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Introduction: A Review of
Contemporary Theoretical
Debates in Archaeology

Ian Hodder

There has recently been a marked increase in the numbers of volumes
dealing with archaeological theory, whether these be introductory texts
(e.g. Johnson 1999), readers (Preucel and Hodder 1996; Whitley 1998),
edited global surveys (Ucko 1995; Hodder 1991) or innovative volumes
pushing in new directions (e.g. Shanks and Tilley 1987; Schiffer 1995;
Skibo, Walker, and Nielsen 1995; Tilley 1994; Thomas 1996, etc.). It has
become possible to exist in archaeology largely as a theory specialist, and
many advertised lecturing jobs now refer to theoryteaching and research.
Annual conferences are devoted entirely to theory as in the British TAG
(Theoretical Archaeology Group). This rise to prominence of self-
conscious archaeological theory can probably be traced back to the New
Archaeology of the 1960s and 1970s.

The reasons for the rise are numerous, and we can probably distin-
guish reasons internal and external to the discipline, although in prac-
tice the two sets of reasons are interconnected. As for the internal
reasons, the development of archaeological theory is certainly very much
linked to the emphasis in the New Archaeology on a critical approach
to method and theory. This self-conscious awareness of the need for theo-
retical discussion is perhaps most clearly seen in David Clarke’s (1973)
description of a loss of archaeological innocence, and in Binford’s (1977)
call “for theory building.” Postprocessual archaeology took this reflex-
ivity and theorizing still further. Much of the critique of processual
archaeology was about theory rather than method, and the main empha-
sis was on opening archaeology to a broader range of theoretical posi-
tions, particularly those in the historical and social sciences. In fact,
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anthropology in the United States had already taken its historical and
linguistic “turns,” but it was only a narrow view of anthropology as evo-
lution and cultural ecology that the New Archaeologists had embraced.
When the same “turns” were taken in archaeology to produce post-
processual archaeology, the theorizing became very abstract and spe-
cialized, although such abstraction is also found in other developments
such as the application of catastrophe theory (Renfrew and Cooke 1979).
In fact all the competing theories have developed their own specialized
jargons and have a tendency to be difficult to penetrate.

One of the internal moves was towards a search for external ideas,
and external legitimation for theoretical moves within archaeology.
There has been a catching up with other disciplines and an integration
of debate. Similar moves towards an opening and integration of debate
are seen across the humanities and social sciences. Meskell argues
(chapter 8) that contemporary, third wave, feminist writers seek to open
debate to a theoretical pluralism. There has also been a looking into
archaeology from the outside, especially in philosophy but also in other
fields. Shanks (chapter 12) shows how the metaphor of archaeology has
wide resonance in cultural studies today. Indeed, he disperses archaeol-
ogy into broad cultural and interdisciplinary fields. There are numerous
examples of close external relations between archaeology and other dis-
ciplines in this book. Leonard (chapter 3) describes the productive results
of interactions between biology and archaeology. An important emerg-
ing area of interaction is with various branches of psychology. Mithen
(chapter 4) discusses the links to evolutionary psychology, and both he
and Renfrew (chapter 5) describe debates with cognitive science and cog-
nitive psychology. Barrett (chapter 6) shows how the agency debate in
archaeology owes much to sociology, and indeed he argues that archae-
ology needs to be further informed by sociology. Thomas (chapter 7)
shows how archaeological work on landscapes has been greatly influ-
enced by geography, especially by the recent cultural geographers, and
by art history. But it should be pointed out that these interactions with
other disciplines are not seen as borrowing from a position of inferior-
ity. Both Mithen and Meskell in their chapters (4 and 8) argue specifi-
cally that the particular nature of archaeological data, especially their
materiality and long-termness, has something to offer other disciplines
in return.

Gosden (chapter 10) and Shanks (chapter 12) point out the need for
archaeologists to engage with postcolonial theory. The critique from
other voices and from multiple non-western interests has often forced
theoretical debate. For example, Norwegian archaeology saw a long the-
oretical debate about the abilities of archacologists to identify past ethnic
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groups as a result of Sami-Norwegian conflicts over origins. Reburial
issues have forced some to rethink the use of oral traditions in North
American archaeology (Anyon et al. 1996). Indigenous groups in their
claims for rights question the value of “objective science” (Langford
1983). A similar point can be made about the impact of feminism.
This has questioned how we do research (Gero 1996) and has sought
alternative ways of writing about the past (Spector 1994), opening up
debate about fundamentals. The same can also be said of debates about
representation in cultural heritage and museums (see Moser in chapter
11; Merriman 1991). These debates force a critique of interpretation.
They challenge us to evaluate in whose interests interpretation lies, and
to be sensitive to the relationship between audience and message.

The community of discourses model

It can be argued that archaeology has a new maturity in that, as claimed
above, it has caught up with disciplines in related fields in terms of the
theories and issues being discussed. Many now, as we will see in this
book, wish to contribute back from archaeology to other disciplines (e.g.
LaMotta and Schiffer, chapter 2) — this emphasis on contributing rather
than borrowing suggests a maturity and confidence which | will examine
again below. This maturity also seems to involve accepting diversity and
difference of perspective within the discipline.

There are always those who will claim that archaeology should speak
with a unified voice, or who feel that disagreement within the ranks
undermines the abilities of archaeologists to contribute to other disci-
plines or be taken seriously. A tendency towards identifying some over-
arching unity in the discipline can be seen in some of the chapters in
this volume. Renfrew (1994) has talked of reaching an accommodation
between processual and postprocessual archaeology in cognitive proces-
sual archaeology. LaMotta and Schiffer (chapter 2) argue that other
theoretical approaches can be formulated in and be contributed to by
behavioral approaches. Mithen (chapter 4) notes that a number of dif-
ferent paradigmatic positions have recently converged onto the problem
of mind. Even the claim of postprocessual archaeology, or by Meskell
(chapter 8), for theoretical pluralism can be seen as a strategic attempt
to embrace and incorporate within one position (in this case the posi-
tion of pluralism).

There is often an implicit assumption in discussions about the need
for unity in the discipline that real maturity, as glimpsed in the natural



4 lan Hodder

sciences, means unity. But in fact, Galison (1997) has argued that physics,
for example, is far from a unified whole. Rather he sees it as a trading
zone between competing perspectives, instrumental methods, and exper-
iments. In archaeology too, there is a massive fragmentation of the dis-
cipline, with those working on, say, Bronze Age studies in Europe often
having little to do with laboratory specialists working on isotopes and
little in common with Palaeolithic lithic specialists. New Archaeological
theories were introduced at about the same time as, but separate from,
computers and statistics, as the early work of David Clarke (1970) and
Doran and Hodson (1975) shows. Single-context recording (Barker
1982) was introduced to deal with large-scale urban excavation, and was
not immediately linked to any particular theoretical position. And so on.
In these examples we see that theory, method and practice are not linked
in unified wholes. While the links between domains certainly exist, the
history of the discipline is one of interactions between separate domains,
often with their own specialist languages, own conferences and journals,
and own personnel. As Galison (1997) argues for physics, it is this diver-
sity and the linkages within the dispersion (Shanks, chapter 12) which
ensure the vitality of the discipline.

We should not then bemoan theoretical diversity in the discipline.
Diversity at the current scale may be fairly new in theoretical domains,
but it is not new in the discipline as a whole. These productive tensions
are important for the discipline as a whole.

From “theory” to “theory of”

The partial disjunction between theoretical and other domains iden-
tified above, as well as the specialization and diversification of theoreti-
cal positions, have all reinforced the view that there can be something
abstract called “archaeological theory,” however diverse that might be.
For many, archaeological theory has become rarified and removed. In
this abstract world, apparently divorced from any site of production of
archaeological knowledge, theoretical debate becomes focused on terms,
principles, basic ideas, universals. Theoretical debate becomes by nature
confrontational because terms are defined and fought over in abstract
terms. The boundaries around definitions are policed. Abstract theory
for theory’s sake becomes engaged in battles over opposing abstract
assertions. Theoretical issues very quickly become a matter of who can
“shout the loudest,” of “who sets the agenda?” (Yoffee and Sherratt
1993).

————  [Introduction 5

But in practice we see that the abstract theories are not divorced from
particular domains at all. Rather, particular theories seem to be favored
by certain sets of interests and seem to be related to questions of differ-
ent types and scales. Thus evolutionary perspectives have been most
common in hunter-gatherer or Palaeolithic studies; gender studies have
had less impact on the Palaeolithic than on later periods; subsistence-
based materialist theories tend to be applied to hunter-gatherers; power
and ideology theories come into their own mainly in complex societies;
and phenomenology seems to be particularly applied to prehistoric mon-
uments and landscapes.

When archaeologists talk of a behavioral or a cognitive archaeology
they tend to have specific questions and problems in mind. For Merleau-
Ponty (1962), thought is always “of something.” In this book, Thomas
(chapter 7) describes how for Heidegger place is always “of something.”
So too, archaeological theory is always “of something.” Theory is, like
digging, a “doing.” It is a practice or praxis (Hodder 1992; Shanks in
chapter 12). This recognition undermines claims for a universality and
unity of archaeological theory.

Of course, it can be argued that archaeology as a whole is engaged in a
unified praxis, a unified doing, so that we should expect unified theories.
But even at the most general theoretical levels, archaeologists are involved
in quite different projects. Some archaeologists wish to make contri-
butions to scientific knowledge, or they might wish to provide knowledge
so that people can better understand the world around them. But in
a postcolonial world, such aims of a distanced objective archaeology
can easily appear narrow, self-interested and even colonial. As Gosden
(chapter 10) shows, in a postcolonial context of multivocality, a nego-
tiated past seems more relevant. This may involve negotiation and
accommodation of the idea that past monuments may have a living
presence in the world today — that they are “alive” in some sense. In the
latter context, abstract theory deals less with abstract scientific knowledge
and more with specific social values and local frameworks of meaning.

It is in the interests of the academy and of elite universities to pro-
mulgate the idea of abstract theory. The specialization of archaeological
intellectual debate is thus legitimized. But critique from outside the
academy has shown that these abstract theories too are embedded in
interests — they too are “theories of something.” Within the academy,
archaeologists vie with each other to come up with yet more theories,
especially if they can be claimed to be meta-theories that purport to
“cxplain everything.” In fact, however, this diversity comes from asking
different questions — from the diversity of the contexts of production of
archaeological knowledge.
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Variation in perspective

As a result of such processes, there are radical divergences in the
way different authors in this book construe theory. In summary, these
differences stem partly from the process of vying for difference, with
innovation often influenced by developments in neighboring disciplines.
The variation in perspective also derives from the fact that radically
different questions are being asked from within quite different sites of
production of knowledge.

Many of the differences of perspective remain those that have dogged
the discipline since the 1980s or earlier. For example, on the one hand
Renfrew (chapter 5) repeats the science versus relativism opposition, and
the emphasis on hypothesis testing is dominant in the approach of
LaMotta and Schiffer (chapter 2). On the other hand, Thomas’s (chapter
7) idea of the “reanimation” of ancient monuments and landscapes
tries to move beyond this dichotomy (for a wider discussion of this
issue see Wylie 1989 and Lampeter Archaeology Workshop 1997).
Another dichotomy which still seems to occur concerns whether archae-
ology is seen as anthropology or history. For LaMotta and Schiffer in
chapter 2 it is clearly a cross-cultural anthropology, even if they also put
emphasis on historical issues at various scales. Generalization is a key
theme throughout many chapters, but for some authors, especially
Leonard, LaMotta and Schiffer, Renfrew, and Mithen (chapters 2-5) it
plays a key role. Gosden (chapter 10) places the opposition between
general information and local knowledge within wider contexts. It is
indeed remarkable that many grant-giving bodies in English-speaking
western countries evaluate proposals solely in terms of their contribution
to general knowledge. There are often no questions asked about the
impact of a project on local communities or about the relevance of
the project to local knowledge. It is rather local museums and heritage
projects, and those concerned with land rights and identity claims of
minority groups that are likely to eschew universal science and to focus
on local issues. Here the relationship between theory and the context of
production of knowledge is evident.

Some authors, such as LaMotta and Schiffer, Leonard and Mithen
(chapters 2—-4), separate culture, history and contingency from behav-
ioral or evolutionary processes. This oppositional stance is clearly seen
in Schiffer’s (1999) behavioral approach. “Readers may be nonplussed
at the absence in the new theory of much vocabulary...such as
meaning, sign, symbol, intention, motivation, purpose, goal, attitude,
value, belief, norm, function, mind, and culture. Despite herculean
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efforts in the social sciences to define these often ethnocentric or meta-
physical notions, they remain behaviorally problematic and so are super-
fluous in the present project.” In the evolutionary approach as
represented by Leonard (chapter 3), history and contingency are a part
of the Darwinian evolutionary process, and culture is its product, but I
would argue that at a certain scale of analysis the selective material
process dominates. For Yentsch and Beaudry (chapter 9) material culture
is universal; its use, form, substance and symbolic meaning are cultur-
ally relative. At least at the analytical level, a separation is made between
objective physical materiality and the meaning that is assigned to it. They
see this analytical separation as one step toward an anthropological
understanding of how meaning is assigned and how relations within
society shift and thus cause changes in meanings of objects. The division
of meaning from object allows archaeologists to sort artifacts into dif-
ferent categories and begin to evaluate their significance within a society.

Thus the Cartesian oppositions of material/meaning and subject/
object are held to. Thomas and Meskell (chapters 7 and 8) attempt to
transcend these dichotomies. They argue against the idea that there is
a material existence onto which meaning is added. Rather, for them,
material existence is always already meaningful and meaning is always
already lived in the material world by embodied beings. At the theoret-
ical level, many authors dealing with historical specificities, including
Yentsch and Beaudry, would take this view. A not dissimilar position is
taken by Renfrew (chapter 5), for whom symbols are active and consti-
tuting. For him too, the symbolic is part of daily life and it helps to con-
struct the world.

It is possible to see then how these different perspectives are linked to
different sites of the production of archaeological knowledge. There are
clear underlying differences between the types of interests and questions
of those using general evolutionary approaches and those concerned with
history and agency. Within this array, individual authors take their own
positions. Discourses specific to each approach emerge, and schools are
defined. Distinct literatures emerge and separate conferences and circles
of citation. Even if these different communities are working along very
similar lines they do not communicate well. For example, LaMotta and
Schiffer discuss an emulation model without referring to Miller’s (1982)
agency version. Barrett’s (1987 and see also chapter 6) notion of a field
of social practice has parallels with LaMotta and Schiffer’s notion of
activity, but again there is no cross-reference. Renfrew’s (chapter 5) idea
that “weight” can only be “weight of something” is identical to Merleau-
Ponty’s (1962) phenomenological discussion but is couched in cognitive
processual terms.
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With this separation into different communities, communication is
difficult as people talk across each other. The differences become exac-
erbated and entrenched and convergence difficult. [ do not wish to deny
there are real differences — but they become difficult to transcend because
of discourse.

Convergences

In the chapters in this volume two areas of convergence stand out. Both
concern something distinctive about archaeological evidence — a base
from which to contribute to other disciplines. Because of the distinctive
nature of the archaeological evidence in relation to these two areas,
archaeologists feel a confidence in contributing to wider debates. The
two areas concern the long term and material culture.

As regards the long-term perspective offered by archaeology, there is a
general recognition by the authors in this volume of the importance of
multi-scalar approaches in addressing a wide range of issues. As already
noted, the scale at which questions are asked has wider implications in the
contexts of production of archaeological knowledge. Gosden (chapter 10)
suggests making a distinction between general information of wider rele-
vance, and local knowledge of relevance to local communities. This point
is illustrated in the case studies provided by Yentsch and Beaudry (chapter
9). All the authors in this volume recognize the need to distinguish
short-term and long-term influences on human behavior. LaMotta and
Schiffer (chapter 2) make a threefold distinction between interactions
occurring at the micro level, activities involving the performance of tasks,
and systemic interactions occurring within everything from households to
nation states. They put most emphasis in their work on the proximate
(especially activity) scale. Both Leonard and Mithen (chapters 3 and 4)
deal with longer-term phenomena, but as Leonard points out, this
involves dealing with the issue of whether selection operates at group or
individual levels. Renfrew (chapter §) castigates postprocessual archaeol-
ogy for its emphasis on individual experience, but he stresses the need to
work at the micro level of the individual and at the macro level of society
without confusing the two, especially when it comes to the value of gen-
eralizing statements and sensitivity to context. Barrett (chapter 6) empha-
sizes how long-term processes need to be understood in terms of the
working out of micro-processes, such as the tempo of gift-giving, or the
direction of paths of movement in Iron Age round houses. Meskell
(chapter 8) contrasts the individual, fluid processes of daily identity
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construction and the more slowly changing social mores about identity
categories. Disagreement may occur about the relative importance of the
different scales, about the nature of the interactions between scales, and
about the degree to which the different scales can be accessed with archae-
ological data. But there seems to be a general recognition that a multi-
scalar approach is needed and that archaeology can contribute to a study
of the interactions between scales.

