in the modern sense. Though he held that all humans
were descended from Adam and Eve, the three racial groups being descendants of
Noah’s three sons, this was a rather contradictory position, given that he firmly
believed in both the fixity of species and strict limits to environmental influences on
development. His racial taxonomy was also explicitly hierarchical; he claimed the
Caucasian race was superior to others, while the Ethiopian race, which “manifestly
approaches to the monkey tribe”, was lowest on the scala naturae (ibid 97). Thus,
although Cuvier was technically a monogenist, “his racialism had a quasi-polygenist

dimension and crossed into scientific racism” (Baum 2006:102).

Their contemporaries were no less pithecophobic. Johann Illiger, another
influential taxonomist, placed humans alone in the order Erecta, while the
quadrumana were relegated to one of five families in the order Pollicata, grouped
along with lemurs, tarsiers, aye-ayes and marsupials (1811). Naturalist Comte de
Buffon, whose Histoire naturelle was read by “every educated person in Europe”
(Mayr 1982:330), was similarly anthropocentric, arguing that the orang “in truth is
but a pure animal, wearing a human mask” (de Buffon and Daubenton 1766,
X1V:41). The orang’s morphological similarities to humans did not put it “closer to

the nature of Man, nor elevate it above that of animals” (ibid 70). The ape
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“notwithstanding his resemblance to the human form, is a brute, and so far from
being second in our species is not even first among brutes” (1797, 1X:144)- for
Buffon this honour went to the elephant, which he believed was the most intelligent
of animals. In contrast, the Creator had infused his divine breath into the body of
man, making humans “vassal of Heaven, King of the Earth” (quoted in Corbey
2005). Buffon stated explicitly that “Man knows how to use, as a master, his power
over animals” and that in thus making “domestic slaves” of them, had “acquired the
right of sacrificing them for himself” (quoted in Williams 1883:166). He thus
justified human carnivory, which he acknowledged was a matter of taste not

physiological necessity, through a version of the natural slavery doctrine.

While Blumenbach had professed a spurious certainty regarding the
anatomical distinction between ape and man, for Buffon, anatomy had simply to be
dismissed as misleading in determining the apes place in the scala naturae, relying
instead on their supposed lack of a human-like mind in classing them as pure animal;
“The ape, which philosophers, as well as the generality of people, have regarded as a
being difficult to define, and the nature of which was at least equivocal, and
intermediate between that of man and brute animals, is, in fact, no other than real
brute, wearing externally a human masque, but internally destitute of thought, and
every other attribute which constitute the human species: an animal inferior to many
others in his relative faculties” (1797, IX:148-9). Buffon described the ape in the
same terms that the medieval writers had described monkeys, as a caricature of
humanity, and stated that a human could not look upon the orang “without
contemplating himself, and being convinced that his external form is not the most
essential part of his nature.” (1797, IX:110).

While he denied any humanity to apes, Buffon also saw the “lowest savages”
as close to the brutes, and described “American man” and black Africans at length,
in unflattering terms; for example, he stated that “the Negroes... are really as savage,
and almost as ugly” as the orang (1797, 1X:110). He drew a particularly repulsive
portrait of the Hottentots, the lowest humans on his scale (Jahoda 1999). Buffon
described human races in the modern sense of varieties of the same species whose
characters have become hereditary, while acknowledging that races shade into one

another. However, like Blumenbach he believed racial differentiation originally
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occurred as a result of degeneration from Adam and Eve under environmental
influence. Indeed, he believed that climate could change an individual’s skin colour
significantly within the span of a single lifetime. Thus, for Buffon hereditary

difference and inferiority was ultimately environmental in origin.

Blumenbach, Cuvier, and Buffon all believed firmly in the supremacy of
humans over other species, a natural supremacy that legitimated the exploitation of
animals. However, for Cuvier and Buffon, not all humans were in fact fully human,
as some bore closer resemblances to apes- and even for Blumenbach, who decried
rankings of racial superiority and inferiority, the Caucasian race was “primary.” In
their hierarchical taxonomies of the natural world, these scholars were emulating
Aristotle’s scala naturae, and now human racial variation was beginning to be

conceived in the same mode.

These were attitudes that would harden considerably in subsequent decades;
all of these scholars embraced at least a qualified monogenism with a large role for
environmental influences, but scientific racists in the 19" century would not only
reject any significant role for environmental influences in favour of heredity, they
would also reject the monogenism of the Genesis narrative altogether, and espouse
the separate origin of the human races in their polygenic phylogenies. This was not
an unprecedented development, for earlier scholars had posited the existence of “pre-
Adamites” and espoused separate creations rather than the common origin of all
humanity from Adam, originally as an explanation for how humanity came to exist
in the Americas (Livingstone 2009). With the scientific racists, however, polygenism
took on an explicit connection to the politics of racism and justifications for slavery,

that had been originally been entirely absent from pre-Adamite theory.

Blumenbach, Cuvier and Buffon also exemplify two contrasting positions,
the influence of which continues into the present day. Though both highly
anthropocentric pithecophobes, their deployment of pithecophobia in relation to
human racial variation was exactly opposite. For Blumenbach, the bestial ape was
the Other against which all humans were ennobled by way of comparison; their
kinship with each other is born of their lack of kinship with the ape. For Cuvier and
Buffon, emphasising the kinship of certain “lower” humans with the ape served to

demonstrate the superiority of “higher” humans and thus diminish their kinship with
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“inferior” races. Both firmly believed in a naturally superior master race destined to
rule over all lower beings; only for Blumenbach this was the human race as a whole,

while for Cuvier and Buffon it was only a particular subset of humanity.

None of these early-19" century scholars had espoused evolutionary ideas, so
only their human taxonomy, which unlike their description of animal life was based
on descent, had any phylogenetic character. However, ideas of transmutation of
species were beginning to circulate at this time. Lamarck speculatively suggested an
ape origin for humanity, arguing that “if some race of quadrumanous animals,
especially one of the most perfect of them... were forced for a series of generations
to use their feet only for walking, and to give up using their hands as feet” there was
no doubt they “would at length be transformed into bimanous, and that the thumbs
on their feet would cease to be separated from the other digits” (1809:170). In
contrast to the efforts of Linnaeus, Cuvier and other taxonomist to define each
species and its fixed place in the scala naturae, Lamarck argued that species were
rendered arbitrary and artificial by transmutation- “among her productions nature has
not really formed either classes, orders, families, genera or constant species, but only
individuals who succeed one another and resemble those from whom they sprang”
(1809:21). Such classifications are “artificial devices” (ibid). With this in mind, the
naturalist and proponent of Lamarckian evolution Bory de Saint-Vincent in 1827
argued against the bimana/quadrumana division, describing cases of resin-collecting
peasants who had from tree-climbing developed dextrous toes that they could use to
write with. He concluded that “only vanity drove us to ally orangs with the “stupid

brutes,” while elevating ourselves to a dignified position” (Desmond 1989:289).

Cuvier, champion of the bimana/quadrumana division that underpinned
human uniqueness, was stridently opposed to such evolutionary notions. He
ridiculed Lamarck’s theory of transformation and defended the fixity of species,
going so far as to pen a thoroughly hostile eulogy after his death, and his influence
would win out (Bowler 2003:110). While evolutionary ideas had thus not become

scientific orthodoxy, they were nonetheless regarded as dangerous by Britain’s
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“scientific clerisy,” alarmed at the threat to its power from democratic forces
following the Reform Bill of 1832, which extended the franchise, causing the
electorate to double in size (Desmond 1985). In the political climate prevailing in
Britain after the Napoleonic wars, French transmutationism was strongly associated
with radicalism; as a worldview emphasizing progressive change, it certainly had an
affinity with such politics. The scientific clerisy were troubled as much by the
implications of the evolutionary process for the social hierarchy as the implications
of kinship with other animals for the biological hierarchy- not that there was, or ever
has been, a strict separation of the social and biological hierarchies, of course. While
there was thus more than simply anthropocentric prejudice at play in opposition to
transmutation, this certainly played a large role. Physician John Elliotson in 1835
criticized anatomists who emphasised human-ape similarities as “perversely desirous
of degrading man” (quoted in Desmond 1989:288), a conventional sentiment at the

time.

In this vein, Lyell argued against transmutation in his Principles of Geology,
writing disapprovingly that Lamarck “renounces his belief in the high genealogy of
his species” in asserting “that all animals, that man himself, and the irrational beings,
may have had one common origin; that all may be part of one continuous and
progressive scheme of development” (1835:495). Lyell mocked Lamarck for
proposing a “progressive scheme, whereby the orang-outang, having been already
evolved out of a monad, is made slowly to attain the attributes and dignity of man.”
(1835:22). However, in private he was more open to the possibility of transmutation,
but knew that in the contemporary climate he would have “raised a host of

prejudices” (1837) against himself by any public endorsement of such ideas.

Lyell could certainly see the logic in a general theory of animal evolution, and
doubtless would have spoken much more favourably of it, were it solely a discourse
concerning other animals. What troubled him was the application of this theory to
humanity. He wrote in 1859 that accepting evolution fully was to “go the whole
orang” (van Wyhe and Kjergaard 2015), and indeed was primarily motivated in his
criticisms of evolution by pithecophobia. The pithecophobia of Lyell and other
prominent scholars thus actively prevented a phylogenetic discourse on human
origins from arising in the earlier 19th century as it otherwise likely would have
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done, by denying any possibility of an animal origin for humanity. Pithecophobia
delayed the acceptance of evolutionary discourse for decades, not because it was
scientifically unsound, but because it was politically unacceptable. Anthropocentric
ideology squashed scientific objectivity.

The most popular expression of evolutionary ideas prior to Darwin was
Robert Chambers’ anonymously published 1844 work Vestiges of the Natural
History of Creation, which speculatively advanced stellar evolution combined with
the transmutation of species, though without the mountains of evidence that would
be accumulated by Darwin. Chambers, like Lamarck, argued for an ape origin for
humanity, and thus believed “we should expect man to have originated where the
highest species of the quadrumana are to be found” (1844:296), which he stated was
South-East Asia- the same argument Haeckel would make later. Vestiges attracted
virulent criticism from the scientific establishment. Prominent member of the
scientific clerisy, geologist and Anglican reverend Adam Sedgwick angrily decried
this “mischievous, and sometimes antisocial, nonsense” in a lengthy and rambling
review, averring that “no man who has any name in science... has spoken well of the
book, or regarded it with any feelings but those of deep aversion” (1845-2-3). The
suggestion that humans were the “children of apes” was abhorrent to him, and he
worried that “our glorious maidens and matrons” would be seduced by “the serpent
coils of a false philosophy, [that] asks them again to stretch out their hands and pluck
forbidden fruit" (ibid:3), predicting "ruin and confusion in such a creed" which, if
taken up by the working classes, "will undermine the whole moral and social fabric"
bringing “discord and deadly mischief in its train" (quoted in Desmond and Moore
1994). Speculating on the identity of Vestiges’ author, Sedgwick claimed he could
“trace therein the markings of a woman’s foot” as “no man could write so much
about natural science without having dipped below the surface, at least in some
department of it” (ibid 4). Anyone who would disrupt the scala naturae in this way
could surely not be at the apex of it; these could not be the views of a fully rational
man, only an irrational woman. Of Sedgwick’s review Darwin observed

understatedly in a letter to Lyell that “some few passages savour of the dogmatism of
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the pulpit, rather than of the philosophy of the Professor chair”, making it "“far from

popular with non-scientific readers” (1887:344).

