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Introduction: 
Human-Animal Relationships 
From a Long-Term Perspective

Kristin Armstrong Oma1  & Joakim Goldhahn2 ,

Humans, like other animals, are inextricably bound to their local complex web-of-life and 
cannot exist outside of relationally interwoven ecosystems. Humans are, as such, rooted 
in a multispecies universe. Human and non-human animals in their variety of forms and 
abilities have been commensal, companions, prey, and hunters, and archaeology must take 
this fundamental fact – the cohabiting of the world – to heart. Human societies are, there-
fore, not so much human as web-of-species societies. Recently, anthropological theory has 
explored non-modern societies from the perspective of an anthropology of life which in-
corporates relationality of local humans and non-human animals, a pursuit that is signifi-
cant for the diverse contributions in this special section of Current Swedish Archaeology: a 
themed section which deals with past multispecies intra-actions in a long-term perspective.
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In this themed section of the CSA 2020 issue, we have invited archaeolo-
gists with different backgrounds and specialist knowledge to ponder what 
entanglements of human and non-human animals mean for archaeologi-
cal studies of societies from a deep-time perspective, with a particular fo-
cus on human-animal multispecies relationships (Pilaar Birch 2018). Some 
kind of relationship between humans and different animal species and/or 
individuals is a basic fundament for all societies. A poignant example is the 
pandemic-crisis of 2020 with its global spread of the virus COVID-19 and 
its influence on many aspects of human societies, not only its detrimental 
influence on health and economy but also innovation in communication 
strategies and material culture. The virus is thought to stem from bats, pos-
sibly transmitted to pangolins, and ultimately to humans at one of Wuhan’s 
so-called wet markets (Andersen et al. 2020; Huang et al. 2020). In this 
we see how human encroachment on wilderness, bringing wild, critically 
endangered animals into human societies, has wide-reaching global con-
sequences and effectively changes human societies.

The impact of COVID-19 on our lives demonstrates how human-animal 
relationships in current societies can have both unforeseen and unintended 
consequences. If there is a constant to human society through time it is ex-
actly this: that the web-of-life changes in unexpected ways. Therefore, dif-
ferent time periods and cultures that archaeologists study have different 
pre-requisites regarding the embeddedness of humans in a web-of-life, and 
in particular how human-animal relationships are manifest, understood, 
and unfolded in archaeological situations and contexts. These prerequisites 
concern not only different ontological perceptions (Descola 2013; Holbraad 
& Pedersen 2017), but also active relationships with humans and non-
humans. These relationships are manifold and complex. As humans can 
and will engage with non-human animals, different sentient non-human 
animals possess perspectives and agential possibilities to engage in mean-
ingful relationships with humans. Therefore, human-animal relationships 
deserve close-up research throughout all archaeological periods, including 
concurrent relationships in different social and cultural settings.

The enigma of the various natures of human and non-human animal re-
lationships points to several related reasons why archaeologists should con-
sider such relations more thoroughly. First and foremost, something hap-
pens when species meet (Haraway 2008). Non-human animals participate 
in meaningful relations with humans. To explore and try to understand 
such local complex webs of life will improve our physical and mental health, 
by lowering the heartrate, helping us recover faster after severe illness and 
releasing the hormone oxytocin into the bloodstream of both humans and 
animals when we interact (Cox et al. 2017). The same is true for engag-
ing with companion animals (Brooks et al. 2018; Halm 2008). Even ‘wild’ 
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animals have the agency and power to develop meaningful relations with 
humans, which sometimes can help us overcome great despair (Bloom & 
Grevie 2016). Second, throughout history, and around the globe, animals 
have been attributed with healing powers and used in folk medicine (Estes 
1989; Lev 2003; Nóbrega et al. 2013; Tillhagen 1958, 1978; Wiseman & 
Ellis 1996), an area that is relatively unexplored within the field of archae-
ology. Third, multispecies meetings, intra-actions, and relationships exceed 
humanity as we know it. In short: before there were humans, no matter 
what kind of definition we wish to apply, there were web-of-species socie-
ties and relations. The becomings of different variations of hominids and 
human beings are therefore entwined and meshed up in an intricate non-
human animal web-of-life (Gittins 2013). These and other multispecies re-
lationships are therefore, for better or worse, at the heart of what make us 
humans as well as the history of humanness.

