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Abstract 

Human nature is a puzzling matter that must be analysed through a holistic lens. In this 

commentary, I foray into anthropology's biosocial dimensions to underscore that human relations 

span from microorganisms to global commodities. I argue that the future of social-cultural 

anthropology depends on the integration of evolutionary theory for its advancement. Ultimately, 

since the likelihood of novel zoonoses' emergence, digital ethnography could offer remarkable 

opportunities for ethical and responsible inquiries.    
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It is a vexing question to ask what the purpose of human beings on Earth is. After all, if we rule 

out teleological and metaphysical explanations, we only remain with biological ones. For example, 

since the advent of Darwinian evolutionary theory, modern science's advancements can now give 

us accurate molecular data to infer phylogenetic relationships (Oyston et al., 2022). We can also 

predict the evolutionary history of extant metazoans by analysing the Edicara Biota from 570–539 

Mya (Evans et al., 2021). Besides this, we have good empirical evidence to estimate the African 

origin of our hominin clade, about 10–6 Mya (Steiper & Seiffert, 2012; Besenbacher et al., 2019; 

Püschel et al., 2021; Daver et al., 2022). Despite the limitation of the fossil record, we can provide 

the approximate emergence of H. sapiens in the African continent 315 ± 34 thousand years ago 



(kya) (Hublin et al., 2017; Richter et al., 2017; Cabrera, 2020 but see Bermúdez de Castro & 

Martinon-Torres, 2022).  

     Thus, the more we delve into our evolutionary history, the more complicated it becomes to 

comprehend its subtleties, like our earliest dispersal into Asia, roughly 126–74 ka as hypothetically 

suggested by recent findings (Petraglia et al., 2010; Groucutt et al., 2015; Rabett, 2018). Since 

then,  we have filled diverse ecological niches, interbreeding with other hominins like H. 

neanderthalensis (Stringer & Crété, 2022) and, therefore, becoming "the world's greatest 

evolutionary force" (Palumbi, 2001) which conquered almost every geographic region of the Earth. 

As a result, anthropogenic alterations to biodiversity are arguably the primary source of species 

extinctions and extirpations ranging from the Late Pleistocene of global human expansion to early 

urbanised societies and commercial networks (Boivin et al., 2016).  

     Based on the anthropogenic modification of Earth's strata, a new geological epoch called the 

Anthropocene supersedes the Holocene (see, e.g., Zalasiewicz et al., 2011; Waters & Turner, 

2022). From this, it follows that our presence in the material world is inextricably intertwined with 

other existents paving the way for inexorable chaotic possibilities. Consistent with this statement, 

zoonotic pathogens likely diffuse via human-induced alterations of ecosystems and climate change 

(Páez et al., 2018; Del Lesto et al., 2022). That said, like Yersinia pestis, which devastated Eurasian 

populations during the Neolithic (Andrades Valtueña et al., 2022),  the new SARS-CoV-2 

(Rajendran & Babbitt, 2022) reminds us that cross-species transmission depends significantly on 

the different modalities of human existence. Zoonoses, therefore, are the by-product of the 

entangled and intricate relationships among humans, different animal taxa, and their econiches 

(e.g., MacGregor & Waldman, 2017; Doron, 2021; Milstein et al., 2022; Shaffer et al., 2022; van 

Vliet et al., 2022; Arregui, 2023).  

     No wonder, then, the predicament of our human condition involves a wide array of socio-

ecological, political, and economic factors affecting a globalised world and its endangered life 

forms. How does socio-cultural anthropology scrutinise and tackle those insidious issues? Why 

ethnography's holistic and in-depth perspective is fundamental to drawing inferences concerning 

our contemporary life? Given our current global situation fraught with wars, pandemics, 

environmental degradation and socioeconomic inequalities, the inveterate practice of 

anthropological inquiry has an advantageous position to grasp conspicuous empirical realities. In 

short, the question of what it is to be human in connection with other entities is increasingly crucial 



as long as life complexifies due to the acceleration of neoliberalism and technoscientific 

innovations.   

