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NEANDERTHAL ART
AND THE PROBLEM OF ETHNOCENTRISM

ABSTRACT: 
The recognition of artistic expressions coming from the Palaeolithic has always been skewed towards the acknowl-
edgement of our species as the sole superior maker. This is due to the double standard applied to the Palaeolithic ar-
chaeological research, for which similar material evidence from Modern Human and Neanderthal contexts are inter-
preted differently because different levels of cognitive abilities are attached to different human species. This biased 
understanding of the deep past comes from a mindset derived from the ‘colonial thought’ that steered (and regretta-
bly often still steers) Western political, social, and scientific agendas. Colonialism implies the owning and the refusal of 
knowledge and culture of the Other by the superior Western knowledge system. Colonialism is here understood as the 
product of a universal Ethnocentrism, proper of the human mind. In this paper, a review of the state of knowledge and 
debates around Neanderthal modernity is presented by using Middle and Upper Palaeolithic artistic expressions as a 
case study. Ultimately, a more relativistic theoretical framework is proposed to move beyond futile discussions around 
hominins’ complexity of thoughts and behaviours. Understanding that our species stands not alone on a higher evolutive 
step can help archaeology (and also other sciences involved in the study of the deep past) move forward and beyond its 
boundaries, by re-evaluating and questioning old interpretations and hypotheses, products of an ethnocentric mindset.
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 Archaeology is a product of Western colonialism. This 
statement might sound outrageous, but nevertheless true. 
Archaeology has been used as a tool for controlling and 
owning other cultures’ past and situating it into a Western 
system of cultural and ideological values (Moro-Abadía, 
2006; Porr & Matthews, 2017; Smith & Wobst, 2005b). As 
Nicholas and Hollowell (2007) illustrate, archaeology is of-
ten still perceived by Indigenous groups or more generally 
descendant communities as “just another tool of oppres-
sion that objectifies the past and disenfranchises them 
from their own histories” (Nicholas & Hollowell, 2007, 
60). The recognition of this problem led to a generally 
diffused post-colonial approach towards the discipline 
of archaeology (e.g., Porr & Matthews, 2020a; Smith & 
Wobst, 2005a). However, still a lot needs to be done to ful-
ly decolonize archaeology (for an overview of this critique 
see e.g., Hamilakis, 2012), especially in the part of the dis-
cipline that studies the deep past of humanity, broadly 
known as Palaeolithic archaeology. This branch often falls 
into the traps created by the colonial discourse, for ex-
ample by interpreting deep past behaviours and cultures 
using modern parallels and Western ideals, or by creating 

temporal divisions and disparities among species solely 
based on the problematic assumption of Homo Sapiens’ 
exceptionalism.

An example of an archaeological endeavour which easily 
falls victim to the ‘colonial mindset’ (the reasoning under-
lying the phenomenon of colonialism, def. by the author) 
is the quest for archaeological traces of the beginning of 
our complexity of thoughts and behaviours. In fact, the 
question of the origin of ‘modern’ behaviours and cogni-
tive sophistication, led to the theorization of the so-called 
Human Revolution Model (Klein, 1995; Mellars & Stringer, 
1989; Noble & Davidson, 1991) in which Homo Sapiens 
(HS) is seen as the modern, complex species par excel-
lence (McBrearty & Brooks, 2000; McBrearty, 2013). The 
model postulates that ours is the only species of the ge-
nus Homo to be worthy of the title of ‘human’ because 
of the development of a more complex and modern set 
of behaviours such as the use of language, new technol-
ogies, and the manipulation of symbols (Deacon, 1997; 
Henshilwood & Marean, 2003; Nowell, 2010; McBrearty & 
Brooks, 2000; McBrearty, 2013). According to this defini-
tion (i.e., ‘behavioural’ humanity as opposed to ‘anatom-
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ical’ humanity), HS became finally ‘human’ around 70ka 
when it started displaying complex behaviours such as 
the processing of pigments or the ability to exploit marine 
resources. However, this raises the question of inter-Ho-
mo ‘humanity’: are modern behaviours and cognitive com-
plexity unique traits of our species? Are they an overall 
characteristics of the genus Homo?