Fourth, the intricate relationship between human and non-human be-
ings could also be said to be valid for the becoming of archaeology as a 
discipline. Archaeology springs from an exploration of humanity from a 
deep-time perspective, and thus from its beginning contested the theologi-
cal (biblical) time perception of the world as merely 6000 to 7000 years 
old (Thomas 2004; Trigger 2006), replacing analogism with naturalism 
(Descola 2013; Goldhahn 2019). What is seldom discussed, however, is 
that the relationship between human and non-human animals was at the 
core in distinguishing and rethinking different prehistoric epochs in cul-
tural-historical terms. For example, the finding of an extinct aurochs (Bos 
primigenius) from Önnarp in Scania in 1840, with flint arrowheads still in 
situ, was crucial for Sven Nilsson (1787–1883) in unfolding the Stone Age 
as a cultural-historical epoch (Nilsson 1838–1843, 1868). Other significant 
relationships between humans and non-human animals that reshaped our 
perception of the past during the nineteenth century were Jens Jacob As-
mussen Worsaae’s (1821–1885) 1850s excavation of a Køkkenmødding in 
Meilgaard, northern Djursland, which lead to the more renown Køkken-
mødding commission, and Bror Emil Hildebrand’s (1806–1884) finds of 
domesticates in a megalithic burial monument during the 1860s (Hilde-
brand 1869); two famous excavations which brought new understandings 
about the relationship between human and non-human beings and helped 
to refigure the Stone Age into a Mesolithic and Neolithic epoch (Fisher & 
Kristiansen 2002; Goldhahn 2013).

Likewise, the understanding of the basic subsistence strategy for current 
western societies since the agricultural revolution and domestication some 
9000 years ago (Rudbeck 2000; Clutton-Brock et al. 2012) also hinges on 
a fundamental change in the relationships between humans and animals; 
arguably one from an engagement with animals dominated by hunting, to 
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multiple engagements that ranged from hunting to companionship to eth-
ics of care (Armstrong Oma 2018a). Exciting new finds, such as the multi-
species pillars from Göbekli Tepe in today’s Turkey (Fagan 2017), as well 
as new theoretical elaboration of older finds, change our perception of hu-
manity as continuing to be unfolded through our archaeological praxis. 
Who could envisage that Neanderthals (Radovčić et al. 2015; Finlayson 
2019), as well as modern humans, shared such a deep-time history and re-
lations with avian creatures (Collar et al. 2007; Johansson 2012; Kost & 
Hussain 2019; Serjeantson 2009)?

A key feature in our approach to these issues is that animals, indisput-
ably, have agency of their own (Armstrong Oma 2018b; Goldhahn 2019). 
Non-human animals are sentient beings which can and will engage in mean-
ingful relations with humans. Our research brings examples of many new 
multi-species studies within an archaeology that aims to broaden prehis-
toric agency beyond humanity, which – we argue – will provide a richer, 
more deeply layered, understanding of past societies.

We picture this momentum in sharp contrast to many recent well-
articulated attempts to activate material culture as ‘secondary agents’ (Gell 
1998), which often has been suggested under new notions and theoreti-
cal umbrellas, such as the entanglements of different kinds of ‘material 
turns’ (e.g. Bennett 2010; Olsen 2010; Hodder 2012), the Object-Oriented-
Ontology of Graham Harman (2002, 2011), or the thought-provoking 
Agential Realist Ontology of Karen Barad (2007); just to mention a few 
recent studies that inspired our archaeological praxis. Common for many 
of the mentioned perspectives, is that they have had a tendency to overem-
phasize human relations to the material world, and tend to neglect the – 
more often – sincere engagement and commensal bond that exists between 
humans and sentient non-human animals, which most obviously have an 
agency of their own.