     As a PhD student navigating across anthropological reflections about our biological and socio-

ecological conditions, living amid future uncertainties strengthens the will for a better 

understanding of human nature. Socio-cultural anthropology, in particular, allows me to observe 

the interconnectedness between subjects and their socio-material actualities holistically. Crucially, 

the uniqueness of our discipline has been demonstrated since the dawn of long-term ethnographic 

immersion. Those theoretical and methodological contributions emphasise that either the 

Trobrianders (Malinowski, 1922), the Nuer (Evans-Pritchard, 1940) or the Tsembaga (Rappaport, 

2000 [1968]) are nothing without the fabric of social relations established among humans and 

between humans and shells, cattle or pigs. Those phenomena are illuminating considering the latest 

anthropological and philosophical interests in multispecies entanglements (e.g., Kohn, 2007; 

Candea, 2010; Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010; Van Dooren, 2019; Kirksey, 2020; Daly, 2021; 

Hartigan, 2021; Arregui, 2023), not to mention the relational onto-epistemological underpinnings 

that arise from the analysis of ethnographic data (Viveiros de Castro, 1998; Bird-David, 1999; 

Ingold, 2006; Descola, 2013; Rose, 2013). So, why do relationships matter significantly in 

anthropological thinking? 

     It is hardly surprising that, as far as social anthropology is concerned, the tools of natural 

sciences determined how individual organisms' social relations were analysed empirically by the 

former (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952). Of course, those were principally human institutions' structural 

and functional properties. These societal systems are, however, enmeshments of sympatric species 

ranging from mammals to insects and plants, as in the case of totemism. It is thus palpable that, as 

anthropologists, we follow the "eternal pursuit of complexities" in that sociality transcends the 

anthropocentric order of things (Abad Espinoza, 2022c). This move towards holistic thinking has 

profound implications regarding the construction of anthropological knowledge. If a superorganic 

conception of human culture (Kroeber, 1917) elevates our rational soul from the rest of corporeal 

nature, then an ecocentric perspective (Ojalehto Mays et al., 2020) reverts our ontological status 

to our evolutionary roots as hominins. Notably, there are striking parallels between indigenous 

animistic ontologies and scientific studies ranging from animal culture and cognition (Griffin, 

1998; Allen, 2019; Schuppli & Van Schaik, 2019) to plant intelligence (Marder, 2013; Mancuso 

& Viola, 2015; Calvo et al., 2020). Through these lines of evidence, we can better understand the 



interwoven structures of life, thus absorbing human nature into the primordial order of things. 

Consequently, one might ask: what can social-cultural anthropology contribute to analysing these 

complexities and entwinements?  

     One of the most pivotal topics during ethnographic fieldwork is the attentiveness to social life, 

both locally and globally conceived. That is, anthropological thinking gives us the essential means 

to grasp the micro-macro contemporary societal issues. For example, during my first fieldwork 

among the Shuar of the Ecuadorian Amazon, I could observe the unrestrainable effects of 

neocolonialism and global capitalism on indigenous peoples and their ecologies. Notwithstanding 

the positive association between the extinction of indigenous languages and the loss of 

ethnobotanical knowledge (Cámara-Leret & Bascompte, 2021), the Shuar struggle to preserve 

some of their relationships with plant life. The vegetal world, therefore, still plays a crucial role in 

shaping their way of being, oscillating from their metaphysics to aesthetics and well-being (Abad 

Espinoza, 2019, 2022a).  

     The COVID-19 pandemic outburst, however, transformed the socio-material ethnographic 

immersion into imaginative anthropological voyages in the midst of isolation. Specifically, the 

inevitable cancellation of my second fieldwork had significant implications for ethnography's 

ethical, methodological and theoretical factors. On the one hand, it became clear that zoonotic 

spillover moves swiftly across geographic boundaries, underscoring our biological vulnerabilities; 

on the other, ethnography's plasticity allowed me to transform into virtual investigations the 

otherwise archetypal bodily engagement of participant observation. Though this radical shift 

changed the intimate multisensory experience of fieldwork's socio-ecological settings, digital 

ethnography operated as an impervious barrier to pathogenic transmission providing ethical and 

reflective methods to dive into indigenous' biocultural worlds immaterially. To put it bluntly, the 

myriad of natives' images, sounds, and voices circulated within the different spatio-temporal 

realities of the digital world functioned as stimulators of previous fieldwork's embodied 

experiences (Abad Espinoza, 2022b). Could one achieve such an understanding without careful 

anthropological reflection? The plain answer is no. 