Yet Chambers’ work was in fact far from eschewing anthropocentrism. He
wrote of man, “A signal superiority, however, belongs to him as the centre and apex
of all; the undoubted king and lord of this portion of animated nature” (1844:203),
and while this superiority was “betokened in the immediately preceding portions of
the line... The advance, nevertheless, which man makes above his immediate
predecessors is very great” (ibid 202). In Chambers’ zoogony, all other animals were
side-branches off a main line leading progressively to humanity. This was not a
theory of evolution by chance, but creation by natural law, presenting the
transmutations as the gradual unfolding of a preordained plan, in keeping with God’s
perfect knowledge of the future. It appealed to radical Quakers and Unitarians, such
as zoologist and Unitarian William Benjamin Carpenter, who helped Chambers to
edit later editions of the work. These religious critics of the establishment attacked
the “narrow-minded and bigoted Saints of the present day” who joined in a “cry from
hypocrisy and self-interest” against the author. Yet, despite their approval of the
vision of nature presented in the work as a whole, they were not inclined to favour its
application to humans, and expressed a preference for the special creation of
humanity over “that which would lead us to regard the great-grandfather of our
common progenitor as a chimpanzee or an orang-outang” (Paine 1872). They could
not accept a phylogeny that included the lowly apes as our ancestors. The dispute
over evolution was thus never a simple conflict between science and religion; it was
not scripture as such, but rather pithecophobia that led the deeply religious to reject
an ape origin for humanity, the same pithecophobia that has made even atheists

uncomfortable with the fact.

Pithecophobia was certainly an influence on the most prominent anti-
Darwinian, Richard Owen. His scientific work was inextricably related to an anti-
Lamarckian ideology and fears about Lamarckism’s socially-disruptive
consequences; “His revamped monotremes, apes, and dinosaurs were not simply the
product of disinterested application. Each was rebuilt to anti-Lamarckian

specifications expressly to meet urgent social needs” (Desmond 1985). In other
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words, Owen did not simply reject evolution, he tailored every aspect of his
scientific work towards preventing its acceptance. For example, Owen claimed the
fossil reptiles he reconstructed as large quadrupeds and classified as Dinosauria
constituted “additional disproof” of “the hypothesis of the transmutation of species,
by a march of development occasioning a progressive ascent in the organic scale”
because “they were as superior in organization and in bulk to the Crocodiles that
preceded them as to those which came after them” (1841). He was later to write in
his review of the Origin of Species that the work "parallels the abuse of science to
which a neighbouring nation, some seventy years since, owed its temporary
degradation™ (1860), alluding to supposedly disastrous social consequences of

French transmutationism.

Despite his concerns over transmutation in general, it was the idea of an ape
origin for humanity that bothered Owen most, and led to his most ideologically
motivated and distorted studies; “by the mid-1830s he had made the morphological
separation of man and ape a moral imperative” (Desmond 1989:288). In his 1835
paper “On the Osteology of the Chimpanzee and Orang Utan” he argued that the
“disposition and proportions of the teeth” afford “unfailing and impassable generic
distinctions between Man and the Ape”- that anthropocentric holy grail which had
eluded Linnaeus- and proclaimed that the anatomical (not evolutionary) “transition
from the Monkey to the Man has been assumed to be much more gradual than a more
extended investigation will be found to sustain.” Pithecophobia was again playing an

influential role in actively preventing a phylogenetic discourse on human origins.

Owen was to take anthropocentric classification even further than
Blumenbach, Cuvier and their contemporaries had. In a paper on the classification of
Mammalia in the journal of the Linnaean society he argued “I am led to regard the
genus Homo, as not merely a representative of a distinct order, but of a distinct
subclass of the Mammalia, for which | propose the name of Archencephala”
(1857:20) (Figure 3). By placing humans on such an elevated taxonomic pedestal,
he aimed to keep them out of reach of the hypothesis of the transmutation of species.
Whatever the merits of evolutionary theory, he would firmly deny it could have any

application to humanity; “The considerations involved in the attempt to disclose the
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origin of the worm are inadequate to the requirements of the higher problem of the

origin of man” (1860).

“The culmination of Owen’s taxonomic exercise in separating humanity from
the rest of the animal kingdom” (Rupke 2009:190) was his Rede lecture On the
classification and geographical distribution of the Mammalia, given at Cambridge in
May 1859. In contrast to the limited and specialist readership of the Linnaean society
paper, this lecture was intended for the wider circle of friends from whom he derived
his political support. He used the occasion “to stage the taxonomic crowning of
Homo sapiens as the only representative of the subclass Archencephala and
dramatically to present humankind’s elevated status as a legitimation of its claim to
spiritual uniqueness” (ibid). The lecture was substantially the same as the earlier
paper, but with some meaningful changes. This discourse ended with a triumphant
crescendo on the glory of the human spirit, where he stated “The supreme work of
Creation has been accomplished that you might possess a body—the sole erect—of
all animal bodies the most free” (1859). With his annunciation of this new subclass
of “ruling brains” on the eve of the publication of the Origin of species, Owen was
doubtless overcompensating- the more inevitable the recognition of an ape origin for
humanity became, the more distance he needed to put between humans and the rest
of the animal kingdom.

In this lecture, he also omitted a revealing passage from the earlier paper
about the fundamental similarity of humans and apes- "I cannot shut my eyes to the
significance of that all-pervading similitude of structure—every tooth, every bone,
strictly homologous—which makes the determination of the difference between
Homo and Pithecus the anatomist's difficulty” (ibid). This revealing redaction did

3

not go unnoticed by Huxley, who called attention to the “unaccountably omitted”
passage in his 1861 essay “On the relations of man to the lower animals”, later
published in his 1863 Man'’s place in nature. Huxley quipped “It is so rare a pleasure
for me to find Professor Owen's opinions in entire accordance with my own” and
used Owen’s own words to reject the Archencephala subclass- “Surely it is a little
singular, that the “anatomist,” who finds it “difficult” to determine “the difference”

between Homo and Pithecus, should yet range them on anatomical grounds, in
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distinct sub-classes.” It was pithecophobia, not sound anatomical judgement, that

motivated Owen’s classification.

Comparing Figures 2 and 3- the first a representation of Aristotle’s ideas in
the classical period, the second a diagram by Owen on the eve of Darwinism,
demonstrates very well the continuity underlying superficial change that we have
seen in this overview. Aristotle’s schema is relatively crude, based on both the
relatively few animals known to him, and his much less sophisticated methods for
studying their anatomy, while Owen’s is far more detailed and accurate.
Nevertheless, they both place humanity at the top, a being in a league of its own- not
a judgment made from impartial observation, but from political ideology.
Furthermore, the fact that Owen’s diagram is not phylogenetic is important in its
own right- for this was not the result of ignorance of evolutionary concepts; rather, it
was specifically designed to avoid any notion of evolution, again as a result of

political ideology.
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Figure 3 Owen's 1857 Classification of Mammalia (Owen 1857)

4c. Wallace’s Orangs
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Alfred Russel Wallace was a figure of exceptional historical significance, thus
worthy of close examination. Not only was he co-discover of natural selection, he
was also the first scientist to encounter great apes in the wild. Just one of these
landmarks would suffice to warrant a prominent place in a narrative such as this.
What is striking, however, is the degree to which these two developments- which in
light of all the subsequent controversy over and popular understanding of evolution,
one would naturally take to be intimately connected- in fact failed to intersect. Not
only did apes play no significant role in the development of his theory, he did not

apply evolutionary theory to derive kinship with apes.

Wallace travelled to Sarawak, Borneo in 1855, and spent 17 months there
accumulating specimens to sell to both institutions and private collectors, with the
revenue from this specimen collecting financing his travels. Orangs were a
particularly lucrative source of profit; the South Kensington Museum, for example,
offering one hundred pounds in gold for the skin and skeleton of an adult male orang
(Figure 4). Thus Wallace’s case was a rare one in which pithecophobia was more
than symbolic, in justifying the oppression of other animals and certain races and
classes of humanity, but in fact had direct practical benefits in justifying exploitation
and extermination of real living apes for profit. While certainly an exotic and
fascinating creature, they were to Wallace “just another animal specimen. He used
the conventional language of the times to describe them as monsters” (van Wyhe and
Kjargaard 2015:7). For example, he referred to them as “strange creatures, which at
once resemble and mock the “human form divine,”- which so closely approach us in
structure, and yet differ so widely from us in many points of their external form”
(1856h:31), and stated that “we see in the monkey tribe a caricature of humanity.
Their faces, their hands, their actions and expressions present ludicrous resemblances
to our own” (1889). This traditional language locates the apes’ monstrosity in their
liminality, in their resemblance to humans despite their animality, a theme going
back to medieval times where the ape was the figura diaboli, and foreshadowed even
earlier with the Plinian races. But for Wallace, as for Owen, Buffon, Cuvier, and

Tyson before them, this liminality was only apparent, nothing more than a superficial
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resemblance, for the apes were truly animal in the fullest sense, and in no sense

human.