We find it puzzling that archaeology and anthropology have overlooked 
such obvious players in the agential life-worlds of humans. For example, 
we might ask ourselves if it is conceivable to try to understand the so-called 
Neolithic Revolution (Hodder 1990; Barker 2009), or indeed the Second-
ary Product Revolution (Sherratt 1981, see also Greenfield 2010; Tornberg 
2018), without discussing humans’ changing relations to non-human ani-
mals (Armstrong Oma 2018a; Goldhahn 2019)?

One possible reason for the explicit focus on human-material relations is 
that all modern sciences were born within the ontological rationale of hu-
manism that sprang out of a mix of Renaissance enlightenment ideals that 
put Man at the centre of all things, and the Cartesian separation between 
mind and body, which posited animals as biological automata (Armstrong 
Oma 2018a:45). Despite good intentions, to withhold the supremacy of 
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‘Man over Beast’, and the focus on ‘Man and his Things’, is clear theologi-
cal heritage from Christianity. Trying to change this narrative is an uphill 
struggle, considering how deeply embedded these ideas are into the very 
fabric of what makes religion religious and science scientific. Researching 
animal agency is therefore still to some extent uncharted terrain that, we 
argue, will have ontological implications (Armstrong Oma 2018b; Gold-
hahn 2019).

One approach used by some researchers to make headway in this strug-
gle is auto-ethnography (developed from feminist methods), drawing on 
personal experiences as a tool to make observations and from these, to 
raise novel kinds of research questions (Game 2001). Such an approach has 
proved fruitful in opening up the interdisciplinary field of Human-Animal 
Studies. In our works, on the deeply enmeshed intra-action of herding be-
tween herders, sheepdogs, and sheep (Armstrong Oma 2018a, this volume), 
and investigating how the birdness of birds contributed in unfolding Bronze 
Age ontologies (Goldhahn 2019), we have tried to push our boundaries as 
archaeologists by deep engagement with our subjects of study. Our expe-
rience is that the agency of animals does not leave us untouched; it does 
something to us. Tim Ingold (2011:28) called agency “a magical mind-
dust” dreamt by theorists. On the contrary, our experience is that there is 
nothing dreamy about this. Taken at face value, encounters with animals 
do have a magical, albeit real-world, component, that rests exactly in their 
agency, and its inherent unpredictability. To paraphrase Haraway (2008) 
and Barad (2007): something does happen when species meet and intra-act.

In this context we would like to accentuate that a focus on human and 
non-human animal relations within archaeological contexts possesses great 
potential to bring different kinds of archaeologies together. This is high-
lighted in the different but related contributions to this special section of 
CSA.

Most of these articles were presented at a workshop entitled Between 
animals and humans – archaeological perspectives on animated relation-
ships. This gathering was sponsored by the Riksbankens Jubileumsfond – 
an independent Swedish foundation which promotes and supports research 
in the humanities and social sciences – and held at Linnæus University be-
tween 11 and 13 November 2018. It gathered 28 participants from Amer-
ica, Australia, Colombia, Denmark, England, Finland, Norway, and Swe-
den. All in all, 18 papers were presented and discussed. Seven of these are 
included in this volume of CSA, while those by Jan Magne Gjerde (2018), 
Fredrik Hallgren (Gummesson et al. 2018), Antti Lahelma (2019), Joanna 
Lawrence (2019), Magnus Ljunge and Joakim Wehlin (Stockholm Univer-
sity nd), Anja Mansrud (Mjærum & Mansrud 2020), and Ylva Sjöstrand 
(2017) have been published elsewhere. Some of the remaining presentations 
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will be revealed through ongoing doctoral projects in Denmark and Swe-
den, and in a future volume of this journal.