Another frequently occurring general theme in this volume is that
material culture has a central role to play in what it means to be human.
Most authors here seem to be suggesting some version of a dialectical
view in which humans and things are dependent on each other. This is
a reformulation of the Childean Marxist view that “man makes himself”
(Childe 1936) or the Geertzian view that it is human nature to be cul-
tural (Geertz 1973), but with a new emphasis on the “material cultural.”
LaMotta and Schiffer (chapter 2) argue that behavior includes both
people and objects. Leonard (chapter 3) suggests that the human phe-
notype includes behavioral and material culture traits, so that material
culture can be described as the hard part of the human phenotype.
Mithen (chapter 4) discusses the notion of “the extended mind,”
whereby even religious thought is seen as dependent on material objects.
Renfrew (chapter 5) and Gosden (chapter 10) suggest that it is odd that
archaeologists have not paid more attention to materiality and the sig-
nificance of things. Renfrew refers to Donald’s (1991) ideas on “exter-
nal symbolic storage,” and talks of the origins of sedentism in terms of
a new embodiment and a new materialization. The theories of behavior
used by Barrett (chapter 6) include Bourdieu’s account of human agency
in terms of daily practice, while Thomas (chapter 7) follows the experi-
ential approach of Heidegger in describing bodily being in the world.
Meskell (chapter 8) talks of identity being grounded in the materiality
of the body. For Shanks (chapter 12), people are always linked to objects
— cyborgs are the norm. Thus, for him, material artifacts are not
“objects” in any simple sense. Rather, they disperse into networks of
linkages between a great variety of factors.

In all these ways, then, it is being argued that an understanding of
human behavior, agency, and culture needs to include a close study of
the ways in which human beings depend on the material world. Dis-
agreement may exist amongst the authors about how humans and mate-
rial culture interact. Some may argue that humans depend on material
culture generally just as they depend on tools specifically. Others assert
that the relationship with material culture has to be understood in terms
of the very construction of self and being. Thus the “1” or the “we” are
always already partly material, as are the most abstract of concepts and
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theories. This emphasis on situatedness foregrounds an archaeological
perspective — on the past and on the present.

While it might have been expected that wide divergencies occurred
in the formulation of the relationship between humans and material
culture, one key idea returns repeatedly in the chapters in this volume.
This is the idea that material culture differs from language. Schiffer
(1999) and LaMotta and Schiffer (chapter 2) develop a behavioral
approach to communication theory. Most authors in this volume have
moved away from the view that material culture is manipulated by
humans in a language-like way (see Yentsch and Beaudry, chapter 9). At
one scale, this issue can be seen in evolutionary terms. Mithen (chapter
4) argues that the evolution of material culture and language do not
necessarily correlate, and Renfrew (chapter 5) decouples the early use
of language from later more significant shifts in how humans made
material culture. At another scale, a similar point can be made in terms
of historical and ethnographic observation. Meskell (chapter 8) notes
that medical science may have developed a more complicated discourse
about livers than had the ancient Greeks, but “it does not follow that
my liver is more sophisticated than was Plato’s liver” (Craib 1998: 109).

In response to the need to develop a theory of behavior which goes
beyond the models of language and discourse, Barrett (chapter 6) uses
Bourdieu’s and Giddens’s theories of practice and structuration. Their
account of behavior foregrounds the use of non-discursive knowledge in
daily practice. Thomas (chapter 7) uses Heidegger’s and Ingold’s ideas
of being in the world. Moser (chapter 11) adds that the non-verbal (in
this case visual images) may express things we are not aware of. A similar
point is made by Yentsch and Beaudry (chapter 9). Moser defines the
non-linguistic conventions that are used to make visual images mean-
ingful. These conventions deal with, for example, authenticity and sin-
gularity. Shanks too, in chapter 12, points to the importance of the visual
in human, and specifically archaeological, behavior. Again, then, specific
theories might vary, but there is a widely accepted view that archaeolo-
gists need to focus on the particular material character of their data and
develop specific, non-language-based, models.

Conclusion

So the conclusion, based on this small sample of essays, is positive.
Despite the enormous gaps and disagreements about fundamentals, and
despite the evidence that archaeological theorists are trapped in separate
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non-communicating discourses, there is at least some indication of
moves forward. In particular, there is abundant evidence of increasing
engagement with other disciplines, and the entry of archaeology into
wider debates. This more extensive engagement has occurred at a time
when archaeologists sense a greater confidence about the particular
character of their evidence. In particular, there is a wide recognition
that archaeologists have a particular expertise regarding both the long
term and the materiality of human life. There is thus emerging evidence
of archaeologists contributing to wider debates, not just borrowing.
These contributions involve archaeologists speaking in their own right,
not as anthropologists or historians. There is thus a new maturity and
confidence.

Perhaps adding to this maturity and confidence, but also under-
mining it, is a new phase of reflexivity and critique as archaeological
theorists try to respond to the challenges of working within a global and
plural environment. The opening of debate to a wider range of voices
from feminism to indigenous interests and minority groups has led to
questioning about first principles and taken-for-granteds within the
discipline. The chapters in this volume indicate some directions which
respond to this situation and focus on issues of representation and power
(e.g. Moser and Shanks in chapters 11 and 12). The processes of post-
colonialism and the new information technologies create a new context
in which archaeology will work. But it is a fluid and complex context in
which theory and practice are in a continual state of challenge and re-
negotiation. This volume may help that process forward, but it cannot
hope to define it or structure it.

Note: This introduction is shorter than might have been expected,
because in asking authors from a diversity of perspectives to contribute
to the volume, I undertook not to situate their work within a polemic of
my own. Nevertheless an introduction had to be written, but it is diffi-
cult to place the authors within a historical perspective without slanting
the account in some way. I circulated a draft of the introduction to all
the authors and I have incorporated their comments in this final version
as fully as I can. I apologize to the authors if I have misrepresented their
views but thank them for entrusting their work to my editorial control.
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Behavioral Archaeology

Toward a New Synthesis

Vincent M. LaMotta and
Michael B. Schiffer

Introduction

Behavioral archaeology is commonly equated with the study of the for-
mation processes of the archaeological record and with the reconstruc-
tion of the cultural past through behavioral inferences. Although not
inaccurate, such a characterization incompletely describes the goals of
the program. In this chapter, we present a general framework for explain-
ing behavioral variability at a number of scales, thereby dispelling the
myth that behavioral archaeologists are concerned only with recon-
structing past behavior. Drawing on a growing corpus of literature — by
behavioralists and others — we lay the methodological foundations for
a behavioral archaeology geared toward explanation, and then present
case studies that illustrate the development and application of explana-
tory theory. We suggest that explanations for many of the same types of
processes of interest to processualist, postprocessualist, Marxist, and
selectionist archaeologists — once reformulated in appropriate units of
analysis — also can be furnished by principles of behavioral archaeology.

Background

Behavioral archaeology is different from many other social sciences,
including other branches of archaeology, in that it is based on the study
of interactions between people and material objects (“behavior”). Behav-
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ioralists seek to develop appropriate method and theory for studying and
explaining all forms of variation in human social life in terms of behav-
ior. Among the first principles of the program is the conviction that varia-
tion in the form and arrangement of artifacts, architecture, and cultural
deposits in living systems and in the archaeological record is most
directly the product of human behavior (controlling for non-cultural for-
mation processes), and not of some second-order analytical construct like
“culture,” mental states, or adaptive imperatives (Walker et al. 1995).
For the behavioralist, then, virtually any aspect of human life is open to
scientific scrutiny and explanation so long as research questions can be
framed in terms of people—object interactions. Thus, many traditional
questions of social scientists, as well as the corresponding units of
analysis, need to be reformulated in terms amenable to study within a
behavioral framework. Indeed, the provision of such an alternative
behavioral lexicon for studying human social life has been among the
primary goals of behavioral archaeologists.

Reid et al. (1974; see also Reid et al. 1975; Reid 1995; Schiffer 199 5a:
ch. 1) first crafted behavioral archaeology as an explicit program at the
University of Arizona in the early 1970s. Though originally an out-
growth of the “new” (processual) archaeology developed by Binford
(1962, 1965, 1968) and others (e.g. Deetz 1965; Hill 1970; Longacre
1970), behavioralists promoted an expanded archaeology that would
overcome the many methodological and theoretical failings of early
processualism.

To behavioralists, the irreducible core of archaeology is simply “the
study of material objects...in order to describe and explain human
behavior” (Reid et al. 1975: 864, emphasis added). In the 1970s, this
definition shifted the focus of explanation away from the adaptationist
concerns of processualism and toward the explanation of behavioral
variation at many scales. Importantly, bebaviorally defined units of
analysis and explanation can be designed to transcend or cross-cut the
temporal and spatial boundaries that circumscribe the “cultural systems”
studied by processualists. Thus, behavioral archaeologists established a
science of human behavior grounded in nomothetic statements about
people—object interactions under specified boundary conditions - ranging
from highly specific to highly general.

In their seminal statements, Reid et al. (1974, 1975) offered four
research strategies to provide focus for a discipline that appeared to
be reconfiguring into a new behavioral science with diverse research
agendas (figure 2.1).

Strategies 2 and 3 are the theoretical workhorses, the areas of com-
parative research for developing general principles that could be applied
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Material Items

Past Present
Past 1. Prehistoric, historical 2. Ethnoarchaeology
Human and classical and experimental
Behavior archaeologies archaeology
Present 3. Study of long-term 4. Modern material
behavioral change culture studies

Figure 2.1 The four strategies of behavioral archaeology (adapted from Reid
1995)

in explaining specific cases of behavioral variation in prehistoric (strat-
egy 1) or modern (strategy 4) contexts. Three decades of research within
strategy 2, encompassing ethnoarchaeology and experimental archaeol-
ogy, has resulted in the development of countless experimental laws per-
taining to diverse processes of human behavior, from the use of pottery
and groundstone tools, to the deposition of ceremonial trash and human
remains. An important feature of this nomothetic research is the con-
struction of “behavioral contexts” — analytical units that specify the
boundaries (e.g. material, behavioral, social, ecological parameters) of a
process within which a general principle of behavior is applicable
(Walker and LaMotta 1995; Walker et al. 1995). As shown below, behav-
ioral contexts play a critical role in the use of nomothetic statements
about behavior in idiographic research.

Clearly, behavioral archaeology was, and still is, much more than an
extension of the processualist agenda. Behavioral archaeologists not only
departed stridently from “new” archaeologists in their treatment of
evidence from the archaeological record, but also questioned the
explanatory potential of early processual theory. It was argued that new
archaeologists had adopted simplistic conceptions of inference and
upon these built inadequate methods for reconstructing past behavior,
conflating traces of formation processes with traces of the “cultural”
processes of interest (Schiffer 1976; Sullivan 1978). To remedy these
problems, behavioralists formulated new models of inference (Dean
1978; Schiffer 1976: ch. 2; Sullivan 1978) and insisted on the need to
investigate formation processes (Reid 1985; Schiffer 1972, 1976, 1983,
1985, 1987), seen as the major source of uncontrolled variables. As a
result, formation-process research — conducted by behavioralists, “new”
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archaeologists, and many others — has been among the program’s most
visible and prolific products. Behavioral archaeologists also challenged
the explanatory frameworks adopted by processualists, charging that the
new archaeology’s all-purpose causes — population pressure, environ-
mental change and stress, and various cybernetic processes ~ were, for
purposes of explaining behavioral and organizational variation and
change, small improvements over those of culture history (Schiffer 1976:
2). Instead, Schiffer (1975a, 1976: 2-3) urged archaeologists to develop
new behavioral theories, models, and experimental laws by drawing on
the methods of strategy 2 of behavioral archaeology, and by exploiting
the archaeological record itself (strategy 3) as the most appropriate
source of evidence on long-term change processes. After twenty-plus
years of behavioral research, we are now in a position to synthesize a
methodological and theoretical framework for achieving these goals.

Apparently, one message that many archaeologists take from these
early critiques is that behavioral archaeologists are atheoretical induc-
tivists, hostile to explanation and to the construction of “social theory.”"
Others surmise that behavioralists are concerned solely, or at least pri-
marily, with the discovery of “universal” laws of human behavior - i.e.
principles that are true in al/ times and in all places (e.g. Flannery 1973;
McGuire 1995; O’Brien and Holland 199S5; cf. Wylie 1995). In fact, both
beliefs are incorrect. Behavioralists have repeatedly called for the build-
ing, not borrowing, of explanatory theory, and they have devoted much
effort to the construction of such theory in recent years (see below). Even
in the 1970s and 1980s, behavioralists offered some formulations akin
to social theory (e.g. McGuire and Schiffer 1983; Rathje and McCarthy
1977; Schiffer 1979), and c-transforms? and correlates® can themselves
constitute social theory in certain research contexts (LaMotta 1999;
Schiffer 1988; Tani 199S5). The behavioral approach may appear to be
inductivist because it proposes to construct “social” theories on the basis
of regularities in observed or inferred interactions between people and
objects. By privileging people—object interactions, however, behavioral-
ists seek to redirect the construction of social theory across the human
sciences: behavioral science can be neither behavioral nor scientific unless
it also attends to artifacts (Schiffer 1995b: 23; see also Schiffer and Miller
1999b; Walker et al. 1995). Lastly, although the discovery of truly
“universal” principles of behavior is among the program’s goals, many
examples in this chapter demonstrate that behavioralists are com-
mitted to building explanatory theory that operates anywhere along the
continuum from general to specific.

The new behavioral theories might not look much like the old social
theories, however. Theories borrowed from other social sciences often
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rest on untested premises about human behavior, and usually employ
different and often incompatible (i.e. non-behavioral) units of analysis.
Behavioral theories, therefore, require new ways of thinking about and
researching human life that at first might seem quite alien.

In the following section we provide an outline for the types of explana-
tory questions that currently face behavioralists, and later furnish a dis-
cussion of behavioral method and theory necessary for addressing these
questions rigorously. We conclude with several case studies that illustrate
how behavioral theory can explain variation and change at several scales,
ranging from discrete person--object interactions to the organizational
structure of behavioral systems.

Objectives: explaining behavior at different scales

What exactly is it that behavioralists are trying to explain? By “expla-
nation” we mean subsuming empirical phenomena under nomothetic
statements (i.e. explanatory, social, or behavioral theory) and empirical
generalizations that specify regularities in behavioral processes at various
scales, statements that operate within explicitly and concretely defined
boundary conditions (see below, “Behavioral contexts”). It is convenient
to recognize three scales of human behavioral variation, each of which
poses a slightly different set of explanatory challenges:

(1) Interaction scale, which is focused on regularity and variation
in discrete person—object interactions. This area of research is geared
toward understanding the specific processes whereby visual, tactile,
acoustic, and chemical interactions occur between and among people
and artifacts, and how such interactions underlie variation and
change in larger-scale behavioral processes (e.g. see below, “Communi-
cation”). At this level of inquiry, if nowhere else, “universal” principles
of behavior - ie. regularities that inhere in all interactions — might be
discovered.

(2) Activity scale, in which synchronic variation, and diachronic
change, in activities performed by individuals, households, or task
groups is examined. An activity consists of the patterned behavior of
one or more material (possibly human) elements (Schiffer 1992: 78).
Materials, energy, and information are processed and potentially modi-
fied in the course of an activity. Alternative behaviors can develop for
the performance of the same basic task, and such patterns of synchronic
variation in activity performance may change through time. These are
among the processes that behavioralists scek to explain at this scale. Sub-
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stantial explanatory research at the activity scale has already been con-
ducted by archaeologists and has yielded, for example, many principles
for explaining variation and change in the design and use of artifacts and
architectural spaces (see “Technology” below).

(3) Systemic scale, at which level synchronic variation, and
diachronic change, in the organization of one or more behavioral systems
are explained. A “behavioral system” is a set of patterned activities that
articulate a human group with the physical world and with other behav-
ioral systems (Schiffer 1979, 1992); for example, a household, commu-
nity, institution, regional system, or nation-state can each be modeled as
a behavioral system. Variations in the organization of activities, and in
the networks of material, energy, and information flows among these
activities (termed “linkages”), are some of the behavioral phenomena
scrutinized at this scale. How, for example, do patterned networks of
activities develop within a society or “behavioral system?” How are pat-
terned flows of materials, energy, and information established among dif-
ferent activities and human actors? How are change processes initiated
from within a behavioral system and how do such changes spread? Addi-
tionally, many processual questions, when reformulated in behavioral
terms, can be accommodated at this scale of analysis (see below, “The
‘big’ questions”).

By positing three scales of behavioral analysis, we emphasize that each
requires a different set of explanatory principles. Although explanations
for lower-order behavioral phenomena will likely contribute to expla-
nations for high-order processes, we expect that higher scales will entail
emergent properties that may not be fully reducible to lower-order prin-
ciples. For example, long-term change in the organization of activities in
a community (systemic scale) may not be explained efficiently by the
same principles used to explicate the behavior of individuals participat-
ing in discrete activities (activity scale). Nonetheless, explanations for
such higher-order phenomena can still be behavioral without being
reductionist.

Finally, it is important to note that, in seeking principles of behavioral
regularity and change at all scales, behavioral archaeologists do not
posit, a priori, a single exogenous mechanism or set of mechanisms that
drives or determines behavioral processes. Because the scientific study of
human behavior is still in its infancy, the imposition of such a set of
causal principles would be premature and self-limiting. Thus, at present
we favor the application and empirical testing of a wide array of explana-
tory frameworks regarding behavioral variation and change, and reject
the notion that explanation in archaeology must proceed from a single
high-level social or cultural theory.
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Foundations: method and theory

In this section we discuss fundamental definitions and units of analysis,
including a materialist definition of human behavior, an analytical
methodology grounded in the study of artifact life histories in compara-
tive behavioral contexts, and a material-behavioral model for describ-
ing and explaining change processes in activities and in behavioral
systems.