In all of his accounts on orangs, he refers to them throughout as an animal,
without any proof or argumentation to back up this designation- to Wallace, their
animal status was a simple uncontroversial fact that needed no further explanation. It
meant that they were not moral subjects and could be killed with impunity- and
Wallace clearly had a direct financial incentive to do so. In other words, as soon as
the theoretically murderous pithecophobic ideology, encapsulated in the personage
of Wallace, encountered real living apes, it became literally murderous. Wallace
stated without compunction “I have altogether examined the bodies of seventeen
freshly killed Orangs, all but one shot by myself” (1856a:471), noting that “their
tenacity of life is very great,- from six to a dozen bullets in the body being required
to kill them, or make them fall” (1856b:27). Wallace’s orang encounters were not all
lethal, but no adult orang ever escaped alive by his design, only when he proved a
poor shot. He gives an account of every individual he shot in his book The Malay
Archipelago (1869b:54-101), and though Wallace did not sensationalize or provide
very much detail, his accounts of the killings are often rather grisly. He was
unconcerned about the sufferings of the orangs, and could take for granted a similar
sentiment or rather lack thereof in his audience, so felt no need to downplay the

brutality:

“It fell at the first shot, but did not seem much hurt, and immediately climbed
up the nearest tree, when | fired, and it again fell, with a broken arm and a wound in
the body. The two Dyaks now ran up to it, and each seized hold of a hand, telling me
to cut a pole, and they would secure it. But although one arm was broken and it was
only a half-grown animal, it was too strong for these young savages, drawing them
up towards its mouth notwithstanding all their efforts, so that they were again
obliged to leave go, or they would have been seriously bitten. It now began climbing

up the tree again, and, to avoid trouble, I shot it through the heart.” (1869b)

Wallace similarly described shooting monkeys in the Amazon, though in this
case he went even further- “Having often heard how good monkey was, I took it
home, and had it cut up and fried for breakfast” (Wallace 1889a:29). This is despite
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his observation that the monkey’s “cries, its innocent-looking countenance, and
delicate little hands were quite childlike” (1889a:29), and his ecarlier statement that
monkeys kept as pets were capable of “great affection” (1854:452). He felt the need
to review his dining experience, which was apparently satisfying; the “meat
something resembled rabbit, without any very peculiar or unpleasant flavour” (ibid).
This is in line with his accounts of other fauna; for example, the Agouti (a larger
relative of the guinea pig) is first introduced by Wallace as “another new dish”
(1889a:30), before any description of the being is given by him, placing its status as
a resource to be exploited not only above the being’s own interests, but above

scientific interest too.
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Figure 4 Mounted orang-utan specimen collected by Wallace (Natural History
Museum Picture Library)
There was, however, one exception among his encounters, in which Wallace

did not attempt to kill the orang. After spotting an orang in the forest, which he fired
upon “without losing a moment” (1856d:327) and killed, he discovered next to the
corpse “a marvellously baby-like and innocent-looking little creature, apparently
quite unhurt by its fall, and which clung to me with a most amazing tenacity”
(1856d:327). The orang had been carrying a child, and Wallace resolved to take care
of this infant- “I had killed the mother, so I determined, if possible, to save her

offspring” (ibid). His motives in raising the infant were not purely altruistic, for he
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hoped “some day to introduce her to fashionable society at the Zoological Gardens”
(1855b), where he assumed the orang would prove a very popular attraction, and no

doubt of far greater value than a preserved specimen.

Wallace raised the infant and took note of her habits, but although he was
struck by the orang’s resemblance to a human baby, being a helpless infant she was
hardly capable of impressing him with her intelligence and behaviour in a manner
that could overturn his anthropocentric preconceptions in the way that the “savages”
he encountered had done. Wallace had bought a tame monkey to provide warmth and
companionship for the infant, and noting the monkey’s more advanced development
at what he presumed to be a similar age to the still helpless orang, stated “there could
not be a greater contrast, and the baby Mias [oraang] looked more baby-like by the
comparison” (1856b:388). He also noted the infant’s “expressive countenance while
slowly eating its soft rice” (1856d:326), which made the baby appear more human

than simian.

He seemed to have at least some level of affection for the infant, effusing in a
letter to his sister “I am sure nobody ever had such a dear little duck of a darling of a
little brown hairy baby before” (1855b). Wallace often describes the infant with
language more often associated with a human baby than a captive animal- though as
previously noted, he gave a somewhat similar description of a small monkey, before
killing and eating it. In fact, in a popular account he wrote of his experience with the
infant (1856d), titled “a new kind of baby,” he uses the conceit of not revealing the
infant to be an orang until the end of the piece, leaving the reader to at first assume
he is describing a human baby. However, he opens a similar account in a Natural
History journal (1866b) with the words “This little animal” (ibid 386), marking the
baby as unambiguously animal not human, just as he had the other orangs he
described.

Unfortunately, after a few months the baby grew ill and died, a fate Wallace
attributed to an inadequate diet- “milk was not to be procured, and a diet of rice and
water was not sufficiently nourishing for so small an infant” (1856d:326). Wallace
appeared at least somewhat saddened by this outcome, stating “I much regretted the
loss of my little pet, which I had at one time looked forward to bringing up to years
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of maturity, and which had afforded me daily amusement and pleasure by its curious
ways and the inimitably ludicrous expressions of its little countenance” (1856b:390).
However, he treated the baby’s remains without ceremony, preserving her as a
commercial specimen just like the other orangs he had killed. Though this was
certainly the closest he came to acknowledging an orang as more than mere animal,
in the last analysis he did not do so; for Wallace the baby seems ultimately to have
been not much more than a curiosity, “a never-failing amusement” (1869b:68).
Perhaps the clearest indication of his attitude towards the baby is the fact that he did

not give her a name, as one would a human baby or even an ordinary pet.

That Wallace initially perceived apes just as the foremost contemporary
authorities of anatomy and zoology did is hardly surprising, yet he had an
unprecedented chance for further investigation, as unlike any previous scholar he
was able to encounter numerous living apes in their natural environment. However,
he did not afford the orangs any chance to prove him wrong, as he tended to shoot
first and ask questions later. While he did seek to describe their habits as far as he
observed them, and what he could glean from native accounts, he made no special
effort to observe their behaviour beyond what he witnessed while shooting at them.
This left him not much more than anatomical data to go on, and while he certainly
had an abundance of material, the significance of any anatomical similarities
between ape and man had been dismissed strongly enough by such authorities that he
made no effort to challenge them on this basis. He did not use the measurements
from the orangs he had killed in any attempt to elucidate “man’s place in nature” by
comparing them to humans, rather he compared them to each other in an attempt to
resolve the question of how many species of orang there were; Wallace described the
Sumatran (now Pongo abelii) and Bornean (now Pongo pygmaeus) orangs as two
species of the genus Pithecus and believed them to be identical in their habits
(1856h:26).

So natural would a connection between Wallace’s orang encounters and his
evolutionary theory seem that even some scholars have assumed its existence despite
a lack of proof for it. For example, Desmond and Moore (1994) stated that Wallace
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had intended to go to “Borneo, the land of orangutans, where he hoped to gain clues
to man's ancestry.” Yet, as van Wyhe and Kjargaard (2015) note, “there exists no
evidence of any kind to support the view that Wallace went to the East to study
human origins nor that he thought orangutans would be relevant to such studies prior
to his departure”, and furthermore “although he was actively pursuing his private
interests in evolutionary theory at exactly this time, his notes on orangutans contain
no mention of human origins or evolution” (ibid:8). The claims that Wallace was
seeking evidence of human ancestry from the study of orangs are based solely on a
single retrospective remark made by Spenser St. John, Acting Commissioner and
Consul General in Borneo, and one of Wallace’s acquaintances during his stay in
Sarawak. He wrote in 1879 that Wallace had been while in Sarawak “elaborating in
his mind the theory which was simultaneously worked out by Darwin- the theory of
the origin of species; and if he could not convince us that our ugly neighbours, the
orang-outangs, were our ancestors, he pleased, delighted, and instructed us by his
clever and inexhaustible flow of talk” (St. John 1879).

Wyhe and Kjergaard (2015) point to a marginal comment made by Wallace in
his copy of Darwin’s Origin as the closest contemporary evidence of Wallace’s view
on the phylogeny of humans and orangs. Where Darwin had written “So with natural
species, if we look to forms very distinct, for instance to the horse and tapir, we have
no reason to suppose that links ever existed directly intermediate between them, but
between each and an unknown common parent”, Wallace had noted in the margin
“So with the orangutan & man.” That the best evidence we have is a perfunctory
private scribbling, written after he had read Darwin’s Origin and several years after
he had travelled to the Malay Archipelago and formulated his own version of natural
selection, surely demonstrates a certain lack of interest on Wallace’s part. Moreover,
it directly contradicts St John’s remark, for Wallace does not claim orang-utans are
human ancestors, but rather than human and orangs share a common ancestor; St.

John’s recollections are doubtless less than reliable.

Nevertheless, Wallace was clearly not entirely ignorant of the connection
between apes and human origins. He had read Vestiges in 1845, which had
persuaded him of the general truth of evolutionary theory, and while we do not know

for certain that he specifically accepted an ape origin for humankind as posited in
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that work- and Chambers had on this basis specifically pointed to South-East Asia as
the probable birthplace of mankind- he most likely acknowledged that humans were
part of an evolutionary process. At the very least, he would certainly have been
aware of the idea. The closest he came to acknowledging a connection, without
explicitly doing so, was in the passage with which he concluded his 1856 article “On
the habits of the Orang-Utan of Borneo.”

“When we consider that almost all other animals have in previous ages been
represented by allied, yet distinct forms,- that the bears and tigers, the deer, the
horses, and the cattle of the tertiary period were distinct from those which now exist,
with what intense interest, with what anxious expectation must we look forward to
the time when the progress of civilization in these hitherto wild countries may lay
open the monuments of a former world, and enable us to ascertain approximately the
period when the present species of Orangs first made their appearance, and perhaps
prove the former existence of allied species still more gigantic in their dimensions,
and more or less human in their form and structure! Some such discoveries we may
not unreasonably anticipate, after the wonders that geology has already made
known to us. Animals the most isolate in existing nature have been shown to be but
the last of a series of allied species which have lived and died upon the earth. Every
class and order has furnished some examples, from which we may conclude, that all
isolations in nature are apparent only, and that whether we discover their remains
or no, every animal now existing had its representatives in past geological epochs”
(1856a:31-2)

If “all isolations in nature are apparent only” since even the most isolated
extant forms are “but the last of a series of allied species which have lived and died
upon the earth”, what are we to think of humans, traditionally perceived as the most
isolate species of all- especially if, as Wallace intimates, there were even more
human-like species existing in the past? With its notable enthusiasm for future
discoveries in the fossil record, and the suggestion that there may be fossil ape
species more closely resembling humans than extant apes, it is clear that this passage
anticipates subsequent notions of the “missing link” between apes and humans, and
doubtless explains his later eager embrace of the idea, which is a natural conclusion

of the very observations and speculations he made here.
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Wallace was indeed very enthusiastic in his subsequent embrace of the
“missing link” idea, showing none of the reluctance and hesitation that other scholars
such as Lyell displayed. In an 1894 letter concerning the recently reported discovery
of in situ worked flints as part of the Geological Survey of India, Wallace hailed
“The great, the grand, and long-expected, the prophesied discovery” of Miocene or
Old Pliocene Man in India, ending “Of course we want the bones, but we have got
the flints, and they may follow. Hurrah for the missing link!”
2011).

(quoted in Kjeergaard

Wallace agreed in every essential particular with the vision of human evolution
set forth in Huxley’s “Man’s Place in Nature” (1863), discussing the area in his
Darwinism (1889b). Wallace stated the anatomical similarities of humans with apes
were proof that all had diverged from a common ancestor, and constituted a
“demonstration that man, in his bodily structure, has been derived from the lower
animals, of which he is the culminating development”- describing the revelation of
human evolution in traditionally anthropocentric terms, though no less so than
Huxley. Wallace believed the evidence was “sufficient to convert the probability of

his animal origin into a practical certainty” (1889b).