To answer these questions a sort of ‘shopping list’ for the 
archaeological recognition of complexity has been creat-
ed (Wadley, 2003, p. 247). This list of complex traits en-
compasses many characteristics shown archaeologically 
by HS. These include for example the creation of micro-
lithic implements, evidence for long-distance exchanges, 
or the creation of tools made of perishable materials, oth-
er than the two traits mentioned in the previous paragraph 
and many more (McBrearty & Brooks, 2000, p. 503). Leav-
ing aside the limitations and the dangers derived from 
the use of such a checklist (for an overview of the main 
problems see e.g., Henshilwood & Marean, 2003; Nowell, 
2010; Wadley, 2003), the search for archaeologically 
recognisable complex behaviours led to the awareness 
that our species is not as unique as previously thought. 
In particular, one of our evolutionary cousins stands out: 
the Neanderthals (H. neanderthalensis, HN). Our relatives 
seem to possess many of the complex characteristics dis-
played archaeologically by HS (for an overview see e.g., 
Roebroeks & Soressi, 2016; Villa & Roebroeks, 2014), with 
the exception, arguably, of symbolic behaviours (i.e., the 
ability to communicate through symbols). Important to 
note is that the ability to communicate symbolically has 
been considered the key characteristic of ‘humanness’ 
(Deacon, 1997; McBrearty, 2013), also because, during 
the European Upper Palaeolithic, symbolism took a whole 
new, spectacular form: art expressed through non-perish-
able media.

Today, ‘art’ is a word charged with implications, connota-
tions, and ideas. Therefore, a definition of this culturally 
specific, but nevertheless universal, category is needed.  
Following the definitions of Wadley (2003, p. 248) and 
Mithen (1996, p. 154-155) the word ‘art’ is here used to 
refer to any form of material symbolic expression inten-
tionally created with the potential to communicate con-
cepts, ideas, identities, and/or worldviews. Shell beads, 
decorated ostrich eggshells, or images drawn on a rock 
wall coming from Middle Palaeolithic (MP) or Upper Pa-
laeolithic (UP) contexts, are all considered here as art. 
Artistic expressions have the potential to transmit mes-
sages that need to be interpreted (Deacon, 1997; Wadley, 
2003; Mithen, 1996). Therefore, art and symbolism are 
here treated as mainly interpretative processes.

Palaeolithic artistic expressions in the form of jewellery 
and body ornaments, or paintings and engravings (hereaf-
ter called figurative expressions), are widely accepted as 
such when coming from HS contexts but are heavily de-
bated when attributed to Neanderthals. An example of this 
duality is the summarization of Neanderthals’ behavioural 
traits by Marean (2015) where complex behaviours such 

as pigments use or symbolic artefacts dubbed “advanced 
cognition” (Marean, 2015, p. 537) of HS are represented 
by continuous thick lines starting as far back as 200ka, 
while Neanderthals’ “advanced cognition” is represent-
ed by a meaningful empty space with a few sparse dots 
clustered around 50ka (curiously, the probable date of 
the contact between the two species in Europe). Another 
example is offered by the way early figurative depictions 
are interpreted with a neuroscientific approach exclud-
ing the possibility of symbolic representation in Hodgson 
(2019) who stated that early “nonfunctional marks” (Hodg-
son, 2019, p. 588) may not have been symbolic or repre-
sentational but just linked to the way the visual cortex of 
hominins processed visual information, not considering 
that the need of drawing such patterns might be in its own 
right a marker for complex cognition. Why does the idea 
of inter-species cognitive complexity encounter harsh 
opposition? Why does it seem that a double standard is 
applied when interpreting and recognizing HS and HN ar-
tistic expressions? In this paper, I aim to answer these 
questions by using MP figurative expressions as a case 
study. I will argue that the double standards often applied 
in Palaeolithic archaeology are a legacy of colonialism 
rooted in the whole archaeological discipline, ultimately 
derived from a universal ethnocentric mindset entrenched 
in our minds. Finally, I will plea for the decolonization of 
the deep past, echoing a growing number of scholars em-
bracing a critical approach towards the Western theoreti-
cal mindset employed for the study of the deep past (e.g., 
Back Danielsson et al., 2012; Gosden, 2012; Hamilakis, 
2012; Porr & Matthews, 2017, 2020a; Porr, 2019; Smith & 
Wobst, 2005a).