Behavior

Behavioral archaeologists define the basic unit of analysis — human
behavior — precisely as the interaction of one or more living individuals
with elements of the material world (Reid et al. 1974, 1975). As a unit
of analysis, “behavior” includes both people and objects (Walker et al.
1995). This analytical focus on both the material (artifact) and organis-
mal (people) aspects of behavior distinguishes behavioral archaeology
from other theoretical perspectives founded on purely organismal con-
ceptions of behavior (sensu Walker et al. 1995: 5-8). In organismal per-
spectives, an analytical barrier divides the animate organism from the
inanimate world of material objects, and explanations for actions of
the human organism are generally framed in terms of changing external
variables (“the environment”) or internal states (“ideology,” “values,”
“attitudes,” or “intentions”). Behavioralists do not argue that changes
in environmental variables are uninvolved in behavioral change (e.g. see
Reid 1978), nor do they dispute that people’s knowledge affects their
behavior (e.g. see Schiffer and Miller 1999b; Walker 1998b). Nonethe-
less, we conceive of behavior — when defined to include both people and
objects — as a phenomenon that mediates all ecological, social, and cog-
nitive processes; through behavior the potential impact of extra-
behavioral phenomena on life processes is made manifest. Behavioral-
ists, therefore, are not concerned with explaining the behavior of the
organism as a process somehow distinct from the world of artifacts. Fur-
thermore, artifacts define the boundaries of behavior in a fashion that is
useful analytically, facilitating cross-cultural comparisons and the dis-
covery of behavioral principles. To study behavior in a fashion that
recognizes the centrality of artifacts in human interactions, we utilize a
framework that focuses on regularities and variability in activities —
for example, in the making, using, reusing, breaking, and disposal of
objects.
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Figure 2.2 A generalized artifact life history (adapted from Schiffer 1976: 46)

Life histories and behavioral chains

At the core of behavioral methodology lies the life history concept. An
artifact’s life history is the sequence of behaviors (i.e. interactions and
activities) that lead from the procurement of raw materials and manu-
facture of that object, through various stages of use, reuse and/or recy-
cling, to the eventual discard or abandonment of the object in the
archaeological record — with the possibility of multiple cycles of manu-
facture, use and recycling, and of reclamation, reuse and discard
(figure 2.2).

Life histories play a key role in building inferences about past behav-
iors and behavioral systems from their archaeological remains (Binford
1968: 21-2; Schiffer 1975b, 1976: 44-9, 1987: 13-15; Shipman 1981;
Zedeno 1997; cf. chaine opératoire [see Sellet 1993]), and for defining
units of analysis and comparison in cross-cultural research (Walker
and LaMotta 1995). For either purpose, a flow model or behavioral
chain (Schiffer 1975b) can be constructed for any given artifact class in
a behavioral system (see table 2.1). A complete behavioral chain for a
ceramic cooking jar, maize, or a ritual fetish, for instance, would describe
all of the interactions that typically occur in the life histories of these
objects; the energy sources (including human social units) involved in
each activity; additional artifacts used (conjoined elements); location,
time, frequency, and order of activities; and each activity’s material
output (i.e. actual and potential contributions to the archaeological
record). Values for some of these variables may be supplied by cross-
cultural, ethnographic, or historic data, while others must be inferred
from the archaeological record itself. It is seldom necessary or possible
to construct a complete behavioral chain incorporating all life-history
activities. Rather, behavioral chain segments, representing activities
within a specific “behavioral context” (see below), are more typically
constructed. Behavioral chain segments allow the researcher to infer the



Table 2.1 A behavioral chain segment for maize in Hopi subsistence activities (ca. AD 1900). A complete behavioral chain for Hopi
maize would need to incorporate activities in other behavioral contexts, e.g. including many ritual and ceremonial uses for maize that
do not involve its consumption as food

ACTIVITY | ENERGY SOURCES CONJOINED TIME AND LOCATION OUTPUTS INTERSECTIONS
ELEMENTS FREQUENCY
SOCIAL ADEBITIONS
LINITS
HUMAN DELETIONS
HARVEST | ABLE VILLAGERS | BASKETS SEVERAL DAYS IN FIELDS OF H.H. STALKS, WASTED
OF BOTH SEXES | 4 SEPTEMBER 3,4 OR UNHARVESTED
3,4 4 MAIZE
TRANSPORT | ABLE VILLAGERS | BASKETS, BLANKETS | ONCE IN SEPTEMBER | FROM FIELDS TO | POLLEN
OF BOTH SEXES | 3,4 ROOF OF H.H.
3,4 AREA
HUSK WOMEN OF HH. | WOODEN OR BONE | ONE OR SEVERAL ON ROOF OF H.H. | POLLEN
AND OTHER PEG DAYS IN SEPTEMBER | AREA
FEMALES 3, 4 6 3,4 HUSKS
DRY ROOF OF H.H. AREA | SEVERAL DAYS IN ONROOF OF HH. | POLLEN
4 4 SEPTEMBER AREA
SUNLIGHT 3,4
TRANSPORT | WOMEN OF HH. | BASKETS ONCE IN FROM H.H. AREA | OCCASIONAL
SEPTEMBER TO STOREROOM | KERNELS, POLLEN
STORAGE STOREROOM 1 TO 100 WEEKS STOREROOM OCCASIONAL
3,4,6 6 3,4, 6 KERNELS, POLLEN
TRANSPORT | WOMEN OF H.H. | BASKETS SEVERAL MORNINGS | FROM STOREROOM
WEEKLY TO HABITATION
ROOM
REMOVE WOMEN OF HH. | SHORT STICK, SEVERAL MORNINGS | HABITATION ROOM | OCCASIONAL
KERNELS 3 YUCCA BASKET WEEKLY KERNELS, POLLEN
3 COBS
COARSE WOMEN OF HH. | MEALING BIN, STICK, | SEVERAL MORNINGS | HABITATION ROOM | WASTED KERNELS
GRIND 1 COARSE MANO AND | WEEKLY 1 AND MEAL
METATE, YUCCA POLLEN
BASKET 1,2

e —

REMOVE ﬁﬂ”m 0 YUCCA BASKET SEVERAL MORNINGS | OUTSIDE OF CHAFF
CHAFF : WIND | 3 WEEKLY STRUCTURE )
MEDIUM WOMEN OF HH. | MEALING BIN, STICK, | SEVERAL MORNINGS | HABITATION ROOM | WASTED MEAL
GRIND 1 MEDIUM MANO AND | WEEKLY 1

METATE, BOWL

i )
FIME WOMEN OF H.H. | MEALING BIN, FINE | SEVERAL MORNINGS | HABITATION ROOM | WASTED MEAL
GRIND 1 MANO AND METATE | WEEKLY 1

STICK, BOWL

.9
TRANSPORT | WOMEN OF HH. | BOWLS SEVERAL MORNINGS | HABITATION ROOM | WASTED MEAL

D WEEKLY TO STOREROOM
STORAGE BOWLS SEVERAL DAYS TO STOREROOM WASTED MEAL

g A WEEK
TRANSPORT | WOMEN OF HH. | BOWLS TWICE DAILY STOREROOM TO WASTED MEAL

2 HABITATION

ROOM
MAKE WOMEN OF HH. | COOKING JAR, TWICE DAILY HABITATION ROOM | WASTED MEAL WATER, CITHER
DUMPLINGS BOWL INGREDIENTS
COOK JUNIPER TWIGS, TWICE DAILY HABITATION ROOM | SPILLAGE-WASTE |
; COOKING JAR, 3
HEE FIRE PIT 6

SERVE WOMEN OF HH. | SERVING BOWLS, TWICE DAILY HABITATION ROOM | SPILLAGE-WASTE

COOKING JARS, 3

LADLES §
EAT ENTIRE H.H. BOWLS TWICE DAILY HABITATION ROOM | WASTE

§ 3
DIGEST ENTIRE H.H. ALMOST LOCATIONS OF H.H. OTHER =
TRANSPORT CONTINUOUSLY MEMBERS FOODS
DEFECATE | ENTIRE H.H. A BROAD LEAF ONCE DAILY AWAY FROM A BROAD LEAF,
DISCARD OCCUPIED ROOMS | RESIDUES

Key: 1 Bartlett (1933)
2 Bartlett (1936)

Source: From Schiffer 197 5b.

3 Beaglehole (1937) N
4 Stephen (1936) 6

Turner and Lofgren (1966)

Whiting (1939)

H.H. Household
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types of activities that might have been responsible for the formation of
a specific archaeological deposit by comparing the formal, spatial, asso-
ciational, and quantitative properties (sensu Rathje and Schiffer 1982:
64-35) of that archaeological assemblage with predictions generated for
hypothetical output assemblages from each activity in the behavioral
chain (e.g. see Magers 1975). Beyond reconstruction, however, behavi-
oral chain models also supply many of the relevant variables (such as
type of activity, social group, conjoined elements, frequency, location,
and outputs), and their associated values, that may be used to define the
boundary conditions or “behavioral context” of a general principle or
experimental law.

Behavioral contexts

A bebavioral context, the locus of a “process,” is a problem-specific unit
of analysis (Walker et al. 1995: 4). Such units bring together for exami-
nation and comparison behavioral interactions that share certain char-
acteristics — termed critical variables — that are relevant to the research
question(s) at hand (Walker and LaMotta 1995). Behavioral contexts are
particularly useful as exploratory tools: First, the researcher tentatively
specifies a principle, or experimental law, that explains regularities or
variation in a limited set of behavioral observations. Next, one would
draw together a wider array of cases documenting broadly similar be-
haviors in order to define more precisely the boundary conditions of
the process described by the tentative explanatory principle. In some
instances, a behavioral context may incorporate behaviors with high
spatiotemporal contiguity (similar to a “cultural context” as tradition-
ally defined), but for other research questions behaviors drawn from
apparently dissimilar societies in diverse times and places are brought
together (possibly including ethnographic, historical, ethnoarchaeologi-
cal, and/or archaeological cases). The specific historical or “cultural” cir-
cumstances within which these behavioral observations are “embedded,”
and upon which they are seemingly contingent, are irrelevant so long
as variation in those contingencies does not affect the values of critical
variables.

Boundary conditions, defined by particular values for a set of critical
variables, delimit the behavioral context of an explanatory principle. The
number and types of critical variables are specific to the research ques-
tion. Critical variables can include the specific form of the behavioral
interaction, the segment(s) of the behavioral chain(s) of the relevant arti-
facts, the type and scale of behavioral component (i.e. “social group™)
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Examples of Critical Variables
Behavioral Behavioral chain Type of Specific
component segment(s) artifact interaction
Values individual materials procurement ceramic jar dig up raw clay
household manufacture bone awl grind long bones
ritual sodality use corn cob use to asperse with water
matrilineal clan abandonment ritual structure  dismantle and burn roof

Figure 2.3 Examples of critical variables and associated values

involved, and, for some questions, the relationship of the behavior (via
“linkage factors,” see below) to other activities in the behavioral system
(see figure 2.3 for examples). We note that a similar comparative method-
ology — based on cross-species comparisons of critical variables — has
been applied by behavioral ecologists to develop principles, specific and
general, for explaining variation in some aspects of animal morphology,
behavior, and social organization (e.g. Krebs and Davies 1993: ch. 2).
For example, a “niche” could be modeled as a behavioral context within
which an experimental law of adaptive behavior is operative.

A hypothetical example serves to illustrate the definition and use of a
behavioral context, and to distinguish this comparative method from
ethnographic analogy and the direct historical approach (see also Skibo
1992: ch. 2). Suppose a behavioralist were interested in the spatial dif-
ferentiation of disposal behaviors involving worn-out ceremonial arti-
facts (e.g. see Walker 1995). Based on a limited number of empirical
observations derived from archaeological fieldwork in the Pueblo South-
west, for instance, one might hypothesize that objects used in ceremo-
nial activities were disposed of in locations apart from disposal areas
used for domestic trash — for example, in specialized ceremonial middens,
shrines, cemeteries, or abandoned ritual rooms. To test the generality
of this behavioral principle, one would draw together examples from
diverse ethnographic and archaeological cases to document other
instances of disposal of ceremonial and domestic objects. One would
then observe the spatial distribution of those disposal activities as values
were allowed to vary for other critical variables, such as the size and
type of the social group owning the objects and performing the disposal,
degree of specialization among ritual practitioners, and location and
context of use. Flypothetically, the archaeologist might find that the
spatially differential disposal of ceremonial and domestic objects occurs
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when the ceremonial objects are used in rituals performed by specialized
priests in non-localized ritual sodalities, but not when the locus of ritual
use is restricted to the household or domestic unit. These critical vari-
ables and their associated values — greatly oversimplified here — describe
the behavioral context to which this hypothetical principle applies. Of
course, this would be only the first step in the process of explaining this
behavioral pattern, and the researcher would want to test other hypothe-
ses by observing what effects changes in other variables might have on
the spatial properties of such disposal behaviors.

The behavioral context approach, employing carefully defined critical
variables and associated values, can be contrasted with analogical and
direct historical comparisons. Behavioral contexts differ from ethno-
graphic analogy in how the comparative context is defined, and in the
methods used to establish the boundaries of that comparison. Tradi-
tionally, comparisons between archaeological and ethnographic cases are
based on broad similarities between the “cultures” under study - e.g.
their regional affiliation or general level of sociopolitical “complexity.”
Determinants for similarities or differences in specific behavior(s) are
generally sought not in the critical variables employed in behavioral con-
texts, but in overarching characteristics of the societies or cultures (or
their environments); hence, the use of simple analogical reasoning — an
“inference that if two or more things agree with one another in some
respects they will probably agree in others” (Merriam-Webster 1985: 82;
see also Salmon 1982: 61). Thus, the hypothesis-test procedure used
to define the boundaries of a behavioral context is characteristically
absent from many examples of “ethnographic analogy.” Direct histori-
cal analogy, in which similarities between two or more behavioral
systems are simply asserted based on the historical and genetic related-
ness of the groups involved, employs a comparative logic that is even
less rigorous. For example, in certain research contexts a behavioralist
might attempt to explain prehistoric ritual disposal behaviors of prehis-
toric Pueblo groups by examining the determinants of variation in those
behaviors among, for example, their modern Hopi and Zuni descen-
dants. However, even assuming historical continuity in behavioral pat-
terns, this narrowly defined behavioral context permits only limited
testing of the effects of other critical variables on the behaviors in ques-
tion, and provides only one (idiographic) level of explanation of those
behaviors. The behavioral researcher is more likely to look to other, unre-
lated groups to define a broader behavioral context through which to
identify a more general principle of behavior.

Behavioral contexts permit a great deal of flexibility in the design of
research, while ensuring that cross-cultural comparisons and the behav-
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ioral principles derived from them are based on comparable units of
analysis (critical variables) that are defined clearly and concretely. When
comparative research is structured in this fashion, many of the pitfalls
associated with the use of ethnoarchaeological data or of ethnographic
“analogy” can be avoided (e.g. see Binford 1985; Cordell et al. 1987;
Dunnell 1996: 115; Gould 1978b, 1980, 1985; O’Brien and Holland
1995; Schiffer 1978; 1995a: ch. 14; Watson 1982; Wylie 1995).

Activities and bebavioral systems

Having defined “behavior” above, we now explore some other units of
analysis. The framework for analyzing activity change outlined by
Schiffer (1979, 1992) provides our main point of departure for this dis-
cussion. This framework serves as a springboard for formulating nomo-
thetic questions about behavioral change at the activity and systemic
scales, and for suggesting appropriate lines of research for answering
them.

We begin with a model in which the “social system” or “culture” — a
common unit of analysis among archaeologists — is recast in behavioral
terms. A behavioral system, then, is a set of patterned behaviors that
articulates a human group with the physical world around it and with
other semi-independent behavioral systems. A behavioral system includes
people and only those elements of the material world with which they
actually (i.e. physically, visually, chemically, acoustically) interact. Such
a system is comprised of activities — patterned behaviors that process
matter, energy, and information. Any activity is linked directly to one or
more other activities in the behavioral system through the exchange of
matter, energy, and information — the nature, direction, rates, and other
constant or variable characteristics of these transfers (termed linkages)

_ _ __,.:- -.__
Linkages
Inputs and Lmkagc factors: Inpurs and
outputs Materials ou!puls
to/from other People ro/from other
activities Encrgy activities
/ | Information ||l't
—_ il -- .-\-\- _--F
Amvury A Activity B

Figurc 2.4 FElement, energy, and information tlows (*“linkages”) between
acrivities
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Figure 2.5 Model of a behavioral system comprised of linked activites

being specified by linkage factors' (see figure 2.4). Flows of matter,
energy, and information establish patterned relationships among
activities, leading to varying degrees of interdependence — direct or indi-
rect, strong or weak — among all activities in a behavioral system (see
figure 2.5).

A behavioral archaeologist seeking to explain change in an activity
would look first to changes in directly and closely linked activities and
to proximate variation in linkage factors, and second to the structure
of interdependent activities within the system to identify more distant
sources of change. Although behavioral change processes may be initi-
ated by “external” phenomena (e.g. climatic change, immigration), the
nature, extent, and persistence of change within the behavioral system is
strongly determined by the structure of linkages among activities within
that system.

Certainly, not all behavioral change is initiated by variation in inputs
from the environment or from external behavioral systems. Explaining
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how change processes are initiated from within a behavioral system, and
understanding how such change processes spread to other activity con-
texts, has been — and will continue to be — a major topic of behavioral
research.

We propose that change processes are often initiated and spread
through alterations in linkage factors between activities. The substitu-
tion of one activity for another, for instance, is likely to involve a change
in inputs and outputs (linkage factors), possibly causing subsequent
changes in other activities with which the replaced activity was formerly
linked. Activity substitution or change may result from the replacement
in an activity of one or more elements (people or materials) with func-
tionally non-equivalent counterparts. Elements possess specific formal
and behavioral properties — performance characteristics — that are crucial
to that element’s interactions in a specific activity. If the performance
characteristics of a substituted element differ from those of the element
it replaced, the fit between the substituted element and the activity may
be sufficiently imperfect to alter activity performance, possibly leading
to changes in linkage factors and far-reaching behavioral changes.