Two of the contributions to this special issue focus on our feathered 
friends. In Tracing the materiality of feathers in the Stone Age northeast-
ern Europe, Kristiina Mannermaa and Tuija Kirkinen argue that archae-
ologists have neglected the uses of feathers in ritual costumes, everyday 
clothing, and decoration. Through anthropological studies from across 
the world, feathers have not only been used as ornaments, but also con-
vey important ontological perceptions about the present past. Bird beings 
were used as ceremonial paraphernalia and often as personal effigies and 
symbols for social identities, clans, kinship, and more. By contrast, feath-
ers are extremely rare to uncover through traditional archaeological meth-
odologies, though they seldom survive the test of time. However, through 
innovative microscopic analyses of soil samples from Mesolithic burials, 
Mannermaa and Kirkinen have succeeded in revealing the first direct evi-
dence of the use of feathers in burial ceremonies. This opens up momen-
tum to explore the importance of birds and feathers among these hunter 
and gatherer societies, and beyond.

In To bring back some eagleness to eagles, Joakim Goldhahn reconnoi-
tres how and why humans and eagles and eagles and humans might have 
intra-acted during the Bronze Age. It is argued that we need to focus on 
how we assemble our materials not to uncritically recreate our worldings 
on past ones. Goldhahn uses a blend of eagles’ behaviour, birdlore from 
medieval and more recent times, and analyses of material culture and its 
find contexts to understand why certain remains and manifestations of ea-
gles were unfolded in the Bronze Age. He argues that many sorts of eagle
ness were important for worldings during this epoch, some revealed in rela-
tions to warriors and warriorhood, others in relation to females, children, 
and mortuary ceremonies. Eagles were active and intra-acted, possessing 
an agency of their own.

In the article Fish and humans, Jacob Kveiborg, Laura Svop Ahlqvist, and 
Helle Vandkilde explore Interspecies relationships in the Nordic Bronze 
Age. They investigate how new animal-human-thing relationships and as-
sociated cosmologies were unfolded and manifested in the formative period 
of this era. To be able to do so, to examine how past minds, beliefs, and 
associated practices were played out in different social contexts, Kveiborg 
et al. argue that we must embrace a holistic approach that encompasses a 
broad spectrum of archaeological remains and find categories, such as fau-
nal remains, iconography, rock art, and contextual and relational analyses 
of objects, and more. They use such manifold approaches to outline three 
complex changes and interactions of significant socioeconomic and cosmo-
logical elements, in this case, related to i) horse, sun and humans, ii) sea, 
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fish and ships, and iii) fish, fish hooks, and fishing, and how these relation-
ships were played out in life and death. Kveiborg et al. suggest that these 
elements constituted an ‘interconnected parts of an entangled whole,’ which 
represent a new ontology that was revealed between 1600 and 1400 BCE.

Kveiborg et al. use human-animal relationships to refigure a familiar 
grand narrative about the European Bronze Age. Armstrong Oma uses 
them to explore less well-known aspects of these societies’ economic and 
social practices: dogs and their roles in families and farms in association 
with sheep herding. Few animals show such intelligent interactions with 
humans as dogs. They bond and quickly become family members, some-
times buried as our peers, and contribute explicitly to everyday arrange-
ments within the household, in playing, guarding, hunting, in raiding and 
wars, herding, and more. Armstrong Oma focuses on the triad of sheep-
dog-human interaction. She explores depositional patterns of dog bones 
in Bronze Age settlements, burials, rock art, and wetland deposits, and 
how this information can be used to infer an understanding of the onto-
logical role of dogs in social practices concerning herding. The reason for 
this is simple: sheepdogs embody a unique role between humans and non-
human animals, and act as active mediators between these agents. Arm-
strong Oma reveals how sheepdogs and their choreographies contributed 
to the social spheres of families and societies during the Bronze Age, and 
– importantly – how we can use human-animal relationships to humanize 
the past in ways that unfold new aspects of past societies that differ from 
centuries-old grand narratives.