With regards to the phylogeny of the extant apes and humans, Wallace stated
that the comparative anatomy presented ““a tangled web of affinities which it is very
difficult to unravel” (1889b). He argued that “no one of the great apes can be
positively asserted to be nearest to man in structure” as each of them “approaches
him in certain characteristics, while in others it is widely removed.” However, he
held that “peculiarities of external form and motion”” common to the apes but not
humans demonstrated that “while they have diverged somewhat from each other,
they have diverged much more widely from ourselves.” Wallace thus held that
humans had diverged from the common ancestral form before the existing types of
anthropoid apes had diverged from each other, holding the human lineage as separate
from all the other great apes, just as Huxley had done. Wallace pointed to the
Eurasian fossil Dryopithecus, discovered in 1856 by Lartet, as a large, gibbonlike
ape with dentition more closely resembling humans than that of extant apes. As
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Dryopithecus had been found in Upper Miocene deposits, Wallace concluded that
the common ancestor of apes and humans had lived earlier than this. Wallace’s
promotion of a Miocene ape to human ancestral status based on very dubious
speculations about its teeth closely parallels the later elevation of Ramapithecus, as
indeed the pithecophobic impetus was virtually identical- locate a very early human
ancestor to remove the extant apes from our family tree and push our animal ancestry

much farther back into the murky past.

Wallace also agreed with Huxley’s conclusion that the Neanderthal fossils
were not “appreciably nearer” to a pithecoid form, thus while an archaic race of
humanity, they were not a missing link. He took a dim view of the controversy
surrounding the discovery of these fossils, noting that these “earliest remains of man
have been received with doubt, and even with ridicule, as if there were some extreme
improbability in them. But, in point of fact, the wonder is that human remains have
not been found more frequently in pre-glacial deposits.” He was convinced that a
true humanlike missing-link would be found in time; “It seems impossible but that
ample remains of Miocene and Pliocene man do exist buried in the most recent
layers of the earth's crust, and that more extended research or some fortunate

discovery will some day bring them to light” (ibid).

Yet Wallace’s seemingly easy departure from the earlier pithecophobia that
had led him to kill so many orangs was only superficial. While he felt compelled to
reject the idea of special creation for man, calling it “entirely unsupported by facts as
well as in the highest degree improbable” this only applied to our “physical structure
and the course of its development” (1889b). In the human mind, Wallace argued,
“we see the true grandeur and dignity of man” who is by its power rendered “a being
apart, since he is not influenced by the great laws which irresistibly modify all other
organic beings.” Far from rejecting outright the anthropocentric taxonomy of Owen,
Buffon, Cuvier and other authorities, as we might expect him to in the light of
evolution, Wallace instead stated “On this view of his special attributes, we may
admit that even those who claim for him a position as an order, a class, or a sub-

kingdom by himself, have some reason on their side” (1864:Clxviii).
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Once this unprecedented agent had appear on the world’s stage, it freed
humanity of their shackles to the laws of nature that ruled all animal life. Wallace
noted Professor Boyd Dawkins’ contention that humans could not have existed in
Pliocene times, as the entire mammalian fauna of that epoch was comprised of
distinct species from extant forms, and therefore the same natural selection in
response to environmental change that led to the modification of mammalian species
would have led to similar changes in human ancestors. He retorted that “man may
have become truly man—the species, Homo sapiens—even in the Miocene period”
for while all other animals were being modified under the influence of ever-changing
physical and biological conditions, humans were advancing in intelligence and “by
that advance alone would be able to maintain himself as the master of all other
animals” (1889b) - this superior faculty thus granting humanity dominion over other
species. Wallace was even able to use this model in a rather unconvincing attempt to
account for the apparent scarcity of human fossils, stating “we may well suppose that
the superior intelligence of man led him to avoid that extensive destruction by flood
or in morass which seems to have often overwhelmed other animals” (1889b) and

thus greatly reduced the chances of fossilization.

So amazingly powerful was the human mind, so qualitatively distinct from the
lowly faculties of animals, that Wallace did not believe it could possibly have been
derived from them by any natural evolutionary process, but only under the direction
of an “Overruling Intelligence” (1869a:394). In other words, he had to abandon the
mode of explanation of evolutionary science and resort to supernatural intervention.
Wallace’s account of the human mind will be explained in more detail in a later
chapter on mental evolution, but it should be obvious that this notion reinstated with
a vengeance the extreme anthropocentrism that a sincere acceptance of human
evolution would rule out, and denied any possibility of true kinship with apes or any

other animal.

Flannery famously wrote that “Archaeology is the only branch of anthropology
where we kill our informants in the process of studying them” (1982:275). He meant
this only metaphorically, of course, yet in Wallace’s case this was true in a literal
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sense, and the significance of this fact should not be understated. The impact on the
orangs was obviously fatal, but the effect on Wallace’s science was at the very least
injurious. Clearly, as a naturalist interested in biogeography and studying a wide
variety of species, we cannot expect human origins to have been one of Wallace’s
primary concerns, and certainly to publish anything on the matter during his time in
Sarawak would have created intense controversy. Even so, it does seem to be a topic
that he actively avoided considering- given that it made good theoretical sense, and
he had an unparalleled source of data- and his treatment of orangs may well have
played a large part in that. After all, for Wallace to acknowledge kinship with the
apes would be tantamount to a confession of murder. Thus, he initially avoided the
issue of animal origin, and when he subsequently did accept it, kept the apes in our
family tree as distant as possible, his phylogeny placing all extant apes in a separate
lineage, and positing the existence of Homo sapiens as far back as the Miocene, thus
pushing our ape-like ancestors even further back in time. Moreover, he rendered
even this distant relationship irrelevant through his anthropocentric evolutionary
theory focused on the uniquely superior human mind, even though this entailed
invoking the supernatural and breaking the scientific logic of his work. Wallace
ended up espousing what unequivocally amounts to “bad science,” and it appears to
be the pithecophobia he inherited from his intellectual forebears- and, unlike them,
was able to put into practice- that led him there. Wallace was certainly exceptional in
his encounters with apes, but the issues of evolutionary phylogeny and moral kinship
were much broader- and the other Darwinian scientists faced a similar contradiction
between the revelations of their science and its practices, such as in the vivisection

controversy.

Wallace’s anthropocentric model of human evolution was also intended to
avoid undermining the rights of other humans in the face of their animal origin,
given a worldview in which animals could not be conceived as moral or political
subjects. Indeed, Wallace’s cold-blooded killing of orangs appears especially jarring
when compared to his statements on human rights. Wallace was far from unusually
callous and unsympathetic. Quite the opposite, he was in fact unusually sympathetic

towards the oppressed classes of humanity, including indigenous people in the
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colonies, the working class of England, and women, and he expressed his political
solidarity with them far more than any other prominent Darwinian ever did.
However, though as co-discover of natural selection he would presumably have been
best-placed to do so, Wallace did not combine his broad advocacy of human rights
and progressive politics with any advocacy for animal rights based on evolutionary

kinship, as for example Henry Salt later would.

His remarks on the indigenous populations he encountered during his travels in
South-east Asia and South America displayed a comparatively high level of
sympathy and relatively little disparagement, compared to similar contemporary
accounts. Wallace stated “the more I see of uncivilized people, the better I think of
human nature on the whole, and the essential differences between so-called civilized
and savage man seem to disappear” (1855:684), and had a high opinion of their
intellectual and moral capacities. He went even further than praising “savages”, and
was willing to criticize the practices of the supposedly “civilized” whites. He stated
“The white men in our Colonies are too frequently the true savages, and require to be
taught and Christianized quite as much as the natives” (1865:671), such that “the
poor savage must be sorely puzzled to understand why this new faith, which is to do
him so much good, should have had so little effect on his teacher's own countrymen”
(1865:672). He was critical of colonial practices he witnessed and knew of, which he
perceived commonly demonstrated “a determination to pursue our own ends, with

very little regard for the rights, or desire for the improvement, of the natives”
(1865:672).

Wallace was asked by John Stuart Mill to join the committee of his Land
Tenure Reform Association on the basis of the remarks criticizing English society
that he had included in The Malay Archipelago. In 1881 Wallace was elected as the
first president of the newly formed Land Nationalisation Society, subsequently
publishing a book on the subject dedicated to “The working men of England” in the
hope that it would “point out to them that great reform which will enable labour to
reap its just reward” (1882). He declared himself a socialist in 1889 after reading
Bellamy’s Looking Backwards, a famous work of the era. He was also opposed to
eugenics (1890) and wrote on the dangers of militarism, advocating an international

treaty to ban the military use of aircraft, referring presciently to the “proposed crime
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against humanity” of bombing cities from airships as the “crowning wickedness of

the combined forces of war and capitalism” (1909a:4).

He was also a supporter of women’s suffrage, stating “As long as | have
thought or written at all on politics, | have been in favour of woman suffrage. None
of the arguments for or against have any weight with me, except the broad one,
which may be thus stated:-- All the human inhabitants of any one country should
have equal rights and liberties before the law; women are human beings; therefore
they should have votes as well as men” (1909b:10). It is notable that he here
explicitly bases his support on the status of women as humans worthy of the rights
befitting that status.

Although he would later move towards anti-imperialism- criticizing for
example “that love of place and power which... still refuses all self-government or
political rights to the countless millions in British India” (1900:111) - the sympathy
for “savages” and criticism of colonial excesses expressed in The Malay Archipelago
and his mid-century articles was not the same as criticism of imperialism itself. He
saw nothing inherently unjust about colonial exploitation and believed it had a
beneficial and progressive civilizing effect on the native population. He expressed
his preference for the Dutch system of colonial rule over the British, believing the
former had made greater progress towards this end (Clement 2016). He had close ties
to the colonial administration of the “White Rajah” of Sarawak James Brooke- who
was in 1854 subject to a Commission of Inquiry due to accusations of excessive use
of force against natives under the guise of anti-piracy operations- as St. John’s
recollections indicate. When Chinese workers tried to “get up a strike for short hours
and higher wages” while Wallace was staying at the Si Munjon Coal Works in
Borneo, the English manager swiftly responded by “sending off the ringleaders at
once, and summoning all the Dyaks and the Malays in the neighbourhood to his
assistance in case of any resistance being attempted.” Wallace approved of this
exercise of colonial power, stating “It was very gratifying to see how rapidly they
came up at his summons, and this display of power did much good, for since then
everything has gone on smoothly.” He hoped that the coal works would have “a vast

influence on the progress of commerce and civilization in Borneo and the
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surrounding countries.” Wallace saw “some truth” in negative perceptions of the

Chinese as “thieves, liars, and careless of human life” (Wallace 1855a:683).

As these statements indicate, he did occasionally slip into casual racism in his
language. In a letter to his sister he called the baby orang he was raising a “curious
little half nigger baby” (1855b). He stated “I had indulged hopes of sending this
infant prodigy to England, where it might have rivalled in popularity the ape-like
Aztecs” (1856d)- Wallace had earlier been “one of the gazers at the Zulus and the
Aztecs in London” (1869b:349), these people exhibited as anthropological curiosities
in a kind of human zoo. While such language was pervasive at the time, it is
particularly chilling coming from Wallace, who had killed so many apes by his own
hand. To refer to or compare someone to an ape was implicitly to mark them as an

acceptable target for violence.