Famous sites such as the caves of Lascaux and Chauvet in 
France, or the rock painting of the Aboriginal Dreamtime 
in Western Australia, are often cited when talking about 
cave art. These examples have in common the hand of the 
maker: HS. In fact, it is generally assumed that our species 
is the maker of these ancient artistic expressions, and 
historically little doubts were raised about whether these 
representations were among the first examples of inten-
tional art in the history of mankind (e.g., Bednarik, 1995; 
White, 1992). The same applies to the oldest parietal arts 
in Sulawesi (Indonesia), for example, or to the earliest UP 
cave art in the Iberian peninsula. Over the decades, an-
cient caves such as Lascaux and Chauvet, have generat-
ed several theories around their meanings, ranging from 
shamanistic or animistic interpretations to didactical 
purposes (Sauvet et al., 2009). Indeed, it seems like no 
limit to the speculation about the cognitive capacities of 
our ancestors exists (the recent proto-language hypoth-
esis proposed by Bacon et al., 2023, or the old ‘hunting 
magic’ interpretation summarized in Mithen, 1991, are 
good examples of this). On the other hand, art coming 
from the Neanderthal world has been heavily debated and 
questioned, and often classified as “accidental” (Medi-
na-Alcaide et al., 2018, p. 72) or as a natural occurrence,  
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applying an interpretative double standard for which sim-
ilar evidence is treated differently solely based on the 
context (e.g., age or periodisation). In this regard, it is 
worthwhile mentioning a few examples such as the dis-
cussion on the natural formation of red stains in speleo-
thems by Aubert and colleagues (2018) or the argument 
for non-intentional (accidental) smearing of red ochre into 
stalactites by Medina-Alcaide et al. (2018), both trying to 
explain the red colouring shown in Figure 1, or the recent 
discrediting of the MP dating for the alleged intention-
al Neanderthal art (Figure 2-A) by White and colleagues 
(2020). In this context, it is fair to cite the corpus of re-
search with opposing views on HN artistic capacities. For 
example, the new dating evidence for the red motifs in 
Spanish caves by Hoffmann et al. (2018) which seems to 
point to HN as the maker, or the approach to the under-
standing of Neanderthals’ use of space by Jaubert et al. 
(2016), or the recent publication of engravings made by 
pressing the fingers into soft tuff walls creating elaborate 
motifs of certain Neanderthal origin at La Roche-Cotard 
(Loire Valley, France) described by Marquet and col-
leagues (2023). These are just a few among many other 
examples, roughly summarizing the entity of the debates 
around MP artistic expressions (Nowell, 2023 offers a 
more complete and thorough summarization of the state-
of-the-art around HN research and debates therein). How-

ever, on a theoretical level, not everyone accepts the idea 
that also the Neanderthals were able to express some-
thing other than simple biological needs (Marean, 2015; 
Savage-Rumbaugh & Fields, 2011).

I would argue that this bias derives from ideological dou-
ble standards applied to the study of the deep Palaeolithic 
past (Roebroeks & Corbey, 2001). The examples provided 
above, show the double standards at work (Figure 2): since 
it is assumed the HN are on a different level of cultur-
al complexity when compared to HS, evidence for higher 
cognitive processes needs to be reviewed. This creates a 
bias in the research that might even be considered unin-
tentional. In fact, I would argue that this ‘epistemological 
double standard’ is enabled by the underlying colonialist 
thought that dominated, and in a certain sense created, 
the archaeology of the deep past. Indeed, historically, 
archaeology was born as a product of the Western cul-
tural system, and past people have been studied through 
the eyes of our modern society, to own the past and the 
people whose past is at stake (Moro-Abadía, 2006; Porr, 
2020; Porr & Matthews, 2017; Smith & Wobst, 2005b). 
This is especially problematic for the Palaeolithic since 
the comparisons between modern and past cultures cre-
ate the illusion of a clear-cut past whose cultural entities 
are only the primitive and ‘pristine’ state of the modern