Rock art is some of the most tangible evidence of humans’ intangible 
perceptions and life-worlds. It has been vital in exploring past and present 
ontologies and the human-animal relationship. In this special issue, this is 
manifested through Fuglestvedt’s re-examination of possible reindeer herd-
ing in the Late Mesolithic in the Alta region. She argues that the ‘Neolithic 
revolution’ played out differently among hunters and gatherers in northern-
most Europe. Fuglestvedt finds a remarkable difference between the two 
earliest phases of rock art in the Alta region, manifested through the pres-
ence and absence of human control over animals. In the initial phase, she 
finds a humanization of wild animals expressed by focusing on their inner 
qualities, their essence: totemism. In the ensuing phase, all big game ani-
mals are depicted with a pecked contour or in bas-relief, showing a focus 
on the animal’s outer qualities: animism (see Fuglestvedt 2018). The for-
mer way to depict reindeers is contemporary with depictions of reindeer 
corrals controlling herds. It is argued that this represents an early phase of 
small-scale semi-domestication of reindeer. Following Fuglestvedt, chang-
ing rock art styles not only reflect changes in human-animal relations, but 
also unfold changes in people’s ontological understanding of the world.
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In Retrieving, curating and depositing skulls on Pitted Ware culture 
sites, Tobias Lindström explores shared traits in the treatment of human 
and non-human animal remains during the Middle Neolithic in the Bal-
tic Sea region. His article contests modernistic perceptions which associ-
ate skulls with danger, death and our mortality, and explores other ways 
to make these meaningful. Lindström focuses on how human and non-
human skulls have been treated and deposited on sites belonging to the Pit-
ted Ware Culture. Many times, the skull handling included depositions of 
humans and non-human animals within the same archaeological features. 
Human remains had also been modified in ways that are commonly associ-
ated with how animal remains were treated, such as splitting and cutting of 
long bones and teeth removal. Lindström suggest that these remains were 
curated to be able to impact on the physical world of the living, and maybe 
used as heirlooms, charms or memorabilia. In his own words: ‘we might be 
dealing with acts involving parts of the dead without the acts themselves 
strictly speaking being directed towards the dead’.

Lindström’s article shows that relations between how human and non-
human animals are treated in ritualized practices are vital to explore in 
our quest to understand the past. Bettina Stolle’s article, Ritual slaughter 
through the eyes of the butcher: Perspectives on a complex practice, can 
be taken as an example that this also applies to analyses of a specific so-
cial practice such as slaughter. Stolle uses both quantitative and qualita-
tive features in her analyses, such as the frequency of cut marks, the force 
and implements applied to induce them, and the precision and uniformity 
of the cuts. Sometimes the butchery process is described as intense, refer-
ring to elevated levels of one or all of the above stated features. Her analy-
ses contest interpretations that rely on literary sources alone, which often 
state that slaughter was a ritualized practice. By revealing both similarities 
and differences in butchery marks on animal bones in the zooarchaeologi-
cal record, Stolle discloses different kinds of butchery practices. She takes 
this as an indication that these processes incorporated skilled people from 
various segments of the society.

Closing

Reading through this special section of CSA, it is easy to detect a concur-
rent ambivalence in approaching the relationship between human and non-
human animals in archaeological studies. This shows that we still battle to 
come to terms with the naturalism we inherited from Enlightenment and 
Christian preconceptions. Nerissa Russell (2012: 2–3) has emphasized that 
the entangled relationships between human and non-human beings expose 
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our minds to both anthropocentrism and anthropomorphism. If we create a 
firm boundary between us and them we will generate an exclusive position 
for our ontology – anthropocentrism – and vice versa, if we obliterate the 
boundary between humans and nonhuman beings – anthropomorphism – 
we end up denying these creatures their unique being. We do not think that 
this ambivalence is easy to solve or come to terms with, and this might be 
the best reason for focusing our research on the relationships between hu-
man and non-human animals: namely that it exposes our preconceptions 
of ourselves as situated beings with cognitive privileges. This, for us, calls 
out for moral reflections, not only on human relations to non-human ani-
mals in the past, but also in the present. We are all a part of web-of-species 
societies populated by sentient beings and, we argue, it is time to let this 
shine true within archaeology.
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