While such remarks in letters and popular articles were not intended to carry
much weight, Wallace did give a degree of theoretical support to these attitudes in an
1864 address to The Anthropological Society of London, an institution strongly
associated with polygenism and racist politics. He set out to answer the question
“Are the various forms under which man now exists primitive, or derived from
preexisting forms; in other words, is man of one or many species” (1864: clviii)- the
question central to the polygenist/monogenist debate on the phylogeny of human
races. Wallace believed the opposing theories could “be combined so as to eliminate
the error and retain the truth in each” (ibid clix) by applying the theory of natural
selection. He did so by invoking the anthropocentric vision of human evolution
described above, namely that natural selection no longer acts on humans, having
removed themselves from the conditions of animal life by way of their uniquely
superior “mental and moral qualities.” The existing races of humanity, Wallace
argued, had maintained their separate physical forms though the millennia of
recorded history not, as the polygenists claimed, because they were originally
distinct, but because once the final development of the human brain had occurred,
the human mind freed humanity from the whims of natural selection, which would
“check any further physical change.” Thus, while humanity had indeed originally
been a homogenous race of common origin, this was “at a period so remote in his

history, that he had not yet acquired that wonderfully developed brain, the organ of
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the mind, which now, even in his lowest examples, raises him far above the highest
brutes.” This was an ancestor possessing “the form but hardly the nature of man”,
lacking the speech and moral feelings held to be unique to humans. This meant of
course, that the races of humanity had attained their human mental faculties
separately, after their evolutionary paths diverged— which of course, left ample space

to argue that this final stage of development was an unequal one.

Wallace therefore held that both the polygenist and monogenist positions could

be true, depending on one’s definition of the human:

“If, therefore, we are of opinion that he was not really man till these higher
faculties were developed, we may fairly assert that there were many originally
distinct races of men; while, if we think that a being like us in form and structure, but
with mental faculties scarcely raised above the brute, must still be considered to
have been human, we are fully entitled to maintain the common origin of all
mankind” (ibid)

Wallace’s own definition of humanity, to which the superior mind was so
central, would by this logic place him firmly in the polygenist camp, though he did

not explicitly favour that interpretation.

Wallace also stated that the law of “the preservation of favoured races in the
struggle for life” led to “the inevitable extinction of all those low and mentally
undeveloped populations with which Europeans come in contact” (ibid clxv), for
“the intellectual and moral, as well as the physical qualities of the European are
superior.” The European was thus naturally destined to “conquer in the struggle for
existence” just as European weeds had spread throughout the Americas and
Australia, displacing the native flora. Thus he predicted that “the higher- the more
intellectual and moral- must displace the lower and more degraded races” until “the
world is again inhabited by a single nearly homogenous race, no individual of which
will be inferior to the noblest specimens of existing humanity.” In other words, he
predicted a future world effectively populated solely by whites; the “lower” races
were thus rendered aberrations on humanity’s otherwise linear path of progress,

destined to be exterminated literally or through reabsorption into the main stem.
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The notion that the “lower” races were destined for extinction was pervasive in
19" century discourse, and by no means Wallace’s innovation, but in adopting it
rather than challenging it he gave a degree of legitimacy and certainly inevitably to
even those colonial practices he was explicitly critical of. Wallace’s address did not
convince the society’s president Hunt, an avowed polygenist and defender of
slavery, who especially disliked Wallace’s predictions of a future homogenous race,
for he was opposed to any kind of “race-mixing” which he believed was inevitably
deleterious. However, Herbert Spencer wrote to Wallace stating “the leading idea is,
I think, undoubtedly true, and of much importance towards an interpretation of the
facts” (quoted in Shermer 2002:221).

Thus, it is obvious that while Wallace’s model was intended not only to justify
animal exploitation, but also to safeguard human rights, it was hardly a resounding
success at the latter. In defending the scala naturae, it ending up providing a
backdoor to undermine the rights of precisely those whose humanity was already
most precarious. Far from securing the rights of humans, Wallace’s pithecophobic

ideology rendered them insecure.

When we examine the development of Wallace’s ideas, it becomes strikingly
apparent that, where we would expect change and indeed see it in superficial form,
there is a deeper underlying continuity. He was after all doubly significant in our
narrative, being firstly the co-discover of natural selection, thus allowing the wide-
spread acceptance of evolution by providing it with a proven mechanism, and
secondly the first scientist to encounter apes in the wild, in great numbers. Yet,
following the pithecophobic script he received from Owen, Buffon and other
authorities- and of course the wider culture- he simply shot the orangs as he would
any other animal, without delay or compunction. Moreover, he made no effort to
collect data from the orangs that was relevant to human origins, a subject he at first
avoided entirely. When he did acknowledge the ape origin of humanity, he denied its
relevance as far as possible, even where this involved invoking the supernatural. Far
from disavowing the anthropocentric tradition on the basis of his discoveries, he did
the best he could to support it. Yet this was not simply because he was a mere puppet
of tradition- although the power of inherited ideas here was certainly great- but

because of the political situation in the present, and indeed his own actions. Not only
93



did Wallace, like other scientists and wider society, have a direct stake in animal
exploitation, he exceptionally had a direct stake in specifically ape exploitation- the
very beings who would otherwise have provided the most compelling evidence
against anthropocentric science. And by allowing the ape to persist in his discourse
as a figure which could be killed with impunity, he also left an opening for racism

within his ideology.

4d. Summary of subsequent developments

Huxley and Haeckel were pivotal figures in promoting an ape origin for
humanity. Huxley’s 1863 Man’s Place in Nature can in many ways be considered the
foundational text of paleoanthropology. Huxley proved conclusively that the
quadrumana/bimana division made no scientific sense, and that the apes were much
closer to humans than monkeys, overturning the traditional anthropocentric
classification. Moreover, in applying the newly-minted evolutionary theory to
humans, it argued human descent from an ape-like ancestor, making a convincing
case for the animal origin of humanity. Huxley hypothesised that a fossil “missing
link” between ape and human would be found, and examined the recently discovered
Neanderthal fossils, classifying them as an archaic human race but human
nonetheless, not a pithecoid missing link. The work and the Neanderthal fossils
themselves generated a great deal of controversy, but also a great deal of enthusiasm

for finding fossil man and the “missing link.”

Haeckel also played a highly important role in advocating evolution and the
ape origin of humanity. He was also enthusiastic about the “missing link”, and his
ideas influenced Dubois in the discovery of Pithecanthropus, a creature which had
been hypothetically described beforehand by Haeckel. Haeckel also disseminated the
“tree of life” imagery, which presented the evolution of life as a scala naturae with
humanity at the top. While Darwin, Wallace and Huxley all had racist elements to
their work, they were all, by the standards of the time, anti-racist in their attitudes,
and all supported at least a qualified version of monogenesis. Haeckel, however, was

very explicitly racist and incorporated this strongly into his polygenist theory.
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The first decades after the publication of Origin witnessed two highly
significant controversies, both involving issues of evolutionary phylogeny and moral
kinship, and prominently involving Darwin himself as well as other Darwinian
scientists. The first was the 1865 Governor Eyre controversy, the aftermath of a
brutal suppression of a revolt in Jamaica, with a campaign to bring the offending
governor to justice. Darwin strongly supported this campaign, and was moved by the
events to write the Descent of man as a vindication of monogenesis. This was his
attempt to end the debate over racial origins once and for all, depriving the
polygenists of any excuse for racial oppression based on a lack of phylogenetic
kinship.

The second was the anti-vivisection controversy, reaching a peak in the early
1870s. This was in many ways the culmination of the mainstream movement against
animal cruelty which had been steadily advancing during the century. Vivisection
was perceived as the epitome of cruelty, without any practical benefits to humanity
(which only began to appear much later, at the end of the century), all the more
concerning as it was the domain of intellectuals, rather than the “brutish” lower
classes. Darwin was- much more so than most scientists at the time, and even
subsequently- sympathetic towards animals, and indeed in other cases advocated in
their interests. Nevertheless, although he personally advocated a parliamentary bill
for the restriction of vivisection, this was perceived by the anti-vivisection
movement as a cynical ploy aimed at forestalling more restrictive and effective
measures. Darwin and other scientists ultimately placed the interests of scientific
practice above the interests of animals, while the anti-vivisectionists were typically

sceptical of Darwinian science and evolution.

A few exceptional figures at the end of the Victorian age, notably Henry Salt
and J.H. Moore, did what neither the Darwinists nor other anti-vivisectionists could,
in embracing evolutionary science and its implications without contradiction and
advocating the rights of animals explicitly based on evolutionary kinship- a
Universal Kinship (Moore 1906). However, by this time the general discourse was

moving in the opposite direction. The anti-vivisection movement had lost the support
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of establishment figures, and would soon die off, with no comparable political
movement for animals appearing for the better part of a century. The landscape of
human origins too was to take on a very different and more pithecophobic character,

with enthusiasm for the “missing link” eclipsed by the hunt for “dawn man”.

4e. Conclusion

Though our narrative has so far not progressed beyond the infancy of
paleoanthropology, we can already offer an answer to the questions we began with,
based on our examination of this material. To the questions “to what extent was there
an underlying continuity in the discourse on human origins” and “to what extent was
the development of this discourse driven by political ideology”, we must answer “a

great deal.”

Certainly, the anthropocentric philosophy of Aristotle with which we began
was vastly different to Wallace’s evolutionary discourse with which we ended. Yet,
there is an underlying continuity here in the qualitatively superior position accorded
to humans in their respective visions of the natural world, a superiority which
furthermore was ultimately based not on empirical observation or logic, but political
ideology. And while ancient Greece was certainly a vastly different place to
Victorian England, the political status of the non-human was effectively the same in
both.

This continuity becomes all the more apparent the closer in time we approach.
While the idea of an ape origin would certainly have been unprecedented to classical
or medieval scholars, it was hardly so to the Victorians. Rather, it was a probability
which had to be stridently denied, that authorities such as Owen not only rejected but
did everything they could to render it an impossibility, regardless of the detrimental
effect on their science. This was driven by pithecophobia, not scientific objectivity.
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Thus, the eventual revelation of our ape origin was not so much a shocking new
discovery as a truth which could no longer be supressed, more like the bursting of a

dam than an asteroid strike.