Figure 1:  Speleothem “curtains” (Panel II.A.3) decorated with red ochre in the “Sala de las Estrellas”, De Ardales Cave, 
Spain (after Pitarch Martí et al., 2021). Licensed for use by CC BY-NC/CC BY 4.0.
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Figure 2: Comparisons between artistic/symbolic representations coming from MP (A and C) and UP (B and D) contexts: A) 
Panel 78 in hall XI of La Pasiega cave (Cantabria, Spain) (after Hoffmann et al., 2018).This panel features the La Trampa 
pictorial group which yielded a minimum age of 64.8 ka and attributed to H. neanderthalensis (Hoffmann et al., 2018). 
However, the attribution and the dating have encountered fierce debate (see e.g., White et al., 2020); B) Two examples 
of pebbles with ochre stains from the Dalmeri rock shelter (Trento, Italy) attributed to the UP Epigravettian culture (after 
Dalmeri et al., 2011). Even though the depictions show nothing more than example A, these cobbles have been attribut-
ed to the symbolic realm of Epigravettian people, in fact the area yielding the cobbles has been even called “ritual area” 
(Dalmeri et al., 2011); C) Engraving of MP age in Gorham’s Cave, Gibraltar (after Rodríguez-Vidal et al., 2014). Although the 
intentionality of the engravings cannot be questioned, the panel has been associated with marks left by bear claws rather 
than sentient hominins (Camarós et al., 2017); D) Plaquette 1 from Les Varines (Jersey, Channel Islands) attributed to the 
UP Magdalenian culture (after Bello et al., 2020). Although the scratches bear few remarkable similarities with example C, 
the willingness of the maker to convey some artistic expression is not questioned directly from the title of the manuscript 
(Bello et al., 2020). Licensed for use by CC BY-NC/CC BY 4.0.
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(Western) society, and also reinforces the dangerous prim-
itivistic assumption that contemporaneous groups used 
as background comparison (e.g., indigenous groups such 
as the Hadza tribe in Tanzania, or the Alaskan Nunamiut 
groups) are just relics from the past (Athreya & Rogers 
Ackermann, 2020). Moreover, specifically when our spe-
cies, rather than our society,  is used as the benchmark 
to interpret, study, and ultimately evaluate other hominins 
or other members of our genus (Homo), the underlying 
assumption is that of linearity in the cognitive evolution 
of our lineage, in which we are at the top end of the line, 
and the ‘others’ are along the line but below us. We are 
the intelligent species. These ideas have strong parallels 
with the universal concept of Ethnocentrism: only the cul-
tural system to which one belongs is superior enough, or 
‘human’ enough to measure, evaluate, and ultimately truly 
judge all the other systems (Viveiros De Castro, 1998). In-
deed, I would argue that ours is a profoundly ethnocentric 
mind, no matter our background, formation, culture, and 
personal beliefs. In my reading, Ethnocentrism is a univer-
sal condition of mankind.

I would argue that this was the mindset driving the Im-
perial expansion of many European countries in the past 
centuries. The encounter of different cultures creates the 
illusion of superiority, and the opposite side is recognised 
as frightening different and inferior. The cultural differ-
ences are transformed into ‘Otherness’, and the ‘Other’ 
is considered to lack important characteristics of human-
ness. Through the ethnocentric lens, the term ‘Other’ is 
always used discriminatorily, and the ‘Other’ is always dif-
ferent in the negative connotation of the term (Hussain, 
2020). This narrative is used to devalue and marginalize 
the ‘others’ because the system that judges is the sole 
holder of the dogmatic truth (Athreya & Rogers Acker-
mann, 2020). In my opinion, this has been the mindset 
steering the study of the MP record (but also human evo-
lution in general) for most of the last century. Our species 
(Sapiens) has been seen as the superior mind while all the 
other hominin species were the ‘cavemen’. 