The box overleaf shows a simple example to illustrate the use of the
model. The point of this example is to demonstrate that linkage factors
provide a useful framework for examining change processes among
related activities. The change in performance characteristics of a single
artifact type can result in far-reaching behavioral change; however, the
direction and extent of such changes largely depend on how activities
are linked with each other.

Research both on the processes through which activity and element
change may be initiated, and on human responses to technology and
activity change, is being pursued rigorously by behavioral archaeologists.
Within the context of activity performance, human responses to element
substitutions and to changes in linked activities depend (1) on how those
changes modify linkage factors (inputs) for the activity in question; (2)
on which linkage factors (outputs) for that activity are prioritized; (3)
on the technological and behavioral compromises that can or must be
made to offset changes in linkage factors and in activity performance;
and (4) on the availability and interpretation of feedback from activity
performance. For example, behavioralists have addressed many of these
issues while developing method and theory for understanding human
interactions with artifacts during design, manufacture, and use (see
below, “Technology”).

We currently suggest four broad families of behavioral processes that
might initiate element and activity change, and cause modifications in
the nature, structure, and organization of activities within a behavioral
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Suppose, for heuristic purposes, we are confronted with a behav-
ioral system comprised of only three activities:

A Food procurement through fishing
B Food preparation and consumption
C Pottery making

@ 0.29 caoking jarsiday 50,000 keal fish/day @

Paortery making Food preparation Food procurement:
and consumption Fishing

These activities are linked to each other via flows of people, arti-
facts, energy, and information — of which linkage factors we will
consider only a few for this example. Let us assume that this behav-
ioral system consists of a single behavioral component — a large
(25-person) extended family living on an isolated Pacific island.
Food procurement (activity A) consists initially of fishing alone.
Fishermen in our behavioral system employ modern rod-and-reel
technology, acquired through trade, to catch fish at a rate of 15
fish/day. Activity A is thus linked to activity B, food processing and
consumption, by a linkage factor specified as 50,000kcal fish/day
(input) - sufficient to feed our 25 people. Food processing (activ-
ity B) involves the stewing of fish in ceramic cooking jars, which
break or wear out at a rate of about 2 jars'week. Activity B is there-
fore linked to activity C (pottery making) by a linkage factor of
0.29 jars/day (input).

17, 000 keal wald plasietday

Frod procuremend:
Foraging
0.10 cooking jars/day

0.01 storage jars/day 23,000 kcal fish/day
c elije -

Poimery making Food preparation Food procurement:
and consumption Fishing

Next, suppose that most of our fishermen’s rods-and-reels break
or wear out and cannot be replaced, perhaps due to the vicissitudes
of trade relations (i.e. there is a change in linkage factors with
respect to the input of new rods-and-reels for activity A). For a
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time, at least, they are replaced with simple cane fishing poles which
do not possess the same performance characteristics as rod-and-
reel. As a result of this element substitution, activity A can only
obtain fish at a rate of 7 per day, changing its linkage factor with
activity B (input of 23,000kcal fish/day - insufficient nourishment
for the population). This modification in linkage factors between
activities A and B requires that some behavioral change occur so
that the basic caloric needs of the community can be met. One pos-
sible solution might involve the initiation of new food procurement
activities focused on wild plant foods. This would create a new
activity (D, foraging) linked to activity B via an input of 27,000
kcal/day of wild plant foods. Although this new activity would
allow the community to meet its food needs, it would also intro-
duce a new element (plant foods) with new performance charac-
teristics into activity B. If preparation requirements for this food
differ substantially from those for fish, information flows between
activities B and C might stimulate potters to develop ceramic vessels
with performance characteristics appropriate for cooking these new
foods. Linkage factors from activity C to B, then, might change as
well. Obviously, many other behavioral changes might occur as
linked activities are compromised by changes in linkage factors.

system. We note that these processes are not all mutually exclusive and
that additional processes will be recognized in the future.

First, element and activity change can be caused by massive and
rapid changes in performance characteristics of elements. For example,
disease epidemics, leading to morbidity and mortality, can alter the
performance characteristics of human, plant, and animal elements in
activities and often lead to widespread behavioral change and even struc-
tural modification of societies, community reorganization, and large-
scale migration.

Second, as noted above, changes in input from activities that directly
articulate a behavioral system with natural resources may have profound
effects on that behavioral system. Such altered inputs may arise from
changes in the natural environment or from changes in the extractive
activities themselves (or both), and for this reason researchers must
be careful to specify the exact linkage factors and change processes at
work.
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Third, technological experimentation historically has led to repeated
episodes of technological and behavioral change. Technological modifi-
cations (experiments) at the design and manufacture stages may produce
elements with new performance characteristics (inventions) and — if these
new artifacts are widely adopted for use — possibly lead to significant
activity change (see below, “Technology”). Importantly, the adoption
of new technologies often entails unforeseen ramifications and/or un-
predicted byproducts which may contribute through activity linkages to
widespread behavioral change.

Fourth, we recognize that for some research questions it is useful
to examine change processes from the perspective of individual actors
and/or behavioral components (“social groups”). Many questions about
“social power,” the relationship(s) between structure and agency, or
political economy — when phrased in behavioral terms — can be addressed
from such a perspective within the activity analysis framework (e.g.
Adams 1996; Cameron 1999; Nielsen 1995; Nielsen and Walker 1998;
Walker 1998b; Walker and Lucero 1997). The capacity of individuals
or groups to maintain, alter, or redirect the flows of people, materials,
information, and energy among linked activities is certainly one aspect
of behavior that is pertinent to such research. What are the change
processes involved? How are such processes initiated? And, what
circumstances (behavioral contexts) enable some groups or individuals
to modify linkage factors more effectively than others? This is an
area where much new research is needed. Nonetheless, we tentatively
suggest several behavioral processes through which such changes might
be effected (see below, “Formation processes of the archaeological
record”). Two aspects of these processes merit attention: (1) changes ini-
tiated by the physical modification of elements during manufacture or
use (including the destruction of objects or people), and (2) changes ini-
tiated by information (visual, acoustic, chemical, physical) furnished by
an activity occurring at any point in an object’s life history; i.e. activ-
ities entail the emission of information (via linkage factors) that may
affect the subsequent behavior(s) of the recipients of the information,
and it is likely that some change processes are initiated by variation in
such linkage factors (see below, “Communication”). A consideration
of such processes, their origins, and effects from the perspective of
individual people, behavioral components, or sectors provides one
approach for behaviorally researching subjects like power and political
economy.

Lastly, in explaining behavioral change at activity and systemic scales,
it should be evident that we do not adopt, a priori, the cybernetic or
adaptive assumptions underlying models of behavior and social systems
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found, for example, in applications of systems theory, functionalism, or
cultural ecology (contra McGuire 1995: 165). Although these theories
may explain certain aspects of behavioral systems under some condi-
tions, we recognize many change processes not explained by such
models. Behavioral explanations for change processes must account
for variation in the types of activities from which such processes are
initiated, and in the linkage factors by which they are spread to other
activities.

The case studies

Although the work of constructing a methodological and theoretical
framework for an explanatory behavioral archaeology has begun, the
real work now begins — that of applying this framework to prehistoric,
historic, and modern cases of behavioral variation and change. Nonethe-
less, this skeletal framework already demonstrates much potential for
exploring new areas of human life in a behavioral fashion, and for re-
examining some of the more traditional concerns of behavioral archae-
ology from a new, explanation-oriented perspective. To illustrate, we
furnish discussions of a number of research areas that are currently being
pursued by behavioralists. Some topics may seem familiar (“Tech-
nology,” and “Formation processes of the archaeological record”);
others enter realms not previously explored by behavioralists (“Commu-
nication,” and “The ‘big’ questions”). Although we have arranged
these topical discussions in approximate order by increasing scale of
behavioral complexity, several scales of behavioral phenomena are in fact
addressed under each topic.

Communication

The communication of information is a critical aspect of all human
behaviors. Information cues interactions and contributes to the forward
motion of activities; moreover, information flows — via linkage factors —
establish cohesion and coordination among a behavioral system’s activ-
ities. It is widely recognized by archaeologists that artifacts play signifi-
cant roles in human communication (e.g. Wobst 1977). In seeking to
apply this insight, many archaeologists have adopted conventional
theories of communication from the social sciences and humanities (for
examples, see Littlejohn 1991). This is regrettable because these theories
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marginalize artifacts; however, an alternative behavioral theory now
exists.

This theory is built on an uncommonly broad view of communica-
tion: the transmission of information among people and artifacts within
and between activities. In constructing the theory, Schiffer and Miller
(1999a, 1999b) argue that conventional theories of communication are
flawed because they tacitly adopt symbolic language as the paradigm for
all human communication. This move constrains the kinds of questions
that investigators can ask about information transfers, and results in a
misplaced focus on meaning and symbol, neither of which are behav-
ioral phenomena (see also Gell 1998). We now summarize briefly argu-
ments in favor a theory of communication not grounded in language.

The language paradigm enforces a concern with the person who
originates a communicative performance; he or she is often called the
“sender.” Investigators attempt to scrutinize the sender’s intent and inter-
pret the symbols being employed. In contrast, Schiffer and Miller argue
that analyses should be oriented with respect to the receiver, focused
on his or her response to the information acquired from performances
of other interactors. Importantly, in this behavioral framework the
investigator can treat any human performance as a receiver’s response.

Language-based formulations also marginalize “non-verbal” commu-
nication modes, such as tactile (mechanical), visual (including most arti-
facts as well as gestures and postures), and chemical (based on taste and
smell). Schiffer and Miller maintain that information obtained through
any communication mode is capable of cuing a receiver’s response. Thus,
privileging the verbal mode skews our understanding of how people actu-
ally secure the information that they act on in everyday activities. The
antidote is to shed a priori assumptions about the importance of specific
communication modes — verbal or non-verbal - and to investigate, in
particular instances of communication, which modes actually supply the
receiver with response-cuing information.

Conventional theories of communication recognize only two roles,
sender and receiver. In eliminating the “two-body” constraint, Schiffer
and Miller posit three roles: sender, emitter, and receiver. The sender,
which is always inferred by the receiver (and so can be “supernatural”),
imparts information by modifying the properties of the second inter-
actor, the emitter, just as a potter paints the surface of a bowl. It is the
cmitter’s performances — e.g. a pot’s decoration performing visually —
that the receiver senses and which provide him/her with information
through inference. In everyday activities, receivers acquire much conse-
quential information from artifacts, making sundry inferences about
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senders and responding accordingly. That this account resembles the
process of archaeological inference is no accident: the new communica-
tion theory generalizes behavioral models of inference to all instances
of human communication (Schiffer and Miller 1999b: ch. 4). In certain
analyses, the investigator may wish to collapse the three roles into two,
but the three-role model is the more general one.

Another significant flaw in extant communication theories is that they
permit only people to play communicative roles. Yet, in everyday life
humans acquire consequential information from the performances of
plants, rocks, animals, and artifacts, and they infer the actions of non-
material senders such as “spirits.” The behavioral theory of communi-
cation, however, operates within a behavioral context that is sufficiently
broad to incorporate interactions of this kind as well. This theory permits
interactors of every kind to play any role so long as they have the
requisite performance characteristics (e.g. a receiver must have a sensory
apparatus and be capable of responding). This move forces the investi-
gator to ascertain, in each case of communication, from which inter-
actors — whether people or not — the receiver obtained information.

The behavioral theory reorients the study of human communication
by emphasizing the need to explain receiver responses. In so doing, the
investigator models the relational knowledge that is keyed in by the
receiver in a specific communication context — defined by an activity
occurring in a place. Such relational knowledge, examples of which are
called correlons, has been acquired by the receiver through genetic and
ontogenetic hard-wiring and by participation in life history activities. In
brief, many correlons probably resemble experimental laws and empiri-
cal generalizations relating sender behavior to variation in emitter per-
formances. The processes whereby the receiver builds (learns) correlons,
and determines their boundary conditions, may be likened to the con-
struction of behavioral contexts by the analyst seeking to delimit the
boundaries of a principle of human behavior (see above); here, however,
events and observations in a person’s life history furnish a testing ground
for establishing the validity and boundaries of a correlon (in contrast to
the more specific body of cases used by the analyst to establish bound-
aries for a behavioral generalization). The explanation of a receiver
response requires the investigator to invoke the consequential perfor-
mances of emitters as well as the correlons that have come into play in
that context. The task ahead for behavioralists, and it is an enormous
one, is to develop scientific methodology for modeling correlons. How-
ever, we contend that correlons can in principle be modeled rigorously
(for some suggestions, sce Schiffer and Miller 1999b: 83-8); after all,
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correlons are grounded in the materiality of a person’s biology and life-
history activities (for another artifact-based theory of communication,
see Thomas 1996).

Although behavioral research on communication has so far been
focused at the interaction scale (i.e. on the workings of discrete person—
object interactions), we are optimistic that work on the role of commu-
nication in behavioral processes at higher scales, i.e. within activities and
between activities in a behavioral system, will develop apace (e.g. see
Schiffer and Skibo 1997 on the impact of feedback from artifact per-
formance on artifact design activities). In subsequent examples, we point
to instances where such research on communication and information
flows might prove useful.

Technology

As stated, artifacts and technologies are a critical focus for behavioral
research at all scales. Studies of technologies usually begin with infer-
ences about specific activities in an artifact’s life history. Countless cor-
relates as well as c-transforms and n-transforms facilitate these studies,
which treat all kinds of technological materials. Low-level inferences
about life-history activities, now prevalent across the discipline, furnish
a foundation for building higher-level inferences about social and
behavioral phenomena affected by and affecting the technologies being
studied (Rathje and Schiffer 1982: chs 4 and 10; Sheets 1975). For
example, inferences about migration (J. L. Adams 1994; Lyons 1999)
and exchange (Zedeno 1994) can be founded on technological studies,
which enable archaeologists now to answer many traditional culture-
historical questions with unaccustomed rigor (Stark 1998).
Behavioralists also build theories for explaining technological
variability and change. These theories can be divided into three
groups, which are defined with respect to the stages in a technology’s
history: invention, commercialization, and adoption. Traditionally,
archaeologists conflate these stages, making it impossible to formulate
research questions in behavioral terms. Theories of invention account
for aspects of inventive activities; commercialization theories seek to
understand the processes whereby product types are designed and
brought to market by entrepreneurs, manufacturers, and artisans; and
theories of adoption explain the acquisition behavior of consumers —
individuals and behavioral components (such as companies, churches,
and polities). Explaining variability and change in each stage requires
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different sets of theories, depending on the scale of the behavioral context
under investigation.

[nvention

Behavioral theories of inventive activities are in their infancy. One model
accounts for increases in the kinds and frequencies of inventive activities
in relation to a particular artifact type in a behavioral system. The
“stimulated variation” model (Schiffer 1996) was crafted to foster dialog
on invention processes between behavioral and selectionist archaeolo-
gists (for the latter’s views, see O’Brien et al. 1998); the model, which
operates within a very generalized behavioral context, seeks the causes
of inventive spurts in an artifact’s selective environment — i.e. the activ-
ities linked to those of its life history. For example, if the potters in a
community, who make their wares by the coil-and-scrape technique, are
unable to keep up with demand for their products (i.e. meet the level of
output dictated by linkage factors with other activities), they might
experiment with ways to speed up production (holding constant the size
of the labor pool). Experiments might include throwing off the hump,
using the fast wheel or molds, or altering vessel designs to streamline
the hand-building process. The stimulated variation model stresses that
invention does not entail adoption: after the period of experimentation,
the potters might reject all of these inventions.

Hayden (1998) has developed a model to explain the invention of a
number of prestige technologies. This model suggests that every human
society having in excess of 200-300 members potentially provides the
appropriate demographic and economic conditions (behavioral context)
in which a small number of “aggrandizers” can emerge. Where resources
are concentrated and abundant, permitting the accumulation of “sur-
pluses,” aggrandizers may be able to divert flows of people (labor) and
resources into inventive activities. Such projects often result in the inven-
tion of new technologies (e.g. metallurgy, ceramics, and ocean-going
vessels), some of which might be widely adopted.

Commercialization

Commercialization involves the transformation of technological proto-
types into manufacturable products that are made available to con-
sumers. An important component of commercialization is the design
process.
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Behavioral theories of design account for the formal properties of arti-
facts attributable to an artisan’s behavior during materials procurement
and manufacture activities (i.e. technical choices). Many investigators
have offered models for the design of particular technologies, such as
chipped stone (Hayden et al. 1996; Kuhn 1994), ground stone (J. L.
Adams 1994; Horsfall 1987), and vernacular architecture (McGuire and
Schiffer 1983), sometimes drawing inspiration from design theories — not
always very behavioral — in other disciplines. Building on these efforts,
Schiffer and Skibo (1997) constructed a fully behavioral, general theory
of design whose behavioral context is the life history of any artifact type
in any society.

This theory rests on the premise that an artisan’s behaviors, which
determine a given artifact’s design, are responsive to that artifact’s per-
formances in activities along its entire behavioral chain. In principle,
then, specific interactions in any activity, from procurement of raw
materials to discard, can affect an artifact’s design so long as the artisan
has information about the conduct of those activities (communicated via
linkage factors) and the “ideal” performance characteristics required. In
practice, however, a great many other factors affect the extent that ideal
performance characteristics, appropriate for all activities in an artifact’s
behavioral chain, are actually weighted in the design process. Among the
intervening factors that the investigator needs to consider are the social
heterogeneity of the artifact’s behavioral chain, which in extreme cases
can impede information flow from “downstream” activities, especially
in industrial societies; compromises in performance characteristics neces-
sitated by technical choices having polar effects (lots of sand temper
strengthens a pot’s thermal shock resistance but also decreases its resis-
tance to impacts); learning/teaching frameworks, which accommodate
everything from individual variation to a society’s “technological style”
(Lechtman 1977); and differences in social power and negotiation out-
comes among participants in behavioral chain activities, which can tilt
technical choices in favor of one group at the expense of others.
Schiffer and Skibo’s (1997) behavioral theory of design obviously
requires a great deal of information about an artifact’s behavioral chain
activities, but it promises archaeologists the ability to construct rigorous
and testable explanations for the artisan’s decisions.