We certainly do have some very significant changes here- the acceptance of a
human phylogeny including the extant apes as cousins, and an ape ancestor for
humanity- thus making humans not a special creation but a relative of all other
animals- along with a program for future research in the form of finding fossil
ancestors and especially the “missing link” between ape and human. However,
despite talk of the “Darwinian revolution”, there was little that could be called
revolutionary in the acceptance of these notions, for the idea of ape origin was only
promoted once it had been defanged and rendered politically acceptable to a
pithecophobic audience. So politically important was this the neutralization of any
phylogenetic notion of kinship with other animals that in Wallace’s case, he was
even willing to break with the scientific method and invoke the supernatural to
achieve it. Furthermore, securing the position of the most privileged humans and
their right to exploit animals was ultimately a greater priority than defending those

humans most at risk of being “animalized.”
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Chapter 5: Phylogeny and
Pithecophobia Part 2: The 1%

The post-war era was a definite watershed in human origins discourse,
marked by growing professionalization within the discipline, a variety of new
methodological techniques and investigative interests, the acceptance of the modern
evolutionary synthesis, and the discovery of many older fossil hominids in Africa.
Probably the greatest new development, however, was the rejection of scientific
racism and association promotion of equal rights for all humans. With the rejection
of scientific racism and acceptance of australopithecines and Neanderthals, there was
a very broad definition of humanity, which nevertheless rejected any kinship with
animals and maintained apes as a separate lineage with a very ancient split from
humanity. The early biochemical studies challenging this ancient separation of ape
and human were strongly attacked, but eventually accepted after the supposed early

human ancestor Ramapithecus was shown to be an ape.

From the mid-80s onwards, evidence from genetic studies utilizing newly-
developed techniques would build on earlier biochemical studies by demonstrating
an even closer kinship with apes than previously acknowledged. A major
phylogenetic issue at this time was the “trichotomy problem” of the relationship
between humans, chimpanzees, and gorillas. This was to be unexpectedly resolved,
with profound implications for prevailing pithecophobic ideology. Studies in human
genetics, and later palaeogenetics, would soon produce further unexpected results

bearing on the phylogeny of recent human origins and racial politics.

5a. The Human-Chimpanzee Clade

Crucial to the resolution of the trichotomy problem were the DNA-DNA
hybridization studies of Charles Sibley and Jon Ahlquist, who had beginning in the
late seventies used this method to construct a phylogeny encompassing all extant
birds. This new method seemed the answer to a long-standing desire- Ahlquist

recalled “discussions dating back to 1964 in which we yearned for a single genetic
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measurement, yielding clusters of related species, groups of related genera, and so
on.” Their first DNA-DNA hybridization data “were so clear, so unambiguous, and
so promising that any lingering doubts quickly disappeared. Here was a technique
that provided simple numbers, reproducibility, reciprocity, and a range of resolution
that encompassed all living birds” (1999:856). The culmination of their technique
was the construction of an automated “DNAlyzer.” With this apparatus, Ahlquist
stated, “Data poured forth; our confidence soared, perhaps too much!” (1999:857).
Indeed, their results though enlightening were far from definitive; no authority would

now accept their bird phylogeny in its entirely.

Their method seemed the positivist dream, producing seemingly objective
phylogenies with minimal human interpretive input. Where their genetics
contradicted other evidence, this evidence was ignored. Their results differed in
some major aspects from the traditionally accepted bird taxonomy; “all bets were off

concerning existing classifications” (Ahlquist 1999:856)

As ornithologists, Sibley and Ahlquist had by their own admission “little
interest in becoming involved in the controversy of human relationships™ but
believed their method could be put to good use in resolving the trichotomy problem
where previous studies had failed; “we knew that DNA-DNA hybridization could
distinguish, for example, the genera of birds-of-paradise; why not apply it to
humans?” (1999:858). Not uncommonly for geneticists they had an arrogant faith in
their method (and in Sibley’s case, a notorious personal arrogance) combined with a
lack of concern for socio-political context; "We weren’t clued into the feelings about
hominoid relationships. We simply looked at the numbers, and there it was” (Sibley
quoted in Fellman 1988). Sibley and Ahlquist were certainly not by any means
opposed to prevailing pithecophobic interpretations; their faith in their method
simply outweighed all other considerations. And it was a method that had not
already been perfectly tailored to foreclose any possibility of producing conclusions

unwelcome to pithecophobic attitudes.

It was this application of this method to primates that was to prove by far the
most contentious; “If the results of the DNA-DNA hybridization studies on birds
generated controversy, they paled in comparison to what happened with the
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hominids” (1999:857). Now it was not merely scientific orthodoxy at stake, but

political orthodoxy too.

Their results were first revealed in 1984 as “The phylogeny of the hominoid
primates, as indicated by DNA-DNA hybridization” (Figure 5). In this publication,
they took time to point out that their current study was not in fact the first clear
genetic evidence of a human-chimpanzee clade, revisiting the 1972 “Examination of
hominoid evolution by DNA sequence homology” by Hoyer et al. Hampered by
experimental error and a small data set, these authors had concluded that “the present
DNA data do not tell us whether the chimpanzee and gorilla are closer cladistically
to each other than to Man or whether one of these African apes might be closer
cladistically to Man”, believing a clearer picture would only emerge after further
research. Sibley and Ahlquist noted “these statements indicate that the authors did
not realize that their data quite clearly showed that Homo and Pan are closer than
Pan and Gorilla or Homo and Gorilla,” constructing a cladogram from Hoyer et al’s
data that matched that resulting from their own study. The evidence had in fact
already been available for over a decade; it had simply been overlooked, for the
answer was not one that anthropocentric ears were prepared to hear. In 1987 Sibley
and Ahlquist published an expanded data set, now with 514 DNA hybrids instead of
the 183 in their original study. These new results confirmed the Homo-Pan clade and
placed the chimpanzee-human split at 5.5-7.7 MYA, far shorter than earlier

estimates.
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Fig. 6. Phylopram of the hominoids and cercopithecids. The
divergence dates are based on a proportionality constant of delta
TiH 1.0 = 4.3 MY (see Fig. 5)

Figure 5 Sibley and Ahlquist 1984 Phylogram of the Hominoids (Sibley and Ahlquist
1984)

Now that Ramapithecus had been shown to be a member of the pongine, not

the hominine, clade?!, and the Pliocene australopithecines from Hadar and Laetoli had

1 The ponginae being Eurasian apes, with the orang the only extant species, and the

homininae being African apes
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been dated to 2.6-3.8 MYA (Johanson and White 1979; White et al. 1981), Sibley
and Ahlquist noted that the fossil evidence of human evolution “fit easily within the
Homo lineage indicated by the DNA hybridization data” (1984:12).
Palaeoanthropologists no longer had any legitimate basis on which they could
challenge the genetic evidence demonstrating the close kinship of humans with

chimpanzees, no matter how much they might have wished otherwise.

Which is not to say there were no such objections- one palaeoprimatologist
stubbornly insisted that “the molecular data do not lend themselves to phylogeny
reconstruction,” but rather “morphology would provide a better basis for resolving
great ape and human relationships at the present time” (Martin 1986:175). He argued
that “within the African ape/human clade there is only one character (namely a
spatulate upper lateral incisor) supporting a chimp/human clade, and no evidence for
a gorilla/human clade” while in contrast “the shared derived possession of
secondarily reduced enamel thickness, in addition to shared specializations relating
to knuckle-walking, is convincing evidence for an African ape clade” (ibid 173) - in
other words, the traditional picture, congenial to anthropocentrism, separating
humans from apes. But despite this scholar’s protests, enamel thickness could no
longer be considered a reliable guide to phylogeny- Ramapithecus and
Australopithecus both had thick enamel, yet only the latter was now acknowledged
as a human ancestor- and knuckle walking was not generally considered a derived
trait. The validity of the genetic data was soon widely accepted by
palaesoanthropologists. Reviewing the contemporary fossil and genetic evidence,
Pilbeam, former champion of Ramapithecus and the separate ancestry of hominids
from all extant apes, now conceded that “humans and chimpanzees are probably
closest relatives” (1986:301). Perhaps unusually, Pilbeam had taken the demise of
his pet hypothesis in good faith, and the whole affair prompted some soul-searching
on his part- as his introduction to Reader (1988) clearly expresses.

But although it was now safe from challenges mounted on the basis of fossil
evidence, the genetic data was open to challenge on its own turf. Soon after
publication the Sibley and Ahlquist results were “subjected to a withering
bombardment from Marks and Vincent Sarich of the University of California at

Berkeley” who questioned their methods of data analysis and “even charged that
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Sibley and Ahlquist had falsified data” (Gibbons 1990:376). Sarich et al declared
that no “single event in molecular phylogenetics [has] so captured our attention as
their claimed resolution” of the trichotomy (1989:3), explicitly stating that this
“attention was captured because it was our ancestry that was being discussed- looked
at in the broader scheme of things, there is but a single lineage whose existence is at
issue” (ibid). In other words, their critics as good as admitted that it was solely
because the Sibley-Ahlquist study challenged anthropocentric conceptions that it was
attacked in this manner.

It was Marks, who as we shall see was highly politically motivated, that
brought the perceived problems with the Sibley-Ahlquist data to Sarich’s attention.
Marks requested the original data in 1986 but Sibley and Ahlquist were unable to
make it available in a timely manner, having just moved from their Yale laboratory.
He subsequently obtained a small subset of the Sibley-Ahlquist data and found it had
been subject to unexplained corrections before publication. As a result of these
unstated corrections Marks et al argued that “the Sibley-Ahlquist study does not
provide documentation or controls adequate to establish a secure linkage between
Pan and Homo to the exclusion of Gorilla” (1988:769). They subsequently
reaffirmed to their own satisfaction that “for the time being the
human/chimpanzee/gorilla trichotomy remains unresolved using DNA hybridization
data” (1989:22), while pointing out that prior to Sibley and Ahlquist’s study
“virtually all non-molecular workers continued to strongly support (and still do) the
existence of a gorilla/chimpanzee clade.” They now went so far as to call into

question all of Sibley and Ahlquist’s work, and the method itself.

Ahlquist later lamented that a “marginal and substandard” subset of their
data “found their way into the hands of our antagonists and were publicized without
peer review as fraud and bad science. In retrospect, the phrase “bad science” as little
more than thinly veiled euphemism for character assassination and a specific
political agenda” (1999:858), claiming that “the matter could have been resolved
with a civil phone call asking “How did you guys analyze these data, anyway?”
(ibid). Molecular biologist Roy Britten, who had originally obtained from Sibley and
Ahlquist the data later passed on to Sarich and Marks, stated that the critiques “are

not scientific articles, they are weapons with political purposes” (quoted in Lewin
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1988b). Summarizing the controversy, Lewin noted that “the very combative and
partisan tone with which the challenges have been made has not advanced Sarich and

his colleagues' stated concern with scientific integrity” (1988b).

Marks emerged as their most ardent detractor. He wrote to the editor of the
Journal of Molecular Evolution demanding their studies be retracted, claiming that
“to fail to repudiate Sibley and Ahlquist's deceitful presentation to your reviewers of
their means of collecting and analysing their data... will be to the severe detriment of
the journal, the field of molecular evolution, and to the scientific community in
general” (quoted in Lewin 1988b:1598). He would later go so far as to write that
Sibley and Ahlquist’s “work needs to be treated like nuclear waste: bury it safely and

forget about it for a million years” (1993:69).