     As stated formerly, the practice of anthropology involves holistic thinking that bridges the gap 

between the biological and social domains. We cannot aim to understand our current climate crises, 

the emergence of zoonotic diseases, mass extinction, or rising socioeconomic inequality without 

paying close attention to the ecological and socio-cultural determinants of our evolutionary history. 



For example, the Holocene saw the emergence of sedentary patterns through the intensification of 

plant and animal domesticates, triggering the loss of dietary breadth and the transmissibility of 

zoonotic pathogens (Larsen, 2023; Lewis et al., 2023). If social-cultural anthropology aims to 

clarify the current Anthropocene epoch, it must integrate these biosocial facts of human evolution. 

We can thus shed light on the variations of behavioural patterns and coevolutionary spatio-

temporal dynamics of the human-environment interface. By bearing these evolutionary trajectories 

in mind, we can better appreciate how indigenous peoples coped and thrived during Holocene 

climate change events demonstrating adaptive and flexible socio-eco-cosmological systems 

(Robbins Schug et al., 2023). In the Amazon, for instance, recent archaeological findings suggest 

that complex settlements existed before the European invasion (Prümers et al., 2022), albeit 

domestication is foreign to natives' relations with nature characterised by "familiarisation", as in 

the case of human-plant interactions (Fausto & Neves, 2018). Accordingly, the virtual 

investigation with the Shuar corroborates these inferences since this society's 

ethnopharmacological knowledge provides not only means to combat COVID-19 but also reveals 

the intricate relationships between humans and the vegetal world (Abad Espinoza, 2022b). 

     To conclude, how will the future of anthropological thinking and ethnographic analysis be in 

the next half a century? Viewed through the lens of this paper, it emerges that to decenter the 

privileged ontological condition of human nature, anthropology must embrace a biosocial 

perspective concerning our primordial origins on Earth and the variations of our evolutionary paths 

within different econiches. This is a challenging commitment for socio-cultural anthropologists 

who primarily look at human cultural diversity paying little attention to ecological and biological 

determinants. If we aim to move beyond human categories of perception (Kohn, 2013), then a 

compenetration of diverse scientific pursuits might elucidate how life forms relate and coevolve, 

forming complex multispecies assemblages. Should we heed Amerindian myths of dinosaurs' big 

bones, like Lévi-Strauss's peculiar advice to Anne-Christine Taylor and Philippe Descola 

(Bacchiddu & González Gálvez, 2017) to comprehend human-environment temporal dynamics? 

Alternatively, could those mysterious and never heard myths address the interaction between 

humans and the Late Pleistocene megafauna? Indeed, the future of our discipline's advancements 

depends on a solid interdisciplinarity collaboration to tackle those complicated issues in the face 

of biocultural destruction.  



     Furthermore, given the likelihood of future pathogenic infections owing to our unsustainable 

relationship with nature (Lorenz et al., 2021; Weaver et al., 2022), technological innovations might 

provide the means to connect disparate geographic and socio-ecological realities, avoiding 

potential contagions. After all, smartphones circulate even in Amazonian villages, though there is 

still low internet access. Nevertheless, this has important implications for the future of digital 

ethnographic research among vulnerable communities since dematerialised forms of sociality 

provide ethical parameters that safeguard both interlocutors' and anthropologists' lives. By using 

the positive side of technology, we can enrich our methodological tools and combine, if possible, 

in-person and digital ethnographic methods to clarify our puzzling contemporary world. In sum, 

our relationships with microbes and a globalised planet indicate that we are part of a chain in which 

microecologies and planetary ones intersect.           
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