Adoption

Adoption processes have been of considerable interest to behavioralists.
Adoption models help one to understand patterns of what culture
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historians, geographers, and economists called “diffusion.” Economic
anthropologists also study adoption processes, but employ the term
“consumption” to denote product-acquisition behavior (e.g. Wilk 1996).
Historical archaeologists have long been interested in adoption
processes, on scales ranging from households to regions (e.g. South
1977; Spencer-Wood 1987), and many of their models are quite
behavioral.

The most general behavioral formulation is that consumers, which can
be individuals, task groups, and so forth, differentially acquire products
whose performance characteristics are better suited to specific activities
- current and anticipated — than are alternative products (McGuire and
Schiffer 1983; Schiffer and Skibo 1987; Schiffer 1995b). The investi-
gator assesses the performance characteristics of alternative products by
means of a “performance matrix.” In constructing a performance matrix,
one lists pertinent activities and the values of contextually relevant per-
formance characteristics for the products being compared (for examples,
see Schiffer and Skibo 1987; Schiffer 1995b: 29-31). Performance
matrices enable the investigator to readily display patterns of compro-
mise in the products’ performance characteristics and thereby offer
explanations for why one was adopted over alternatives.

Other general principles relate adoption patterns to the life histories
of individuals (biological variation and social-role changes) and the
developmental cycles of behavioral components, especially households.
For example, Rathje and Schiffer (1982: 78-80) maintain that age and
sex differences among individuals — which often entail participation in
differing suites of activities — lead to variation in acquisition behavior.
Similarly, individual differences in social roles, income, and wealth also
contribute to varied acquisition (and disposal) patterns (e.g. Schiffer
et al. 1981).

Archaeologists have built many behavioral models applying to par-
ticular adoption processes. Among the earliest were Binford’s formula-
tions about “curated” technologies and the kinds of toolkits adopted by
mobile task groups (e.g. Binford 1973, 1979; for a review, see Nelson
1991). The hypothesis that mobility puts severe constraints on the tech-
nologies adopted by mobile task groups, capable of influencing perfor-
mance characteristics such as maintainability and reliability (e.g. Bleed
1986), has been widely accepted.

In a recent work, Schiffer (1995b: 32-3) advanced the “Imelda
Marcos” hypothesis to explain some instances of product acquisition by
individuals and behavioral components. The hypothesis, which operates
within a very generalized behavioral context, is that “the investment of
resources in an activity, to enhance its performance, leads to an increase
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in unifunctional |i.e. highly specialized| artifacts” (Schiffer 1995b: 33).
Thus, households that often perform car-repair activities at home are apt
to acquire many specialized car-repair tools. One obvious corollary of
the Imelda Marcos hypothesis is that wealthier behavioral components
(especially households, corporations, and communities) can enhance
many activities, and thus add countless artifacts and/or people of
restricted function to their inventories (Schiffer 1995b: 32).

Rathje’s Le Projet du Garbage has contributed many general hypothe-
ses about consumption processes (see Rathje and Murphy 1992). Among
the most fascinating is the counterintuitive finding, a tentative law of
waste, that when the price of a basic commodity — e.g. red meat or sugar
— undergoes a short-term increase, more of it is wasted (percentage-wise)
by consumers. This comes about because people substitute products that,
although they still contain the basic commodity (e.g. beef), exhibit un-
familiar performance characteristics in preparation and consumption
activities. Thus, during the beef shortage in the spring of 1973, Ameri-
cans bought cuts of beef as well as other beef-containing products that
they had not previously consumed, and which they apparently did not
know how to prepare well. During the shortage, households wasted beef
at a rate three times that found for non-shortage months (Rathje and
Murphy 1992: 61-3). Although this tentative law was derived from
empirical observations in a market-based subsistence economy, it may
well be applicable within a more generalized behavioral context.

In studying technology today we are fortunate that, over the past few
decades, archaeologists of every theoretical persuasion have furnished
countless experimental laws upon which we can now build new theories
for explaining technological variability and change. A key behavioral
insight is that many theories are needed for explaining aspects of each
stage of a technology’s history: invention, commercialization, and adop-
tion. We expect rapid progress in this area because interest in theories
of technology is becoming widespread across the discipline.

Formation processes of the archaeological record

Eventually, most technologies, people, and other material elements wear
out, break, die, or otherwise come to be deposited in the archaeological
record. While questions about the design and use of artifacts are impor-
tant, archaeologists must also explain why and how objects come to be
removed from activities in a behavioral system and enter the archaeo-
logical record by way of cultural deposition. Explanations for variabil-
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ity in cultural deposition, a relatively underdeveloped area of research,
can be framed in terms outlined by behavioralists in over two decades
of formation process studies. Although formation process research
remains critical and necessary for developing better inferences, here we
focus on how such research may also help to illuminate the organiza-
tional aspects of, and changes in, past behavioral systems.

Behavioral archaeologists have long insisted that the archaeolog-
ical record is a transformed or distorted reflection of past behavioral
systems (Reid 1985; Schiffer 1976, 1983, 1985, 1987). We maintain that
the transformative view of formation processes is necessary so long as
researchers continue to build inferences on unrealistic and untested
assumptions about the processes that created that record. In other
research contexts, however, depositional behaviors, principally discard
and abandonment, need not be considered as processes that only obscure
the material traces of other, “more interesting” activities. Rather, depo-
sitional behaviors can and should be studied in their own right within
an explicitly anthropological frame of reference (LaMotta 1999). Since
these behaviors are conditioned and constrained by the same kinds of
material and social relations (linkage factors) that impinge on all forms
of human activity, the construction of theory to explain variation in
depositional behavior should be a high priority for archaeologists (Tani
1995). Further, cultural deposition often involves more than the passive
output of expended materials from a behavioral system; deposition may
be linked to other activities via outputs of materials, information, and
energy — linkages through which it may “act back” on the behavioral
system and initiate change processes (see Rathje 1995; Walker et al.
1995). This discussion builds on these ideas and points to ways in which
c-transforms (which stipulate how cultural materials are transformed
from systemic to archaeological context via human behavior) can be used
to explore behavioral processes at a variety of scales.

The study of cultural deposition (and its counterpart, curation) has
been recognized for some time as a potentially valuable tool for
examining variation in the organization of activities and behavioral
systems (e.g. Binford 1977, 1978, 1979, 1980; Reid 198S5; Schiffer
1985). With hindsight it is clear that some of the early studies were based
on assumptions about the determinants of depositional behaviors that
might not be as general as was believed (LaMotta and Schiffer 1999).
Many scholars offered economic or “least effort” models to explain vari-
ation in, for example, which objects would be abandoned or curated if
the owner were to undertake a long-distance residence move (e.g. Schif-
fer 1985). Such a model has been applied widely in the interpretation
of assemblages left, for example, on house floors around the time of
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structure abandonment. However, archaeologists need to define carefully
the boundary conditions, or behavioral context, within which an eco-
nomic principle adequately explains depositional variation. For example,
such a model might explain patterns of artifact deposition under cir-
cumstances of residence relocation, but even then the relative energy
expenditures associated with artifact curation (and transport) or depo-
sition (and then replacement) behaviors will be conditioned by the
linkage factors associated with the abandonment event and with subse-
quent relocation-related activities. Since linkage factors vary on a case-
by-case basis, the researcher must have an understanding of those factors
before invoking a least-effort explanation for a specific depositional
event. Additionally, ethnographic and archaeological studies clearly
demonstrate that there are many discard and abandonment processes —
especially among sedentary and semi-sedentary peoples — that are not
explained by a least-effort model (e.g. LaMotta and Schiffer 1999;
Walker 1995; see also Gould 1978a: 831). Additional explanatory frame-
works, sensitive to depositional processes in other behavioral contexts,
need to be developed. Moreover, it must recognized that because depo-
sitional behaviors occur in diverse behavioral contexts, archaeologists
need to develop methods for matching appropriate explanatory theories
to the cultural deposits under study (e.g. Montgomery 1993; Walker
1998b).

We turn our attention now to the development of several alternative
models for explaining variation in discard and abandonment behaviors.
Several critical variables need to be scrutinized for defining relevant
behavioral contexts, including (1) the location in which a particular
object was deposited, (2) the types of objects deposited together, (3) the
life-history stage(s) when an object or architectural space entered the
archaeological record, and (4) the types of activities that effect deposi-
tional events. These behavioral phenomena all beg for explanation.
Clearly, much more focused ethnoarchaeological research is needed to
discern all the factors that structure these and other aspects of deposi-
tional behaviors (but see Binford 1978; Gould 1978a; Hayden and
Cannon 1983; papers in Cameron and Tomka 1993; papers in Staski
and Sutro 1991). We suggest focusing initially on those activities directly
linked to discard and/or abandonment behaviors via flows of people,
artifacts, energy, and information (described in terms of linkage factors).
General questions that must be asked in pursuing these lines of research
include (1) To which other activities are depositional activities linked?
(2) How does deposition, which entails the removal of elements from
activities, affect linkage factors and the performance of linked activities?
How do depositional behaviors contribute to stability, or initiate change
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processes, with respect to the structure and organization of activities and
flows of material and information in a behavioral system? We provide a
few tentative examples, drawn from ethnographic and archaeological
research, that illustrate how such questions might lead to the explana-
tion of depositional behaviors and, ultimately, to insights into a behav-
ioral system’s organization.

Cultural deposition is not always the casual byproduct of waste-
generating activities. People may remove one or more object(s) or ar-
chitectural spaces from a behavioral system to alter the performance and
organization of activities, and to redirect flows of materials, people,
energy, and information among activities. Such depositional behaviors
can initiate profound changes in activity performance and, through
activity linkages, produce widespread behavioral change. Strategies em-
ployed by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Franciscan missionaries for
spreading Catholicism among natives of the American Southwest provide
apt examples. To destroy Pueblo religious practices, Franciscans burned
and buried religious paraphernalia and ceremonial rooms, and killed
native priests (e.g. Brew 1949; Dozier 1970: 47-52; Nequatewa 1994:
33-6). By destroying and redirecting these objects and people into the
archaeological record, missionaries initiated change processes in native
ritual activities that did effect significant, if temporary, alterations in reli-
gious practices. In the process, archaeological deposits consisting of dis-
carded (and/or cached) religious paraphernalia, abandoned ceremonial
rooms, and maltreated human remains would have been created (e.g.
Kidder 1958: 232-40; Smith 1972: 59-67). Behaviors such as these
would be especially disruptive in behavioral contexts wherein activity
performance depends on objects or people with performance character-
istics that cannot be reproduced easily (if at all) by replacement elements
(e.g. ritual activities performed with unique paraphernalia or by spe-
cialists with esoteric knowledge).

People might also initiate changes in activities and in linkage factors
by creating a specific, visually (and/or acoustically) salient event centered
on discard or abandonment activities. Such events might furnish to
receivers information about the individuals responsible for the deposi-
tional act and about the latter’s relationship(s) to the receivers or to the
larger community (or even to “the cosmos”). This type of model has
been used commonly (if often implicitly) in the interpretation of mortu-
ary deposition: archaeologists hypothesize that treatment of the corpse
and the associated deposition of funerary artifacts conveyed information
about the deccased person’s social roles in life, indicated a particular con-
struction of the deceased’s former identity, and/or imparted information
to receivers about the mourners and their social and economic roles in
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the community (e.g. Cannon 1989; McGuire 1992: ch. 7; Peebles and
Kus 1977; Shanks and Tilley 1982). Presumably, some such visual per-
formances involving cultural deposition would cue subsequent inter-
actions between the survivors and between the social groups to which
they belonged (Klandrud and LaMotta 1999). Before employing such a
model, one must ask: Who would have viewed the depositional event?
What specific information were the receivers likely to have obtained by
that event? And, how would that information be disseminated into other
linked activities and possibly lead to changes in activity performance and
in linkage factors among those activities? Since all depositional behav-
iors can convey information visually, we suggest that such questions are
pertinent not only for mortuary contexts but for all other discard and
abandonment behaviors as well. We also recognize that these questions
are not currently easy to answer, especially in prehistoric settings, but we
are confident that attention to the spatial location of depositional events
and to the properties of objects and assemblages, combined with further
research on the roles of artifacts in communication, will begin to supply
the necessary correlates and c-transforms.

It is also apparent that people may use an artifact by depositing it in
the archaeological record, paradoxical though this may seem to the
archaeologist. An example helps to elucidate this behavioral phenome-
non: in some historic Pueblo societies in the American Southwest, spaces
below the ground surface serve as conduits to the supernatural and
natural realms (e.g. Parsons 1939: 217, 309-11). People alter the behav-
ior of supernatural entities, or of natural phenomena such as rain clouds
and game animals, by sending artifacts through this conduit (i.e. by mod-
ifying linkage factors with activities involving supernaturals and forces
of nature). The Hopi, for example, bury prayer sticks, clay figurines, or
vessels of water, sending them as offerings to influence the activities of
rain-cloud spirits (katsinam) and other (super)natural forces (e.g. Hieb
1979: 580; Parsons 1939: 270-85; Stephen 1936: 824-9; Titiev 1944:
147-8). Hopi also sacrifice eagles and other birds, burying them in
formal graves in cemeteries (Fewkes 1897; Voth 1912: 108). The trans-
formation of these birds from systemic to archaeological context facili-
tates their journey to the realm of the rain spirits whom they are to
petition, with offerings, for rain (Bradfield 1995: 255-6; Stephen 1936:
569). In these and many other cross-cultural examples, depositional
behaviors modify the linkage factors tying human activities to the
“otherworldly” activities of natural and supernatural actors. Clearly,
such depositional behaviors involve more than just the casual disposal
of expended materials. The recognition that the breakage and burial of
an artifact may represent a “use” for that object is a significant step
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towards explaining variation in some depositional behaviors — in a prox-
imal fashion at least.

Lastly, recent research suggests that under some conditions earlier
events, or sequences of events, in the life history of an object (i.e. an
artifact, person, animal, or architectural space) may condition that object
for a particular type of deposition or discard. This is often the case for
elements used in ritual or ceremony. For example, the manufacture of
ceremonial items or spaces is sometimes accompanied by activities that
bring objects, animals, or ritual structures into the social realm by for-
mally naming them and by performing other rites de passage typically
associated with the birth and naming of human beings (for Pueblo exam-
ples, see Fewkes 1900a, 1900b; Parsons 1939: 454; Stephen 1936: 151,
719-21; Voth 1912: 105-9). These ritual acts set apart, or singularize
(sensu Kopytoff 1986; Walker 1995), these objects, spaces, and ritual
animals from domestic structures and subsistence fauna, and typically
set them on life-history courses that involve ritualized uses and a ritual-
ized abandonment or discard. Research in the prehistoric American
Southwest, for example, has demonstrated that there was sometimes a
non-random relationship between (inferred) structure use and subse-
quent abandonment mode. Walker et al. (2000) and Wilshusen (1986,
1988) observed correlations between the location, size, and suite of inter-
nal features found in Anasazi pit houses and pueblo rooms, on the one
hand, and the treatment of those rooms at abandonment, on the other
(see also Cameron 1991). Large structures with complex, formalized
suites of internal features (inferred to have been used in rituals), some-
times placed in plazas and set apart from blocks of domestic structures,
tend to have been burned at abandonment — in contrast to smaller struc-
tures with more typical “domestic” features, which were burned rarely.
Human remains and/or worn-out ritual artifacts also seem to have been
preferentially deposited in such structures during, or after, abandonment.
These and other cross-cultural examples suggest a general principle of
abandonment: use of an architectural space for ritual activities predis-
poses that structure to be abandoned in a fashion that differentiates it
from other types of structures. The challenge that lies ahead is to explain
how linkages and linkage factors established during use condition aban-
donment activities. One way to approach this problem is to incorporate
other critical variables (e.g. size and type of the behavioral component
using and abandoning the structure; types of activities to which aban-
donment activities are linked; and the linkage factors connecting these
events) to define additional (more specific) behavioral contexts in which
variants of this general principle apply (for the most general formulation
of this principle, see Walker 19985).
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Walker’s (1995) ethnoarchaeological and cross-cultural research also
identified important general patterns in the disposal of portable items
that had been used in ritual activities. He found that such items, when
broken or worn out (“ceremonial trash”), tended to be disposed of in
ways that distinguished them from domestic trash. Ritually used items
were often deposited in areas spatially separate from domestic trash
dumps, and tended to be burned, broken, and/or buried at the point of
disposal. Importantly, he found that the spatial differentiation of ritual
disposal facilities can result in the aggregation of ceremonial trash in con-
centrated deposits, such as that found in Jewish genizahs. Thus, aggre-
gates of objects that follow broadly similar life histories prior to discard
(at least in terms of ritual uses) tend to be discarded together physically
and/or through similar discard behaviors. These ethnoarchaeological
findings have important implications for identifying and interpreting
ritual deposits in archaeological contexts (e.g. Walker et al. 2000).
Walker (1995), LaMotta (1996), Karunaratne (1997), and Strand
(1998), for example, working in the prehistoric American Southwest,
were able to identify an aggregate of object types and faunal species that
seems to have been preferentially discarded in abandoned ceremonial
structures. These associations, combined with the location of discard,
provide compelling arguments for inferring that these objects were
members of a ritual aggregate. Explanations for the differential disposal
of portable objects, like those for the abandonment of architectural
spaces, must account for variation in linkage factors that conditions
depositional activities. For example, one explanation for a behavior such
as the singularized discard of ceremonial trash is that it restricts the flow
of visual information from those activities. Indeed, the burning or burial
of worn-out ritual sacra may, in some contexts, prevent detailed infor-
mation about the formal properties of these objects from being acquired
by non-specialists, thereby precluding the unsanctioned replication of
artifacts used for interacting with the supernatural. This is only one pos-
sible explanation that must be tested with additional data, and we have
omitted consideration of many relevant linkage factors for the sake of
brevity. Nonetheless, this approach indicates one method for explaining
variation in ritual behaviors, including deposition, that is based firmly
on the study of people—object interactions.