Given that Sibley and Ahlquist only wished to demonstrate the power of their
method by resolving the trichotomy problem, and had no compelling reason to
favour a homo-pan clade, it hardly seems likely that they would intentionally
manipulate their data to produce an unexpected and controversial answer that would
invite further scrutiny and would be open to later refutation. If they wished to
manufacture a result, it would surely be one in accordance with the morphologists’
and general sentiment, a chimpanzee-gorilla clade. They had no axe to grind on this
issue, and after the acrimonious reaction to their study soon came to wish they’d left
this subject well alone; "I regret the day | ever decided to do anything with the
hominoids and get mixed up in all this. It’s been a complete pain” (Sibley quoted in
Fellman 1988). But Marks, whose PhD thesis had argued for a chimp-gorilla clade,
clearly did. While such a difference of scientific opinion alone would have given him
reason to be sceptical of Sibley and Ahlquist, there was much more at stake here- a
political commitment which explains the vehemence of his attacks, as we shall see
below in his reaction to the great ape project. Marks was still arguing in 1992 that
“epistemological difficulties and contradictory sets of molecular genetic data” (883)
put the human-chimp clade in question, and deeming “it is highly likely that we have
not a single closest relative, but, at the genus level, two equally close ones™ (ibid).
He subsequently argued that “the distribution of heterochromatin at the tips of the
chromosomes of gorillas and chimpanzees suggests a phylogenetic association

between those two taxa exclusive of humans... in contrast to some genetic data, but
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in harmony with other genetic data and with most anatomical data” (1993). Marks’
objections at that point were not widely acknowledged, but in any case it now
appears from more recent research that these structures arose independently in the
gorilla and chimpanzee lineages (Ventura et al 2012).

Sibley and Ahlquist answered their critics with a 1990 article reanalysing
their data to prove the reality of the human-chimp clade they had originally
proposed; “from this reanalysis of the data we conclude that the chimp-human clade
is real and that the phylogeny proposed by Sibley and Ahlquist was justified”
(Sibley, Comstock and Ahlquist 1990). However, they were quick to point out that
subsequent studies had rendered debates about their particular data set rather
irrelevant to the broader question of human phylogeny. Caccone and Powell (1989)
had repeated Sibley and Ahlquist’s experiment with virtually identical results, while
Hayakasa et al (1988) arrived at the same conclusion from analysis of mtDNA, with
other studies also supporting the human-chimp clade; “The whole episode was a
vindication of the often highly controversial notion of using molecular data to build
family trees” (Lewin 1988b:1598). The theme of kinship was explicit in headlines in
Science reporting the genetic discoveries- “Our chimp cousins get that much closer”
(Gibbons 1990), “My close cousin the chimpanzee” (Lewin 1987b). The
acknowledgement of close phylogenetic kinship with chimpanzees would soon have
political consequences in the acknowledgement of moral kinship, as we will see

below.

Jared Diamond argued that our close kinship with chimpanzees as
demonstrated by genetics should be reflected in taxonomy at the genus level.
“Traditional taxonomy has reinforced our anthropocentric tendencies by claiming to
see a fundamental dichotomy between mighty man, standing alone on high, and the
lowly apes all together in the abyss of bestiality” (1993). But given that the genetic
distance of 1.6% separating humans from pygmy and common chimps is barely
double that separating pygmy from common chimps (0.7%) and less than that
between two species of gibbons (2.2%), the traditional distinction between apes and
humans evidently “misrepresents the facts”. The genetic evidence shows that
“humans do not constitute a distinct family, nor even a distinct genus, but belong in

the same genus as common and pygmy chimps,” with the name Homo taking
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priority over Pan as the former was coined first. “Thus, there are not one but three
species of genus Homo on Earth today: the common chimpanzee, Homo troglodytes;
the pygmy chimpanzee, Homo paniscus; and the third chimpanzee or human
chimpanzee, Homo sapiens. Since the gorilla is only slightly more distinct, it has
almost equal right to be considered a fourth species of Homo” (ibid). This argument
would be central to his popular 1991 book The Third Chimpanzee. He was not
unaware of the political implications, noting that “at present we make a fundamental
distinction between animals (including apes) and humans, and this distinction guides
our ethical code and actions”, meaning for example “it is considered acceptable to
exhibit caged apes in zoos, but it is not acceptable to do the same with humans.” He
mused “I wonder how the public will feel when the identifying label on the chimp

cage in the zoo reads "Homo troglodytes™ (1993).

Morris Goodman celebrated the effect of the growing molecular-biological
evidence combined with cladistics in producing phylogenies free of anthropocentric
bias; “the old paradigm in its viewpoint on taxonomic classification gave full rein to
the metaphysical concept of the scala naturae, with all the anthropocentric biases
that underlie this concept. The new paradigm calls for strictly genealogical
classifications in which taxa represent, as inferred from the best phylogenetic
evidence, real clades produced by evolution. Metaphysical concepts and
anthropocentric biases have no place in this new paradigm” (1996:281). A host of
studies regarding chimpanzee tool use and material culture (Mcgrew 1992), social
organization (Power 1991, de Waal 1995), abstract thinking and language (Savage-
Rumbaugh and Lewin 1994), among other topics, soon emerged, with Goodman
noting that “the DNA sequence data that demonstrate the very close genetic kinship
between humans and chimpanzees have helped stimulate this fresh look at
chimpanzees” (1996:281). He also predicted a second paradigm shift “concerned
with how we view ourselves. This second paradigm opposes the traditional
anthropocentric view that we are a uniquely different animal species and instead
affirms our extensive similarities and connectedness to other animals” (ibid).
Goodman failed to elaborate, however, on what practically speaking affirming such
kinship would entail.
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Goodman would later find himself in agreement with Diamond, arguing that
genus Homo should be enlarged to include chimpanzees. This was the result of a
study he co-authored which found that in functionally significant DNA sequences-
those that could not be changed without affecting amino acid production, thus
excluding “junk” DNA- humans and chimpanzees were 99.4% identical (Wildman et
al 2003). This was reported by New Scientist magazine with the unequivocal title
“Chimps are human, gene study implies” (Hecht 2003). It was clearly a statement
with political implications; "Moving chimps into the human genus might help us to
realize our very great likeness, and therefore treasure more and treat humanely our
closest relative” (Goodman quoted in Pickrell 2003).

5b. The Great Ape Project

The theme of moral kinship was explicitly taken up by the Great Ape Project,
an international organization, comprising an unlikely union of scholars, scientists
and activists, founded in 1993 to champion the cause of great ape rights. The
arguments of the Great Ape Project were put forth in a publication of the same name
(Cavalieri and Singer 1993) containing essays from 34 scholars of various
backgrounds. Diamond contributed an essay outlining the recent genetic evidence
and the case for a revised taxonomy. Richard Dawkins noted that “all the great apes
that have ever lived including ourselves, are linked to one another by an unbroken
chain of parent-child bonds,” a chain that is not long in evolutionary terms, and
moreover “as far as morality is concerned, it should be incidental that the
intermediates are dead.” Yet such is the significance of anthropocentrism that “we
need only discover a single survivor, say a relict Australopithecus in the Budongo
Forest, and our precious system of norms and ethics would come crashing about our
ears. The boundaries with which we segregate our world would be all shot to pieces.
Racism would blur with speciesism in obdurate and vicious confusion. Apartheid,
for those that believe in it, would assume a new and perhaps a more urgent import.”
In an evolutionary perspective, the essential connection between racism and
pithecophobia becomes clear, Dawkins suggests, without explicitly arguing. From

this starting point of the revelation of genetic similarities with apes, the book moved
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on to other research on ape cognition and behaviour- a case of ontogeny
recapitulating phylogeny given that this research was in large part inspired by the

genetic revelations.

The Great Ape Project called for “the extension of the community of equals
to include all great apes”, defining this as “the moral community within which we
accept certain basic moral principles or rights as governing our relations with each
other and enforceable at law” (Cavalieri and Singer 1993:4). The rights they argued
should be extended to the great apes were the right to life, the protection of
individual liberty, and the prohibition of torture. This was not the full spectrum of
human rights- for example, apes are not here afforded the right to marry, own
property, and so on- but it provided some important basic protections, such that apes
could not be killed, detained without due process, or tortured. Apes would legally be
neither human, nor animal- i.e. property- but persons of a different kind. Never
before had such a collection of prominent scholars argued so strongly in favour of
the rights of other species. A startlingly new development, to be sure, but
nonetheless still beholden to the underlying continuity of anthropocentric ideology-
for of course, their advocacy was focused solely on the tiny handful of great ape

species.

It was only the fact that apes are our closest kin that justified their being
singled out above all other animals for the recognition of rights, and extending the
definition of humanity to partially encompass apes leaves the underlying
anthropocentric logic unchallenged. This anthropocentric logic was very clear in
some contributions, for example Kortlandt stated his long-standing belief that “the
real chasm” between animals and 'humans was between the great apes and the lesser
apes, baboons and monkeys, although recent research had persuaded him that “we
should perhaps locate the gulf below the baboons” (1993:145). However, some non-
scientific contributors were keenly aware of this issue; Sapontzis expressed his
concern that the focus on rights for great apes and other nonhuman primates
continued anthropocentric bias- “We are called on to recognise that harmful
experiments on nonhuman great apes are wrong because these apes are genetically so

much like us or because they are so intelligent, again like us. Such calls clearly retain
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an anthropocentric view of the world, modifying it only through recognising that we

are not an utterly unique life form” (1993:271).

Those scholars who were critical of its anthropocentrism justified the project-
as separate from calls for universal animal rights- on pragmatic grounds. They hoped
it would act as a foot in the door, by setting a precedent; the granting of rights to any
animals would make rights for animals in general a more achievable goal. This at
any rate was the theme of editors Cavalieri and Singer’s closing chapter. They
discussed manumission, the act of granting freedom to slaves, as a tool for systemic
intervention, stating that “each use invites us to consider the possibility of applying
the tool in another situation.” They argued that great apes were a “weak link” in the
barrier between human and animal “on which we can concentrate our efforts”, a
“grey area where the certainties of human chauvinism begin to fade and an uneasy
ambivalence makes recourse to a collective animal manumission possible”
(1993:308). The collective manumission of great apes, they believed, would have
great “symbolic value as a concrete representation of the first breach in the species

barrier” (ibid 311).

A number of the project’s supporters would later change their position on this
issue. Cognitive ethologist Bekoff argued in 1997 that “the time has come to expand
The Great Ape Project (GAP) to The Great Ape/Animal Project (GA/AP) and to take
seriously the moral status and rights of all animals by presupposing that all
individuals should be admitted into the Community of Equals” (269). He criticised
the project for “narrowminded primatocentrism” and argued that “line drawing into
“lower” and “higher” species is a misleading speciesist practice that should be
vigorously resisted because not only is line drawing bad biology but also because it
can have disastrous consequences for how animals are viewed and treated” (ibid).
Francione later wrote “I now see that the entire GAP project was ill-conceived,”
believing that such efforts “are problematic because they suggest that a certain
species of nonhumans is ‘special’ based on similarity to humans. That does not

challenge the speciesist hierarchy- it reinforces it” (2006).