Villa and Roebroeks (2014) coined the expression “Mod-
ern Human Superiority Complex” to describe how we 
are seen and perceived as the only species able to pro-
duce the complex thoughts behind art. These complex 
thoughts are ultimately translated into meaning. In fact, 
any symbolic manifestation needs to transmit a message 
of some sort. Being a symbolic species (Deacon, 1997), 
we need to find the meaning behind any form of symbol-
ic expression, be it figurative, gestural, or auditory. When 
confronted with imagery such as the ones from Lascaux 
or Chauvet, our mind looks for (and finds) interpretable, 
familiar patterns. But when we look at something like the 
stains of red ochre in Figure 1 or the engraved lines in 
Figure 2-C, we cannot find any known pattern and we can-
not attach meaning to it. Because of our experience, we 
can recognize, relate and imbue with meaning the lions 
from Chauvet, but we might struggle to describe the un-
familiar red stains or engravings found on a rock deep 
in a cave coming from contexts that are not attributed 

to HS. An example of this comes from the Epigravettian 
site of the Dalmeri rockshelter (Trento, Northern Italy). The 
site yielded a series of cobbles and broken stones that 
show depictions in red ochre representing anthropomor-
phic and zoomorphic figures (Dalmeri et al., 2011). Among 
these depictions also many cobbles display just red stains 
of ochre across the surface (Figure 2-B) that have been 
attributed with certainty to the symbolic realm (Dalmeri 
et al., 2011). Such biased judgement has been accepted 
because the context from which these depictions come is 
HS. Therefore, any depiction must have had something to 
do with a higher cognitive sphere, and the meaning those 
red stains convey is just assumed. An ease of interpreta-
tion that is seldom granted to Neanderthals or any oth-
er hominins (Figure 2). This is an example of the double 
standards applied to prehistoric research. However, with-
out assuming the existence of meaning, the judgement 
of HS’ stained cobbles might have been different. This is 
mainly because something without any meaning can be 
considered empty, and uninterpretable (Goodrich, 1994). 
Therefore, unfamiliar imagery cannot be labelled as ‘art’ 
or ‘symbol’ (Deacon, 1997; Goodrich, 1994; Mithen, 1996).

Figure 3 tries to summarize my argument from biases and 
double standards to Ethnocentrism. The universal ethno-
centric mind enabled the Western colonialism in which 
archaeology is rooted. Colonialism, or what I referred to 
as ‘colonial mindset’, enabled (and often still enables) the 
double standards used in the research of the deep Palae-
olithic past, creating biased judgement and interpretative 
fallacies. For example, the search for ‘meaning’ might be 
considered as such a fallacy, which does not add anything 
to the general interpretation of art, and has the sole pur-
pose of ‘cutting away’ artistic figurative expression from 
contexts in which meaning cannot be reconstructed, or 
even imagined.

It is to be noted at this point that meaning is relative and 
dependent on historical and cultural contexts (Kuhn, 2021; 
Viveiros De Castro, 1998). Without knowing the context, it 
is virtually impossible to purposely identify the meaning 
(Kuipers, 2022). Even when the context is known, recon-
structing the meaning is a difficult exercise. Understand-
ing that symbols and their meanings are subjective and 
culturally specific is the key to escaping the Western co-
lonial thought still applied (often unintentionally) to the 
study of the deep past of complex behaviours. It is nec-
essary to stop the urge to recognise (here intended as 
imbuing with meaning) and interpret the images that past 
humans left behind. It is a futile exercise, whose sole pur-
pose is to celebrate the accomplishments of our species 
and to fuel discussions at times pointless. Images without 
a clear meaning for our perception are not ‘meaningless’, 
rather they offer a different window onto past cultures, 
which are not to be labelled inferior, or ‘Other’. By using 
a more relativist approach (i.e., there is no absolute truth 
but rather different truths that are bound to particular cul-
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Figure 3: Summarisation of the four main epistemological steps argued for in the article. Research biases in the Palaeo-
lithic are derived from the double standards applied in the archaeological research, which derive from the colonial mindset, 
which in turn derives from an underlying universal Ethnocentrism. The image shows that the flow can work also the other 
way by starting from the ethnocentric mind (image by the author).