The foregoing discussion of formation process research, and the new
directions we envision for such work, may seem like a departure from
earlier behavioralist writings on the subject (e.g. Reid 1985; Schiffer
1976, 1983, 1987). We emphasize, however, that research on formation
processes must continue for the purpose of refining behavioral inferences
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from archaeological deposits. What we propose here is that archaeolo-
gists also work toward more contextualized understandings of deposi-
tional behaviors — i.e. investigate their linkages to other activities in a
behavioral system — to facilitate explanation. Although we have dis-
cussed several factors that may condition variation in depositional
behaviors, this list is surely incomplete. Additional research holds great
promise for unraveling and explaining depositional behaviors, for
illuminating the structural relationships within behavioral systems that
govern variation in cultural deposition, and for making sense of the
material patterns that those behaviors create in the archaeological
record. Cultural formation processes, especially discard and abandon-
ment, are behavioral phenomena that need to be explained, not just dis-
torting processes to be controlled.

The ‘big’ questions

In the Preface to Behavioral Archeology, Schiffer (1976: ix) acknowl-
edged that the reader would not find in that book any “ready-made
explanations” for the big issues in archaeology, such as the adoption of
agriculture and the development of “civilization.” Rather, he suggested
that the book might be of interest if the reader were “concerned to ask
these important questions in new ways and to devise more appropriate
strategies for answering them” (see also Schiffer 1995a: 235).

To date, behavioralists have seldom engaged these same questions (but
see Nielsen 1995), perhaps reluctant to tackle them before having an ade-
quate corpus of behavioral method and theory. Although that corpus of
principles remains modest, we believe that questions about some of these
phenomena can now be formulated in behavioral terms. In this section,
then, we indicate avenues for constructing behavioral explanations for
the “origins” of agriculture and the development of complex societies.
We emphasize that each formulation is merely one of many possible
behavioral approaches to the problem; our examples are intended to be
illustrative of the method and its theoretical possibilities rather than
definitive statements. We frame both discussions in terms of two ques-
tions: (1) how can the process(es) of interest be defined in terms of behav-
ior; and (2) what are the boundary conditions on the general principle(s)
that describe that behavioral process (or processes)? We provide detailed
discussions for the first question, and point to ways in which the second
might be addressed fully in a more substantial analysis.
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The “origins” of agriculture

In this brief exercise, we demonstrate that by reformulating the question
of agricultural “origins” in behavioral terms, it is possible to employ
extant behavioral theory to suggest promising lines of empirical research.
Many believe that the most important feature of early agriculture is the
development of domesticated plants and animals. As Rindos (1984) and
others remind us, domestication is simply the expectable consequence of
persistent human meddling in the lives of other species. That being the
case, we need to focus on the “meddling,” defining it behaviorally so
that we can discern which behavioral theories are relevant. Once that is
done, it should be possible to posit the general factors that might lead
people to adopt agricultural activities.

The examples in this discussion are based on sexually reproducing
plants, but our formulations should also apply, with little modification,
to other plant and animal species. We focus on the biological life histo-
ries of plants, paying careful attention to the intersection of those life
histories with human activities.

The genetically determined life history of a sexually reproducing plant
can be divided into a number of behaviorally relevant stages, such as
germination, growth to sexual maturity, production of seeds, and seed
dispersal. Humans can intervene at any stage, but when people meddle
consistently in pre-harvest stages of many plants, we tend to label those
groups as “agriculturalists.” However, we should not forget that, on a
plant-by-plant basis, the extent of human meddling lies on a continuum.

Every human activity occurring in the cultural life history of plants,
collected or farmed, involves technologies. In wild-plant collecting activ-
ities, a host of technologies can take part, such as digging sticks, baskets,
knives, pounding stones, and hearths; there may also be technologies for
transport and storage. Farmed plants also tend to involve a large array
of pre-harvest technologies, which can include tools for clearing and
preparing fields, weeding, pest reduction, and irrigation. Many addi-
tional technologies — from specialized architecture to milling stones to
pottery — often participate in post-harvest activities of cultivars such as
crop transport, seed storage, shelling, winnowing, grinding, cooking, and
serving. We suggest, then, that one way to frame the problem of farming
“origins” is as a question about the differential adoption of plant-
manipulation behaviors and technologies. To wit, why do people begin
consistently to adopt particular behavioral strategies and associated
technologies for interacting with plants during pre-harvest stages in the
life histories of plants?
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In seeking answers to this question, we should find that extant behav-
ioral theories about technological variability and change (see above) are
applicable. To explain the adoption of a technology, the investigator
assesses its performance characteristics in relation to alternative tech-
nologies in relevant activities. A complete analysis of any one case would
require us to construct detailed performance matrices for technological
alternatives in specific collecting and farming activities — far beyond our
needs in this paper. For heuristic purposes we suggest that investigators
assess the general performance characteristics of technology aggregates
— i.e. sets of artifacts used for plant manipulation — in sequential behav-
ioral systems undergoing the transition from hunting and gathering to
farming. Our expectation is that one will find overarching patterns in
compromises among general performance characteristics such as the
amount of edible product harvestable per unit time or harvesting area,
and the effort needed to make, use, and maintain plant-manipulation
technologies, especially those employed in pre-harvest activities.

Directing our attention to the performance characteristics of food-
related technologies should enable us to explain specific sequences of
change, including cases where farming technologies are not adopted.
Thus, we suggest that a profitable way to research the origins of agri-
culture is to compare the performance characteristics of the technologies
that pre- and post-agricultural societies adopt for meddling in the lives
of plants and animals.

We also suggest that effort be devoted to defining the behavioral
context(s) within which this process of technological adoption occurs.
Ethnographically and archaeologically, there appears to be a wide range
of variation in the conditions under which people opt for agricultural
strategies: in the specific technologies employed, in the relative contri-
butions of farmed and foraged resources, and so forth. We suspect that
this variation simply reflects a fairly wide range of permissible values for
the critical variables that define this behavioral context (alternatively, it
indicates that there is some flexibility in the mix of critical variables that
have some bearing on the operation of this process in different cases).
Researchers might profitably employ the methods discussed earlier to
identify and define the general boundaries on this process — at least some
of which already have been researched in detail (e.g. Boserup 1981)

The development of complex societies

As archacologists embraced, in the 1980s and 1990s, “multicausal”
explanations for the development of complex socicties (e.g. Redman
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1978), it became unclear how one could construct any non-trivial gen-
eralizations from the increasing welter of causal factors discerned in spe-
cific studies. We suggest two solutions to this problem: one employing
organizational theory having a behavioral emphasis, the second focus-
ing on recurrent “growth processes.” Research then needs to be directed
toward defining the behavioral contexts within which these processes are
initiated and spread.

Let us first address the question, What phenomena are encompassed
by the term “complex society?” Many archaeologists, drawing on neo-
evolutionary formulations, believe that a complex society is one having
a state political organization, a military apparatus under state control,
marked social classes or at least a prominent elite, many occupational
specialists, and so on. Regardless of which trait list one uses, complex
society is at best a polythetic category, in that many exemplars do not
possess every trait. Clearly, “complex society” subsumes an enormous
amount of organizational and behavioral variation.

That the category of complex society obscures much variability is
troubling to behavioralists who, above all, privilege the explanation of
variability. Thus, the complex society category appears to be somewhat
arbitrary, overly inclusive, and lacks a convincing theoretical warrant or
a behavioral basis. An obvious move for the behavioralist is to point to
the possibility that variability in societal complexity can be modeled as
one or more continua (McGuire 1983; Rathje and Schiffer 1982: ch. 3).

Although a dramatic improvement over stage models, treating com-
plexity as a continuum still obscures variability in the character of com-
plexity. For example, two societies that are judged to be equally complex
on the basis of some quantitative scale (e.g. size of population integrated,
number of levels in the political or settlement hierarchy, degree of
urbanization) could still differ appreciably in their mix of political,
religious, military, and commercial developments. Apparently, variation
in societal complexity is irreducibly multidimensional (see Crumley’s
[1979] concept of “heterarchy”). Thus, we eschew overarching concep-
tions of complexity in favor of formulations that are sensitive to vari-
ability that has a behavioral basis — i.e. can be phrased in terms of
people-artifact interactions.

To highlight this variability, we propose that any complex society
(however defined) is the product of differentially developed institutions
and sectors. An institution is a large-scale behavioral component having
a bureaucratic - i.e. hierarchical - structure (Rathje and Schiffer 1982:
47). Concretely, an institution is a domain of related activities, organized
on a supra-household level, in any part of society, such as government,
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churches, the army, universities, labor unions, and professional sports.
Institutions, which can be modeled as specialized behavioral systems,
establish dedicated places and structures for their activities, and regulate
flows of people, objects, energy, and information between and among
these places and others. The operation of an institution depends on
that system’s connections, via linkage factors, to outside activities and to
other institutions. The investigator can create horizontal groupings of
functionally similar institutions, which can be called sectors, such as
political, military, commercial, industrial, transportation, educational,
and religious sectors. We suggest that the differential development of
sectors (and the specific institutions that comprise them) is the most sig-
nificant axis of behavioral variability in complex societies. If this kind
of variation is of interest, then a priority for future research is to iden-
tify the factors that contributed to each society’s unique mix of sectoral
developments.

Identifying these case-specific factors rests on the recognition that as
institutions (organizations) arise and become more complex they facili-
tate interactions of people and artifacts at ever-increasing scales and
rates. Thus, institutions in a sector enable the management of activities
— the flow of people and artifacts through space and their interactions.
As people-artifact interactions become more intense and differentiated,
institutions change, becoming more complex or failing. Failure may
ensue when an institution can no longer process materials, people,
energy, or information at rates demanded by linkage factors that connect
the institution with activities providing input or receiving output. In such
cases, new linkages may be established between the latter activities and
other functionally similar institutions within the sector that are better
able to meet demands established by increasing rates of material, energy,
or information transfer. For example, a two-person partnership can
manage a small company that makes and sells craft items in a local
market. But if that company expands production dramatically and begins
selling in a national market, more people and more kinds of occupational
specialists — e.g. managers, designers, artisans, marketers, accountants,
shipping clerks, janitors — will be required. Continued growth in pro-
duction might eventually yield the modern multinational corporation
with perhaps a dozen levels of decision-making and thousands of dif-
ferent occupational specialists. To explain fully the differential develop-
ment of sectors in a specific society, then, we must chart the course of
projects and activities that have contributed to the expansion of the insti-
tutions making up each sector. That is, we must identify changes in what
institutions are actually doing: it is people—artifact interactions, in con-
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crete activities, that establish the basic parameters for organizational
development.

Although development of the specific institutions making up each
sector and of the sectors themselves can vary somewhat independently,
sometimes development in one sector stimulates growth in others. In the
United States, for example, the political sector grew enormously in the
twentieth century, taking on new activities such as taxing income, pro-
viding welfare, managing national parks and forests, and cleaning up the
environment, partly in response to the activities of greatly expanded
industrial and commercial sectors. The nature and extent of inter-
sectoral linkages and changes in them over time are, of course, empiri-
cal questions to be answered anew in each study.

For the behavioralist, development involves more than the growth of
organization — the widening and deepening of bureaucracy and the mul-
tiplication of occupational specialists. Indeed, a concomitant of devel-
opment, regardless of sector, is the proliferation of artifacts. For example,
the specialists who perform new behavioral roles — activity-specific
behavior patterns (Schiffer 1992: 132) - do so most likely with new kinds
of artifacts. Thus, when a modern organization adds a janitorial staff, it
also acquires a host of specialized maintenance artifacts, from commer-
cial vacuum cleaners and tloor polishers to toilet-cleaning brushes and
detergents, as well as dedicated places having furnishings appropriate for
the activities they contain (e.g. janitor’s store-room or closet). A host of
new artifacts may also take part in maintaining hierarchy and in adver-
tising social roles. As organizations develop, they come to occupy more
and larger structures to house their activities, which also advertise their
apparent success and importance.

If development is as much a process of adding artifacts as it is of
adding new occupational specialists and levels of decision-making, then
archaeologists ought to be identifying and studying the general processes
that contribute to inventory expansion, enrichment, and change. Such
questions can be handled by behavioral theories regarding artifact adop-
tion. Clearly, an understanding of these adoption processes can enable
us to better appreciate the material dimension of growth. But there is
more: these processes themselves, working within and across sectors, are
also motors of development. We single out two “growth processes” for
brief discussion. Both processes focus on people-artifact interactions, at
the scales of individuals and behavioral components (including house-
holds), that stimulate demand for new products. Meeting such demands
causes further development of various sectors.

The first growth process is the Simmel process, which maintains
systems of class grading in socially mobile, market-based societies
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(McCracken 1988: 40-1; Schiffer 1976: 189-91). In such societies
that lack sumptuary rules, it is possible for people to purchase artifacts
that indicate membership in a superordinate class. As upper-class arti-
facts become widespread in subordinate classes, their ability to
communicate information about social differentiation is impaired. In
response, members of the superordinate class find new artifacts that can
advertise their class affiliation less ambiguously. The Simmel process
(named for sociologist Georg Simmel who first studied it) creates an
incessant demand for new artifacts and for new technologies to produce
them. This, in turn, contributes to complexity by the proliferation and
growth of organizations that make new products and by the expansion
of trade and transportation activities. Growth in these sectors can as well
stimulate growth in the political sector. We submit that the Simmel
growth process, resting ultimately on specific kinds of people-artifact
interactions, is an important contributor to the development of institu-
tions and sectors, especially in the United States during the past two
centuries.

A second growth process is based on the Imelda Marcos hypothesis.
Recall that when people (and behavioral components) invest resources
to enhance the performance of activities, there is an increase in special-
ized artifacts (Schiffer 1995b: 33). The demands thus created for innu-
merable specialized artifacts are a significant fillip to the development of
manufacturing, trading, and transportation organizations, in commercial
and industrial sectors, that can supply them. Political institutions, in
turn, grow as they take on the expanded regulatory and taxation activ-
ities that greater commerce creates.

The Simmel and Imelda Marcos growth processes exemplify the kinds
of general processes that can contribute, incrementally, to the develop-
ment of institutions and sectors in complex societies. The task ahead is
to delineate additional processes and discern their influence on the devel-
opmental patterns of specific complex societies. We expect that there will
be dozens — perhaps hundreds — of similar growth processes, all of them
based on concrete people-artifact interactions. It is the operation of these
processes, mediated by case-specific contingencies, that account for
increases — and variation — in complexity. We note that these growth
processes are in principle reversible, and so can also account for reduc-
tions in complexity.

A significant challenge that lies ahead is the determination of
behavioral-context boundaries for the operation of each growth process.
What are the critical variables for a particular growth process, and how
do changing values for these variables alter the operation of that process?
Understanding these boundary conditions and threshold values will
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allow the analyst to narrow down the range of processes likely to come
into play in any given case. Unlike the adoption of agricultural strate-
gies — defined by one or a few closely related processes — the emergence
of complexity in institutional organizations is a much more generalized
phenomenon that may involve many different growth processes, and
variable mixes of processes, on a case-by-case basis. We encourage re-
searchers to explore this variability by constructing general principles
that describe growth processes, and then by testing the boundaries on
those principles by constructing behavioral contexts with differing
combinations of critical variables and associated values. Explanations
for complexity based on principles derived in such a fashion will engage,
rather than conflate, the enormous variation evident in this phenomenon
of organizational complexity.

Discussion

In the final analysis, the behavioral perspective enables the investigator
to demystify a “big” question, turning it into many concrete ones having
a behavioral basis and thereby rendering it researchable. In the case of
agricultural “origins,” the new questions focus on pinpointing the con-
ditions (behavioral contexts) under which people adopt technologies for
meddling in the life histories of plants and animals. In the study of
complex societies, emphasis is placed on ascertaining the behavioral
factors that influence the differential development of institutions and
sectors and on identifying specific growth processes that contribute to
greater complexity. In neither case are we attempting to explain a sin-
gular event (e.g. becoming farmers) or a transition between abstractions
(e.g. a shift from tribe or chiefdom to state). Rather, effort is devoted
to formulating questions about behavioral variability and change, con-
ceived as people-artifact interactions in activities. And, in both cases,
existing behavioral theories can apparently help the investigator to
design research for answering the new questions; even so, the creation
of many new behavioral theories will also be required.

Conclusion

During slightly more than two decades as an explicit program, behav-
ioral archaeology can count many accomplishments, from putting
archaeological inference on a solid footing to producing countless cor-
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relates, c-transforms, and n-transforms through experimental archaeol-
ogy and ethnoarchaeology. In this essay we have taken the opportunity
to call attention as well to the program’s theory-building efforts.