The Great Ape Project would see significant success in ameliorating human
treatment of great apes. In 1997, the British Home Secretary announced a policy to

no longer grant licenses for research involving great apes, stating “this is a matter of
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morality. The cognitive and behavioural characteristics and qualities of these animals
mean it is unethical to treat them as expendable for research” (Jack Straw quoted in
Cavalieri 2015:28). Thus they were banned from medical research in Britain in 1998,
with a number of other Western states instituting similar bans in this period,
although the US, by far the greatest offender, did not follow suit. A New Zealand bill
for the recognition of great ape personhood was to provide a precedent on which a
call for a UN Declaration of Rights for Great Apes would proceed (Anonymous
1999a), but it failed in parliament (Anonymous 1999b). Though New Zealand
granted the strongest legal protections to great apes of all states, these were not
explicitly recognized as rights. Thus, the Great Ape Project, despite the impact it
made, failed to achieve its stated aims over this period, as great ape rights, much less

animal rights more broadly, were not granted.

One contributor noted perceptively that the “perception of difference often
shifts once moral equality is recognised” (Jamieson 1993:225), just as was observed
with post-war universal human rights and the eclipse of scientific racism. There will
doubtless be unending attempts to create a perceptual gulf between humans and apes,
so long as the latter are regarded as things and not people. To see this we need only
return to the aforementioned Jonathan Marks, vehement critic of Sibley and
Ahlquist. With his effort to “bury” their data and its conclusions having failed,
Marks fell back on arguing for its irrelevancy. This was the thrust of his 2002 book
What it Means to be 98% Chimpanzee, to which his answer was effectively
“nothing”; “The extent to which our DNA resembles an ape’s predicts nothing about
our general similarity to apes, much less about any moral or political consequences
arising from it” (2002:5). In this view it is not the 98.4% of our DNA that we share
with chimpanzees that assumes significance, but rather the 1.6% that differs. Marks
would later explicitly call for “a return to traditional taxonomic practice, separating
Family Hominidae from a paraphyletic Family Pongidae” (2005:52), not based on
genetic data but “theoretical and pragmatic” concerns, and has recently devoted a
book to the notion that human are “ex-apes” in which he states unequivocally that
“the idea that we are an ape of some sort... is a simple falsehood that miseducates
the public” (Marks 2015:109). Marks’ position here is far from unique;
paleoanthropologist John Hawks (2012) also recently denounced the “canard” that

humans are apes. But these arguments amount to little more than language games,
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favouring a particular interpretation of the vernacular over cladistics. They fail even
in their own terms, and could only convince those who have a strong anthropocentric
bias against calling humans apes. Phylogenetically, calling humans “ex-apes” makes

as much sense as calling us “ex-vertebrates.”

It should come as no surprise that Marks objected to great ape personhood,
and vocally so. He lamented that a “molecular factoid” had become “the basis for a
push for social legislation and moral reform” (2002:186), and opposed rights for
apes due to the “simple fact” that “apes aren’t human” (ibid), a statement as baldy
anthropocentric as it is deliberately obtuse. He branded the Great Ape Project
“misanthropic” (2007:183) and in a 1997 letter to the New York Times he along with
a co-author described it as a “zoological absurdity” with an “ominous undercurrent,”
namely that “in their zeal to humanize the apes, activists have begun to draw
analogies between humans with disabilities and nonhuman primates” (Marks and
Groce 1997:18). They attempted to draw analogies with the eugenics movement and
claimed “it is a perverse sense of morality indeed that seeks to blur the boundary
between apes and people by dehumanizing those for whom human rights are often
the most precarious” (ibid) - a statement which of course presupposes that “people”

is coterminous with “humans”.

This text was later expanded into a journal article (Groce and Marks 2000),
where they stated with indignant concern that in a 1995 televised debate on great ape
rights, one of the participants, Dr Leahy, had referred to children and the mentally
disabled as “lesser beings” to which the term human being cannot be applied in a
“straightforward sense” (Groce and Marks 2000:821). Yet Leahy was not a
proponent of animal rights, nor even an agnostic, but had previously written a book-
length argument against animal rights and in favour of human supremacy (Leahy
1991), a fact Groce and Marks failed to cite. Although they did acknowledge that
Leahy was arguing against ape rights in that debate, they failed to draw the obvious
conclusion that someone with such a perception of these groups is hardly likely to
hold other animals in much esteem, while on the contrary respect for other animals is
more likely to correlate with respect for other humans than a lack thereof. As
Cavalieri recently argued, the protagonists of the eugenics movement shared with

Marks and Groce “the traditional metaphysical view within which the “animal” is
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what lies at the bottom of the perfectionist hierarchy, and the notion of animality is
the pole that sheds its negative light on whom ever is to be derogated.” One the other
hand, if “one sees the nonhuman great apes in the way the supporters of the Great
Ape Project see them, no analogy that might be drawn with them is insulting”
(2015:27). Marks’ view “takes for granted exactly what is in question- namely, the
relative moral status of humans and nonhumans” and clearly “what is taken for

granted is just a form of biological discrimination” (ibid).

Marks’ position on our moral kinship with apes was predictable given his
stance on phylogenetic kinship; more surprising was the fact that Diamond, despite
calling chimpanzees Homo troglodytes, was rather lukewarm on the notion of rights
for apes. In his 1993 contribution he stated that “an objective case... can be made
that chimps and gorillas qualify for preferred ethical consideration over insects and
bacteria” and that “if there is any animal species... for which a total ban on medical
experimentation can be justified, that species is surely the chimpanzee”- but did not
declare unequivocally that a ban on medical experimentation was in fact justified, or
even that apes do have a moral status greater then bacteria, which great ape
personhood would of course entail. He also believed that the objection that “an
ethical code for treating humans should not be extended to an “animal”... cannot be
lightly dismissed” (1991). It is surely no accident that Diamond made the otherwise
inexplicable decision to describe humans as the third species of chimpanzee, rather
than describing chimpanzees as a species of human. He in fact subscribed to the
same human exceptionalism as Marks, insisting that “humans are unlike all animals”
and that “the two percent of genes that differ from those of chimps must have been
responsible for all our seemingly unique properties” (ibid). The New York Times
review of The Third Chimpanzee was even titled “Separating the men from the apes”
(de Waal 1992)- which is of course the very opposite of what Diamond appeared to
be doing at face value, yet accurately reflected the overall thrust of the work. The
significance of the human-chimpanzee clade was in fact undercut by another set of
genetic data, data that this time did not challenge anthropocentrism but was instead
taken to support it, allowing Diamond to claim that for most of human evolution “we
have remained little more than glorified chimpanzees,” while an “abrupt change”
occurred with the advent of modern humans. These moderns were true humans while

their Neanderthal contemporaries “were still just another species of big mammal”
113



(ibid). The genetic evidence that re-affirmed Diamond’s anthropocentrism in the face

of the challenge from ape genetics was the discovery of “mitochondrial Eve.”

5¢. Mitochondrial Eve and Noah’s Ark

This study, published in 1987, was conducted by Rebecca Caan and Mark
Stoneking, graduate students of biochemist Allan Wilson, the paper’s third co-
author, whose work with molecular clocks in the late sixties had proved so
controversial in contradicting the contemporary anthropocentric phylogeny. Caan
had been specifically interested in human diversity, viewing mitochondrial DNA as
“a potential tool to break open the question of human variation” (quoted in Gitschier
2010:3). Stoneking on the other hand had no special interest in the subject- “I just
wanted to learn about mtDNA and didn't really care what organism I worked with”
(quoted in Wilkins 2012). He was ignorant of contemporary debates in human
origins, and much like Sibley and Ahlquist was taken by surprise at the attention and
hostile reactions to his study. After the politically-charged reaction, Caan
complained that “people were doing the same thing with birds and lizards and fish
and they weren’t taking anywhere near the amount of crap I was taking. I could see it

was only because I was talking about humans” (quoted in Gitschier 2010:4).

All of the mitochondrial DNA they analysed- representing the geographical
regions of Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, and New Guinea- was found to “stem
from one woman who is postulated to have lived about 200, 000 years ago, probably
in Africa” (Caan et al 1987:31), subsequently dubbed “mitochondrial Eve.” The
paper’s authors did not themselves use the term Eve to describe this woman, and in
fact disapproved of it as misleading- Wilson favoured the term "lucky mother",
which emphasized the role of chance in the survival of mtDNA lineages over time
(Wilkins 2012). Nevertheless the study was reported in the news section of Nature
under the title “Out of the garden of Eden” with the claim that “Eve was alive, well
and probably living in Africa around 200,000 years ago” (Wainscoat 1987:13), while
a discussion of the research in Science was titled “The unmasking of Mitochondrial
Eve” (Lewin 1987a). Numerous articles in popular media followed suit, with the

cover of Newsweek (Jan 11" 1988) depicting a literal African Adam and Eve in the
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Garden of Eden to accompany an article titled “The search for Adam and Eve”
(Figure 6). The Eve moniker, while perhaps excusable in the initial wave of fervour
surrounding the results, proved stubbornly persistent- over a decade later, a popular
account of the model by geneticist Stephen Oppenheimer was titled The Real Eve
(2003), as was a Discovery Channel documentary (2002) for which he acted as
consultant.? All of this was more significant than merely popularist spin, for the
biblical metaphors in fact fit very well with the anthropocentric pseudo-creationist

narrative that was to be built around Caan et al’s results.

2 |Interestingly enough in this connection, Oppenheimer’s previous book Eden in the East (1998), on
the “drowned continent” of Sundaland, argues explicitly that “The biblical flood really did occur- at
the end of the last Ice Age.”
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Figure 6 Newsweek 1988 Cover "The Search for Adam and Eve"

Creationism was in fact increasing in influence at this time- earlier in the
decade, the 1981 case McLean v. Arkansas Board of Education in response to a new
state law mandating “balanced treatment for creation-science and evolution-science”
in schools had been dubbed “Scopes II”” in the media. In the very same year that the

Eve study was published, a Supreme Court case in response to a similar Louisiana
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law, Edwards v. Aguillard, was decided with the ruling that creation science was a
form of religion and thus its teaching in schools unconstitutional. But the ruling did
not dent the popularity of creationism; according to a 1996 poll of adult Americans
conducted by the National Science Board, only 44% agreed with the statement,
“Human beings, as we know them today, developed from earlier species of animals™
(Scott 1997:263). The polling data demonstrates the percentage of Americans who
were “not sure” about evolution tripled from 1985-2005 (Miller et al 2006:765).
Over this same period, commentators noted the emergence of a “strange alliance
against Darwin... between the forces of the religious right and the academic left”
(Cartmill 1998) with the rise of a “secular creationism” (Ehrenreich and. McIntosh
1997) intent on setting “humans apart from even our closest animal relatives as the
one species that is exempt from the influences of biology... the result is an
ideological outlook eerily similar to that of religious creationism. Like their
fundamentalist Christian counterparts, the most extreme antibiologists suggest