tural, environmental, or social realities), it is possible to 
escape the ethnocentric mind applied to the deep past. 
Hussain (2020, p. 486) remarks that the decolonization of 
a mindset requires foremostly the recognition of the plu-
ral and ephemeral nature of knowledge. I would add that 
the decolonizing efforts should stem from the negation 
of the existence of the dogmatic truth, and the acknowl-
edgement of multiple perspectives that might be diamet-
rically opposed to the one of our (Western) society. This is 
the essence of the relativistic thought.

It is essential to keep in mind that art due to its inher-
ent symbolic nature, communicates (and even manifests 
itself) often in unexpected ways. For this reason, it is im-
portant to consider more perspectives coming from other 
contexts, and in this sense, the too often suppressed In-
digenous knowledge can be a precious help. By applying 
a relativist framework, it is possible to understand that 
a single object or representation can have different lev-
els of interpretation relative to the system used for their 
study. In relativist terms, none of the possible interpre-
tative levels are true by themselves, however, I would ar-
gue that different perspectives together can be used to 
approach what might be called a better approximation. 
Hussain (2020, p. 486) reminds us that “working togeth-
er with, rather than against” Indigenous knowledge can 
produce unexpected, better results. Thus, through the 
relativist framework, an Indigenous perspective might 
force us to think about radically alternative scenarios and 
perspectives related to the emergence, creation, manifes-
tation, and ultimately interpretation of deep past artistic 

expressions (Hussain, personal communication, January 
9, 2024). Once it is possible to accept the existence of 
several, different interpretative levels, it is not necessary 
to find meaning to recognize the existence of a higher 
cognitive sphere.

 Decolonizing the deep past is not only a way of 
acknowledging that there were other ‘humans’ walking 
alongside us but also a way of questioning that part of 
the Western knowledge system rooted in colonialism and 
based on the refusal of other systems. For many years 
since the discovery of the first Neanderthal remains, our 
evolutionary relatives were seen as cavemen capable only 
of surviving. Luckily, a growing number of archaeologists 
are starting to see beyond the “Modern Human Superi-
ority Complex” and questioning the old interpretations 
produced by what I referred to as ‘colonial mindset’. I 
have argued that a universal ethnocentric mind is at the 
base of colonialism in which archaeology as a discipline 
is rooted, which in turn enabled and still enables double 
standards applied to the study of the deep past, creating 
biased interpretations of other cultures and also other 
species such as HN. A more relativistic framework can be 
used to escape the ethnocentric trap into which the West-
ern knowledge system too often falls. Nowadays, Nean-
derthals are increasingly recognized as worthy of the cov-
eted title of ‘humans’. The framework here proposed not 
only allows revaluating hominin species from our common 
past but provides also the opportunity to rediscover sup-
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pressed Indigenous perspectives and offers another way 
of giving voice to neglected and overlooked realities.
By decolonizing the deep past of humanity, it is possi-
ble to acknowledge the incredible achievements of other 
hominin species and to change the perception we have of 
ourselves. We are not more sapiens or ‘exceptional’ than 
other past hominin species, and what is seen as our nat-
ural right of disposing freely of our environment needs to 
be revisited. In the end, as Finlayson (2010) stated, we 
stand alone on this planet not because we are the smart-
est species, but maybe because we are the luckiest one.

 The background idea for this work has been ela-
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RMA course Advanced Themes in Archaeology. I would 
like to express my gratitude to Dr. Alexander Verpoorte for 
his precious comments and insights on earlier versions 
of this paper, and to Karel Kuipers for providing useful 
feedback and nice, always funny discussions. I would like 
to thank the editors of Inter-Section and the two review-
ers (Dr. Shumon Hussain and Dr. Davide Delpiano) whose 
fair criticisms made this a way better (and very different!) 
work. Finally, I would like to thank Dr. Francesca Di Cicco 
for convincing me to write this paper and providing pre-
cious feedback.
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