Although behavioral archaeology is a coherent and well-integrated
program, it has little orthodoxy. For some practitioners, especially those
who tackle evolutionary or postprocessual kinds of questions, behav-
ioral archaeology simply supplies rigorous methodology. For others, the
behavioral perspective furnishes a starting point for building new social
theories, which serve archaeologists in their attempts to study techno-
logical variability and change, cultural deposition, ritual and religion,
communication, and so on. Because behavioralists have recently placed
a higher priority on the creation of social theory, we anticipate that
efforts along those lines will expand in the decades ahead in directions
that it would be foolhardy to predict. Above all, behavioral archaeology
does not rule in or out specific subject matters a priori. Indeed, the
program encourages the investigation of any phenomena that can be
rendered in behavioral terms - i.e. people-artifact interactions in
activities.

NOTES

We are greatly indebted to the following individuals for their patience,
endurance, and constructive criticism in the course of reading several earlier ver-
sions of this chapter: E. Charles Adams, Margaret Beck, P. Jeffrey Brantingham,
Nancy Daly, Janet Griffitts, Cory Harris, Kacy Hollenback, Sarah Klandrud,
Billie Krebs, William Longacre, Patrick Lyons, Arthur MacWilliams, Julia
Meyers, Joanne Newcomb, William Rathje, James Skibo, Jennifer Strand,
William Walker, and M. Nieves Zedeno. All illustrations by Vincent LaMotta
except table 2.1 (by Charles Sternberg) and figure 2.5 (by Sarah
Klandrud).

1 By “social theory” we mean any and all nomothetic formulations for explain-
ing variability and change in behavior, culture, or society (cf. Schiffer 1988).
Throughout this chapter, we use the term “behavioral theory” to character-
ize such general principles based on people-object interactions.

2 Principles that permit an investigator to specify the ways in which a cultural
system deposits materials that may be observed archaeologically, e.g. by spec-
ifying system outputs, discard rates, discard locations, loss probabilities, or
burial practices (see Schiffer 1987: ch. 4, 1995a: ch. 2).

3 Principles that relate behavioral or organizational variables to variation in
the form, frequency, associations, and spatial distribution of material objects
in a living behavioral system (see Schiffer 1995a: ch. 2).

4 Previously called “counpling parameters” (Schiffer, 1979, 1992: ch. 4).
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Evolutionary Archaeology

Robert D. Leonard

Archaeology has long been pre-eminently a discipline unto
itself . . . Divorce from the biological sciences has been uncon-
tested and amicable. Anthropology has been able to provide
the grounds for the divorce by providing expert testimony on
how humans are totally unlike the rest of creation. And, in
providing itself with the justification of its own existence, it
has provided the rest of biology with defenses for continued
belief in the fundamental difference between our own species
and the rest of the animal kingdom. In a rather rare instance
of interdisciplinary cooperation, anthropology has been able
to provide biology with all the reasons necessary to maintain
an unquestioned and unquestioning acceptance of the incom-
mensurability of one species with all others. One might expect
a critical mind to note the self-serving nature of the argument
and question it on those grounds if no other.

David Rindos, 1989

Evolution and archaeology

Evolutionary archaeology (EA) had its origins in the late 1970s and
1980s when a small group of individuals sought to break down the
barrier Rindos refers to between human evolution and the evolution of
the rest of organic life by bringing Darwinian theory to archaeology
(Braun 1990; Dunnell 1978a, 1978b, 1978c¢, 1980, 1982, 1989; Leonard
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1989; Leonard and Jones 1987; Meltzer 1981; O’Brien and Holland
1990; Rindos 1984, 1985, 1986, 1989). Of course archaeologists had
long discussed evolution before that time, and used a few evolutionary
terms, but they discussed it in ways that had nothing to do with the
evolution spoken of by Darwin (1859). Evolutionary Archaeologists
refer to these early evolutionary efforts as Cultural Evolution in order
to minimize confusion and maintain this important distinction between
Darwinian and non-Darwinian thought. Leslie White, one of the great
Cultural Evolutionary thinkers in anthropology, noted that Darwinian
theory was absent in Cultural Evolution in the following quote:

It would be most gratifying to be able to report, in a paper commemo-
rating the publication of The Origin of Species, that cultural anthro-
pologists had borrowed the concept of evolution from Darwin and
that they had employed this concept to establish and enrich their science.
Unfortunately, we are unable to make such a report. On the contrary, we
must point out that the theory of evolution was introduced into cultural
anthropology independently of Darwin and, indeed, of biology in general.
(1959a: 106)

The evolution White referred to was the progressivist evolutionary
theories of Herbert Spencer (1857, 1860, 1876), Lewis Henry Morgan
(1877), and Edward B. Tylor (1865, 1871). The work of these three men,
whom White called “the three great pioneers of cultural evolutionism”
(1959a: 107), provided the intellectual framework for White’s evolu-
tionary perspective that proved so prominent in the middle of the twen-
tieth century, as well as today. While 1959 may seem a long time ago,
the revolutionary movement first called the New Archaeology was about
to emerge at the time, and White’s student Lewis R. Binford was its main
architect (e.g. Binford 1962, 1968, 1973; Binford and Binford 1966).
Building upon the work of White (1943, 1945, 1959a, 1959b), Sahlins
and Service (Sahlins and Service 1960; Service 1962), among other
writers, the New Archaeology emerged as processual archaeology — likely
the dominant intellectual movement in archaeology as we begin the new
millennium. This New Archaeology had evolutionary aspirations, but it
is clear that they were not founded upon Darwinian theory (see Dunnell
1980 for this discussion).

Returning to the quote by White, there are two ways to view his state-
ment. First, if one sees the evolution of humanity as unigue with respect
to other forms of life, as Rindos implied many do, this was no loss.
Darwinian theory was irrelevant, a different theory was needed, and was
built — Cultural Evolution. Ultimately, it became what is called proces-
sual archaeology today. However, if one rejects the position that humans
are unique, and largely immune to the effects of Darwinian processes,
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the lack of a Darwinian perspective in archaeology was a great setback,
as while Darwinian evolution has dramatically increased our knowledge
of life on earth, it has not until recently been employed to unravel the
riddle of the evolution of humanity - particularly the evolution of human
behavior. To Evolutionary Archaeologists, this is a tragedy. To us, the
archaeological record is nothing but a record of the evolution of human
behavior, yet several generations of archaeologists have turned their back
on the incredible knowledge-generating machine of Darwinian evolu-
tionary theory. To us, this loss is not unlike the loss that would have
come to the physical sciences had physicists turned their back on
Einstein’s Theory of General Relativity.

The last twenty years have seen an emergence of Darwinian theory
in archaeology — but this has not been without a struggle (see, for
examples, criticisms in Bettinger et al. 1996; Boone 1998; Boone and
Smith 1998; Broughton and O’Connell 1999; Cullen 1993; Lake 1997;
Schiffer 1996; C. S. Spencer 1997). And in the process, Darwinian theory
has been changed in subtle, yet important ways. The processes of history
that did not let Darwin fully build his theory to incorporate humankind
are now not so strong (e.g. the power of the church), and a new con-
sideration of the archaeological record demands that a bit of tinkering
had to be accomplished to bring Darwinian evolution to the human past.
This might seem a new heresy to some, but archaeology has much to
offer to the general theory of evolution.

What is Darwinian theory?

Darwinian theory, if it is anything, is simple. As a theory — here used as
a set of instructions about how to learn about the organic world - it is
easier to understand than it is to learn how to set the clock on a VCR.
Operationalizing it is a craft, like that of a carpenter who cuts rafters
for a house or a baker who makes a loaf of bread. It must be learned,
and most of us can learn it with varying degrees of proficiency. Yet, there
is perhaps no other grand idea so misunderstood — and not just by reli-
gious fundamentalists. Anthropologists and archaeologists are some of
the worst culprits. Many confound it with either the progressivist
cevolutionary ideas of Spencer, Tylor, and Morgan, or their more recent
proponents Leslie White and Lewis R. Binford, what we call Cultural
Evolutionism. Why do prominent anthropologists and archaeologists
make this mistake? The answer is that they have not taken the time to
learn the difference — they mistakenly believe that they know what
Darwinian evolution is, and would find White’s statement above
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astonishing. Others make the naturalistic fallacy, fearing that the
explanatory power of evolutionary theory will be brought into moral
realms. Others mistakenly believe that Darwinian theory reduces the
complexity of human existence to understandings writ completely in
terms of “guts and gonads.”

These criticisms are misplaced, and would simply not exist if archae-
ologists would make the effort to understand Darwinian theory. So, let’s
get to the nuts and bolts. At its core, Darwinian theory states: (1) there
is variation in organisms; (2) there is transmission of that variation, or
inheritance; and (3) some variants do better in certain circumstances than
other variants. This third component is the process of natural selection
— the differential persistence of variation. These rules are simple, like the
rules to the game of chess. Yet like chess, there are an infinite number
of outcomes that can be produced by applying the rules during the course
of a game. Applied to human behavior and the archaeological record,
these simple rules can be used to help us understand the complexity of
our behavior in the same way we can use the rules of chess to under-
stand the outcome of a specific game.

To introduce the concept of evolution to my introductory anthropol-
ogy classes I often ask them to look around the room at each other.

“Do you see differences in how each other looks?” I ask.

A few mutter affirmation while scanning their fellow classmates.
“That is variation. Differences in height, weight, skin color, eye color,
etc.”

“Do you look more like your parents and grandparents than you
do each other?” A few more catch on and nod or mutter affirmatively.
“That is the product of genetic transmission, or inheritance.”

They nod again.

“You are here today because certain characteristics that your ances-
tors possessed were favorable in specific environments, and as a conse-
quence your ancestors had more offspring than others who lacked
those characteristics. That is natural selection. As a whole these three
facts constitute the basics of Darwinian evolution.”

This simple lesson usually works. Students see variation, inheritance,
and natural selection and how it operates — and that it has operated on
their ancestors to shape them. Yet, this is only part of the story. How
does this perspective deal with the evolution of human behavior as
expressed in the archaeological record? Put simply, it does not. The con-
nection to behavior and the archaeological record is made quite simply
by employing the concept of phenotype. Biologist Ernst Mayr defines the
phenotype as: “The totality of characteristics of an individual” (1982:
959).
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In other words, the phenotype is all aspects of us, behavioral and
physical, and it is the phenotype upon which natural selection operates.
We unfold as individuals as our genetic structures dictate, yet the final
package — our phenotype — is shaped both by our genes and by our envi-
ronment — both physical and social. My particular phenotype consists
of, among other things, genetically determined brown hair, brown eyes,
and an environmentally influenced nutritional regime that made me 6
inches taller and 40 pounds heavier than my father. My phenotype also
consists of behavioral traits that are influenced even more directly by the
environment, including bifocals, sunscreen when I am in the field, a 1996
Chevy pickup, and a genuine affection for the music of Pink Floyd. Thus,
we all have unique phenotypes, as do all life forms, yet we may also share
a wide variety of individual characteristics. The sources of variation for
many of these heavily environmentally determined characteristics are
history, chance, and human behavior played out on top of the genotypic
instructions.

To illustrate the evolution of the behavioral part of our phenotype,
| ask my students “do you behave differently from each other?” They,
of course, recognize that they do. They also recognize that some of their
behavior has a genetic component, our brains being the product of the
operation of natural selection that has operated on our ancestors for mil-
lions of years. This genetic component may establish our individual
capacities for learning, influence our choices of mates, our patterns of
reproduction, and aptitudes for, say, music or athletics. Students also
know that much of their behavior is learned, and largely independent of
any genetic influence. Importantly, learning is the greatest variation-
generating component of our phenotype.

We learn behavior through a process that is called cultural trans-
mission. Cultural transmission is not only vertical through our parents,
but also obligue, from other elders, and horizontal, from our peers.
I learned how to use a hammer from my father, to tell time from my
grandmother, and about Pink Floyd from my friends. When we learn
in this manner, what we learn is the product of a shared intellectual
tradition, that is, homologous. Some of our behavior is more than simply
learned, it is invented. Sometimes it is invented over and over again,
without transmission. For example, stone tools, pottery, the wheel, all
have been invented and reinvented a number of times, without cultural
transmission occurring. These kinds of traits are called analogous traits,
but more regarding these in a moment. Importantly the invention or
generation of variation and transmission — both genetic and cultural —
creates the phenotype that natural selection acts upon in a specific
sclective environment.
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Evolutionary psychologists and human evolutionary ecologists have
proposed a number of models of the specifics of the cultural trans-
mission process. Yet much work remains to be done, and we may be as
far from understanding cultural transmission as Darwin was from under-
standing the mechanism of inheritance we now know to be genetic.
Darwin saw variation, knew natural selection operated on it, but had no
idea how information was transmitted intergenerationally. Yet the theory
of evolution was still operational, just as the carpenter can cut rafters
with no knowledge of pure geometry, and the baker can make fine bread
without knowing the chemistry of yeast.

Evolutionary archaeologists, for the most part, leave the study of
mechanisms of transmission in the capable hands of the evolutionary
psychologists and human evolutionary ecologists, among others (Best
and Pocklington 1999; Cavalli-Sforza and Feldman 1981; Dawkins
1976, 1982, 1989, 1996; Dennett 1990; Dretske 1989; Dugatkin 1997;
Durham 1990, 1991, 1992; Flinn 1997; Goodenough 1995; Lynch 1996;
Lynch and Baker 1993, 1994; Lynch et al. 1989; Richerson and Boyd
1992; Wilkins 1998). These researchers are interested not only in how
transmission happens, but also in what constitutes the units of trans-
mission. Much current work focuses on the concept of memes (Dawkins
1976), minimal units of information that are transmitted.

With respect to transmission in the past, memes were ultimately
translated into technology, leaving us an empirical record of cultural
transmission (Neiman 1995). Therefore, it is first and foremost archae-
ologists who “see” transmission in the past. For it is archaeologists, and
only archaeologists, who have in their intellectual domain several million
years of the hard parts of the human phenotype, the archaeological
record. That record transcends all continents, and indeed the earth itself
— there is now an archaeological record on Earth’s moon and every planet
probed by our technology. The archaeological record is a record of
variation, transmission, and differential persistence of that variation
as the product of the operation of natural selection and chance. As a
consequence, the record of human evolution can be written only by
archaeologists or by those working closely with them.

Biological anthropologists may of course write evolutionary narratives
of morphological changes in the human skeletal structure, but it is only
archaeologists who can address the interaction between that biological
structure and the technologies that, through time, constituted an ever-
larger component of the human phenotype.

In sum, this evolutionary view outlined above requires only a few
assumptions, but assumptions that are critical and unassailable if
Darwinian theory is to be made operational. These assumptions are:
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I Humans are life forms.

2 Natural selection operates on phenotypes, making evolution in part
a phenotypic phenomenon.

3 Behavior is part of the human phenotype, and it is transmitted
partially through learning.

4 Technology is the product of human behavior, and consequently a
component of the human phenotype.

5 The differential persistence of behavior will be reflected by the
differential replication of technology through time.

As a logical consequence of making these assumptions, both human
behavioral and technological change can be understood in Darwinian
terms.

Evolutionary Archaeology

To bring Darwinian theory to the archaeological record we need a
concept that allows us to deal with the success not only of individuals,
but of components of phenotypes, e.g. artifacts. George T. Jones and I
have proposed the concept of replicative success to serve this purpose.
“All traits, whether material or behavioral, have distributions in time
and space, and all traits have what can be termed replicative success,
or differential persistence through time” (Leonard and Jones 1987:
214).

This concept is important, but people don’t always understand the
complementary positions of the reproductive success of individuals, and
the replicative success of artifacts. Although contemporary criticisms
that conflate the two exist, I cite ]J.O. Brew’s historic work (1946: 59)
criticizing the zeal with which archaeologists extended the phylogenetic
metaphor to ceramic change in the American Southwest. His objection
was that pottery types are not organisms and do not reproduce. Brew
writes: “we still are faced with the fact that, with the exception of skele-
tal material, the objects and concepts of archaeology are not living organ-
isms or parts of living organisms. Consequently, their development is not
properly represented by a classificatory technique based upon the genetic
relationships of living organisms.”

Not surprisingly given the early date of his criticism, evolutionary
archaeologists appreciate Brew’s comment for the simple reason that it
allows us to show why he and more contemporary archaeologists make
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a mistake by confounding reproductive success with replicative success.
Leonard and Jones (1987: 215) stated that in one way it is difficult not
to appreciate Brew’s comment, “but just the same, we must ask if the
skeletal material Brew refers to, or even the parts of living organisms,
reproduces in a manner identical to that of an individual. It does not.”

At a public presentation in Chicago in 1999, George T. Jones and
[ stated that we would like to add that

the objects of archaeology were parts of living organisms. Behavior and
technology are components of the human phenotype. This fact is undeni-
able, and the recognition of it is an important part of bringing Darwinian
theory to archaeology. To deny it takes us out of the scientific evolution
game completely, and implies as well that those interested in the evolution
of animal behavior in general also need a new paradigm.

While Brew and others are correct in asserting that “pot sherds
don’t breed,” they miss the point. Of course pot sherds do not repro-
duce (any more than birds’ nests and beaver dams do) but pottery is
part of the human phenotype (i.e. is part of our behavior), exhibits
variation (e.g. different aplastic inclusions in the clay, called temper),
is replicated as part of the transmission process (is copied), and has
differential replicative success in varying environments (e.g. glazes
may influence ceramic durability in certain situations). Further, if a
ceramic technology enhances the reproductive success(es) of the person
or group of persons using it (e.g. they are able to gain nutritional
benefits through cooking), it is an adaptation and understandable in
evolutionary terms. Here we must carefully distinguish between the
processualist use of the term “adaptation” and its evolutionary meaning.
To a processualist, an adaptation is any behavior that has a function
in an environment. To an evolutionist, it is a phenotypic feature that
has been modified over time by natural selection so that it serves an
important evolutionary function. An adaptation is best determined if
there is an arguably causal relation between increased replication and
increased reproduction, but this is not always possible, as will be dis-
cussed below. Where there is no demonstrable relation between increased
replication and increased reproduction, increased replication must be
understood in terms of chance, history, and drift. Likewise, increased
reproduction must be understood in terms of other traits than that
currently under investigation, as it is clearly other technologies that
are influencing increased reproduction. In sum, both replication and
reproduction need to be understood in both evolutionary and historical
terms.
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Everyone recognizes the major competitive advantages of antibiotics,
agriculture, the crossbow, the wheel, or nuclear weapons, for example,
as well as their evolutionary implications as adaptations at certain
times and places. It is more difficult, however, to imagine how a small
advantage in technology can yield major evolutionary effects. The
advantages of the more mundane technologies of life — say, doorknobs,
eggbeaters, whisks and nutcrackers — are much harder to understand and
appreciate.

Let’s look at it a couple of ways. First, go into your kitchen and
find every piece of technology that can open cans or bottles, and
examine them, paying particular attention to any differences you can
find. T have an assortment of church keys of different lengths and shapes,
as well as a variety of types of can openers where one turns the handle
and a blade cuts the lid off of the can. On the other end invariably is
a bottle opener - its existence almost an afterthought. The products
of manufacture are of differing materials and grades, the cutting
blades and handles of varying shapes and angles. I also have a variety
of gimme bottle openers from liquor stores — adding up to a virtual
plethora of technologies. If I'm away from the kitchen, I also have my
Swiss army knife or the interior lock on the door of my truck that will
open bottles. I suppose I could find a rock or concrete block if I needed
to. I am sure that you have as many, or can think of as many if not more,
options.

For you and me, efficiency would appear to matter little when we are
going to open only one or two cans or bottles. Yet, 'm sure that you
routinely use the same opening technology rather than alternatives
because one works particularly well in a given situation. One opener
works better in the kitchen, a second at the grill in the back yard, a third
at a picnic, and yet a fourth on an extended camping trip. This is despite
the fact that any opening technology would probably suffice, as we are
likely opening only a few bottles or cans whenever we use a particular
opener. Energy savings would be small for each individual event, that is,
each bottle or can opened, yet would surely add up over the course of
a lifetime, consuming energy that could be used for other purposes,
theoretically including reproduction and our potential investment in off-
spring. While this example may seem trivial, the important point is that
whether or not we realize it, natural selection has driven us to make these
kinds of decisions regarding efficiency and technology — even mundane
can-and-bottle-opening technology.
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In situations where one needs to open many bottles, a technology that
works most efficiently, i.e. opens the most bottles, without mechanical
failure or human fatigue, should be preferred. To illustrate this point, let
us go to my favorite neighborhood bar to conduct an experiment. We
persuade two bartenders of equal talent to use different tools to open
bottles for the evening. We arrive at 8:00 p.m., and the bar closes at 2:00
a.m. As it is a busy bar, the bartenders immediately go to work, com-
peting for customers and tips. Bartender A uses technology A, and is able
to process an average of 6 beers per minute. Each beer sold results in
a return of, on average, 10 cents in terms of a tip. Six beers opened a
minute returns 60 cents in tips a minute, $36 an hour, and $216 by
closing time. Not bad for one evening’s work.

Bartender B using technology B is not quite so efficient. Rather than
opening and selling 6 beers per minute, Bartender B can only process 5
beers per minute (17 percent less efficient than Bartender A). Tips are
the same, so Bartender B receives 50 cents a minute, $30 hour, and $180
by closing time. Not bad, but differences in technological efficiency
increased Bartender A’s return by $36 for the night, no small sum. Our
friendly bartenders agreed to extend our experiment for the rest of the
year, and assuming each worked 259 more days (a standard work year
in the United States is 260), Bartender A would have earned $9,360
dollars more than Bartender B by tax time.

As the result of our experiment, Bartender B has been unable to ade-
quately feed and clothe his family, and his mortgage and car payments
have gone unpaid for several months. His wife has left him, creditors are
at the door, his dog is eyeing him hungrily, and all because he used a
bottle opening technology that was only 17 percent less efficient than
Bartender A, who is now driving a Cadillac, with a pretty and pregnant
wife at his side.

Let us look at this another way. Rather than money, let us consider
technological efficiency that increases the birthrate (as well as explains
Bartender A’s budding reproductive success). We start with a society
that has 100 people and a yearly rate of growth of 1 percent in a stable
environment. After 100 years have passed (the blink of an eye to an
archaeologist) the society would have approximately 270 members at a
1 percent rate of growth. Let us say that a second society of 100 members
lives in the neighborhood during this time period. A more efficient tech-
nology results in this second society having a 2 percent growth rate,
rather than the 1 percent growth rate of the first group. After 100 years,
this second society would have grown to 724 members, nearly three
times the size of the first group, with only a 1 percent difference in
growth. In sum, a slight technological improvement that impacts growth
rates may allow one group of individuals to ultimately out-compete the
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other. What is interesting about this is the fact that the members of
the two societies may not even know what has transpired, let alone
the reasons for it. This example demonstrates that subtle differences in
technology that affect rates of growth may have major evolutionary
implications. Furthermore, that technological difference should be visible
in the archaeological record.

For an example in prehistory, contemplate the evolutionary advantage
accrued to Homo habilis individuals 2.4 million years ago in the Rift
Valley of Africa when broken pieces of basalt and chert turned our
ancestors’ grasping hands into highly efficient cutting implements. What
tremendous degree of increased efficiency accrued when the sharp edge
of a stone allowed for the rapid processing of meat, skin, and bone? One
hundred percent? One thousand percent? Any tailor, homeowner,
carpenter, cook, or mechanic who has tried to complete a simple task
without the appropriate tool would probably argue for the latter. With
this increased efficiency, Homo habilis groups using the technology
would certainly out-reproduce and out-compete groups without it. These
simple pieces of chipped stone set the stage for early hominid expansion
into non-tropical niches of the globe, providing both the means and the
population numbers necessary to accomplish the expansion.

Determining that a technology is actually an adaptation is at times
straightforward, but more often difficult. With respect to the bottle-
opening technology, it would be fairly simple. One would first measure
the reproductive success of those individuals using each technology. If
there is a correlation between a particular technology and reproduction,
one then makes a logical argument that it is that technology (as opposed
to some other technology) that resulted in increased reproduction. This
argument would be supported by experimental evidence, or performance
studies of the technology in action (e.g. our productivity analyses of our
bartenders in action).

Our argument about technology as an adaptation, then, is based first
on a correlation, second on the logical argument regarding the nature of
that correlation, and finally on our performance studies. If necessary, we
can also support our argument by evidence as to the rates at which tech-
nology changes. Adaptations tend to spread rapidly, and can be concep-
tualized as functional replacements. For example, typewriters have been
nearly completely replaced by computers, quite rapidly. Alternatively,
non-adaptations tend to have what are called lenticular distributions
through time (Neiman 1993), where they slowly gain popularity, rise to
a maximum, and decline at approximately the same rate at which they
grew. With the Homo habilis example, the existence of the correlation
between tool use and geographic radiation is well known, as are the
performance characteristics of stone tools. An argument regarding the
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nature of this relationship is made, resulting in the hypothesis that
natural selection favored stone-tool users, and as such, Homo habilis
choppers are adaptations. This hypothesis is so well supported that it
is broadly considered a conclusion rather than a hypothesis, and is
considered an explanation of hominid radiations as well.

One argument made against EA by a group of researchers who share
a research perspective called Evolutionary Ecology (EE) is that while
examples with such deep time depth may work, the rate at which the
world is changing today clearly illustrates that invention and replication
occur much faster than does reproduction. As a consequence, they
believe, changes in technology we are seeing today are not evolution, but
a mere product of phenotypic plasticity or flexibility of human behavior
(Boone and Smith 1998). That technological change today occurs much
faster than reproduction is, in one sense, undeniable. The last twenty
years have brought tremendous changes in our lives. Everyday items that
come to mind include the personal computer, the fax machine, cell
phones, and the Internet and World Wide Web. These years have brought
about an information revolution perhaps surpassing that of the inven-
tion of the printing press.

Many proponents of EE also argue that our minds are the product
of millions of years of evolution whereby natural selection has shaped
our behavior within certain limits, or constraints. Boone and Smith
put it this way: “Evolutionary ecologists tend to focus on strategic
phenotypic response and assume that the trait under study has been
designed by natural selection to have sufficient phenotypic plasticity to
track environmental variation optimally . . .Hence, they do not equate
phenotypic variation with evolutionary change; instead they attribute it
to evolved capacities for adaptive variation” (Boone and Smith 1998:
S145).

To the EE program, then, most if not all contemporary behavior is
operating within the rules dictated by natural selection operating in the
past. Concomitantly, most if not all technological change now is simply
phenotypic plasticity.

[ both agree and disagree with this perspective. I agree that replica-
tion is faster than reproduction. I agree that the human phenotype is
incredibly plastic. I agree that our minds and behavior have been shaped
by millions of years of evolution. All of this is, to me, undeniable given
that overwhelming evidence exists that supports each of these proposi-
tions. To my knowledge, no researcher working within the EA research
program doubts any of these propositions.

Two conclusions drawn by these critics, however, put them into an
intellectual dilemma that [ believe restricts their program unnecessarily.
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First, these arguments are ostensibly presentist, in terms of interpreting
the past in terms of the present, rather than seeing the past and the present
as the product of the same ongoing evolutionary processes. To me, this
is a misconstrual of evolution, with very odd consequences that result
from looking at a mere snapshot of time — now. If evolution is viewed
in this manner, by all appearances any variation or change that we see
in this particular slice of time (or any particular slice of time for that
matter) that we are now operating in is simply plastic — within the realms
of our evolved status. As an unfortunate consequence, the “first” Homo
erectus to use fire was only exhibiting behavior that would have been
considered “plastic” if those following the EE program had the good
fortune to observe the behavior (hopefully from the safe perspective of a
well-fortified time machine). This would not have been, in the EE
program, part of an evolutionary process. This is contrary to the widely
accepted conclusion that fire is an incredible human adaptation that
allowed tremendous population growth and geographic expansion. The
EE program logically leads us to this unfortunate perspective.

But let us consider this example in still more detail. If that Homo
erectus individual who first used fire had not used it effectively, or if it
had not been culturally transmitted to others, it would only have been
what I will call a potential adaptation, not a realized one. Human
prehistory and history would never have been the same, and you and
[ would very likely not be here, let alone be considering these issues.

In other words, what may appear plastic from the present day, or even
for the past several thousand years, may actually be (1) truly plastic, (2)
a realized adaptation at an early stage of its adoption, or (3) a potential
adaptation that may become adaptive under certain conditions that may
never be realized.

So how do we discern the difference? With respect to outcome 1, iden-
tifying plasticity is relatively straightforward in many biological situa-
tions. For example, if relatively acid soil produces blue petals in petunias,
while alkaline soil produces pink petals, phenotypic plasticity is easily
identified. The attribute color is plastic, a function of soil pH. However,
determining what is plastic and what is a product of evolution with
respect to human behavior is much more problematic, if not at times
impossible.

Outcome 2 seems problematic at first glance, but ultimately can be
dealt with in a manner consistent with how adaptations are identified
above. Remember, our argument about technology as an adaptation is
based first on a correlation, second on the logical argument regarding the
nature of that correlation, and finally on our performance studies. We can
also support our argument by evidence as to the rates at which technology
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changes. How does this relate to a realized adaptation at the early stage of
adoption? It does, but in a different way than might be expected.

Given how evolutionary theory is currently structured, time is the ulti-
mate criterion by which the correlation between adoption of a technol-
ogy and reproduction are measured. That s, if fitness is increased across
generations as a result of the adoption of a technology, an argument
for adaptation can be made. But what if we don’t have time, or if time
cannot readily be measured? Here we may turn to what I call the Theory
of Evolutionary Relativity, where, as in Einstein’s General Theory of
Relativity, time and space become one under certain conditions.

For example, if one were to evaluate the hypothesis that the adoption
of personal computers should bring an on average increase in reproduc-
tive success to those individuals utilizing the technology, we may not have
sufficient time depth available to see the diachronic effects in one popu-
lation, and ascertain whether or not the changes we see are meaningful,
as is customary in most biological applications. We do, however, have
space, a whole wide world of it, and can potentially see ripples in
increased reproduction as this technology is replicated and spreads over
space rather than through time. There must be, of course, a logical argu-
ment tying technology to the spatial correlation. Ultimately, with suffi-
cient time, conclusions based on observations of space may be evaluated,
if necessary.

We next turn to our performance studies to provide independent
evaluation of any hypotheses based on space. That is, if we see increased
replication across space, associated with evidence for subtle changes in
reproduction, and our performance studies indicate that the technology
being used should lead to enhanced reproduction in that environment, it is
to my mind a reasonable hypothesis to posit that a particular technology
is indeed an adaptation. In other words, evolution is very likely occurring
as we speak. Of course, we are not necessarily restricted to evolution as it
is occurring, as this procedure is applicable for any time period.

Argumentsrelated to outcome 3 rely for the most part on performance
studies, and may well speak to technologies well known, and technolo-
gies that had tremendous potential to influence evolutionary change we
will never know about, that were lost to the vagaries of history. While
we of course cannot speak of the unknown technologies with adaptive
potential, the list of well-known technologies that could have had
impacts but did not is infinite: Thomas Jefferson’s wonderful plow that
he called the Mouldboard of Least Resistance, the Osborne computer,
and, with a little imagination, the Betamax VCR. All the “best” designs
of their times, we have no idea where agriculture, computing, or video
display technology would be now if we had followed that evolutionary
path history disallowed.
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After considering all options, we can see that assuming the possibil-
ity of only outcome 1, the EE proponents have placed themselves in what
seems to me an unnecessary intellectual bind. They assume the most
difficult position to empirically demonstrate, and ignore the other two
possibilities that are, in fact, much easier to demonstrate.

There is also one more reason not to assume phenotypic plasticity,
and the general halt of perceivable evolution. As noted above, EE pro-
ponents assume that our potential and capacities were shaped over
the last million years, primarily ending at the end of the Pleistocene.
Above, I argued that this perspective is presentist with respect to the
past. Unfortunately, it is also presentist with respect to the future.
Rather than arguing that evolution has slowed if not stopped, we
have every reason to believe that it is increasing, perhaps at an
exponential rate. Archaeologists and biological anthropologists well
know how technology and humanity co-evolved, marking major phy-
siological and behavioral changes concurrently with technological ones
throughout the Pleistocene. Yet, when human population growth and
technological change are greater than they have ever been, why does the
EE program wish for us to assume that human evolution has slowed,
if not stopped?

The year 1999 brought us a world population of 6 billion people.
Millions of years of evolution gave us the world’s first billion people in
1804 according to United Nations estimates. Two billion people
were reached in only the next 123 years, by 1927. Three billion were
reached only thirty-three years later in 1960. By 1974, fourteen
years later, our population had reached 4 billion. At the same time,
technology has proceeded to change, evolve if you will, at similar rates.
Human evolution has stopped? Is this technological change mere plas-
ticity without direct reproductive consequences as a product of natural
selection? I think not.

Yet, despite these major changes, the other side of human behavior as
adaptation is that not all behavior offers such a reproductive advantage.
Furthermore, this kind of behavior may be understood in evolutionary
terms as well. Let us take a familiar example. Bartender A’s bottle opener
may have had a red handle, while the bottle opener of Bartender B may
have had a green one. While these may have helped the bartenders iden-
tify their own tools, there is no advantage conveyed because of the color
itself — any other color would suffice. These kinds of traits, sometimes
called stylistic traits by Evolutionary Archaeologists, owe their existence
to the vagaries of chance and history. They are subject to the evolution-
ary process called drift, and are not directly under the influence of natural
selection. This concept is difficult to understand, and | present an
example to help clarify it.
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An archaeological example from northern Mexico

While archaeologists have been working in parts of the North American
Southwest for over 100 years, our knowledge drops off at the border of
Mexico and the United States (Phillips 1989). Much is known about sites
north of the border, and many are familiar with such famous sites as
Chaco Canyon and Mesa Verde. South of the border lies another large
important site called Paquimé (formerly known as Casas Grandes) (see
map and figure 3.1), which dates to 1275-1400 (Dean and Ravesloot
1993). Farther to the south lies the extremely well-known archaeologi-
cal region of the Valley of Mexico. Virtually every question asked of the
archaeological record of the area is influenced in one way or another

New Mexico I\\

Texas

Chihuahua

Sonora

Z e
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! .Gémez
Farias

Pagquimé {formerly kiown as Casas Grandes| {photo: Tom Baker)

Figure 3.1
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Figure 3.2 Casas Grandes ceramics from the Maxwell Museum, University of
New Mexico

by how one views the relationships — expressed in similarities and
differences — between the prehistoric inhabitants of the two areas. In
other words, every interpretation of the area is based somehow in under-
standing what the similarities and differences among the archaeological
records mean. But how do we measure similarities and differences? And
what do they mean regarding cultural interactions? And how does this
relate to evolutionary change in human behavior?

Let us consider the ceramics of North Mexico from the perspective of
an Evolutionary Archaeologist. Chris VanPool, Marcel Harmon, Todd
VanPool, and I, all of the University of New Mexico, are examining these
pots with evolutionary theory as a framework for understanding. While
our results are preliminary, they nevertheless lead us to some important
evolutionary conclusions. Many of the ceramics of northern Mexico are
quite beautiful polychromes that have a variety of complex motifs and
icons (figure 3.2). The motifs and icons on these vessels likely convey
complex information about group affiliation and individual identity
(Wiessner 1983). That is, they have purpose. Yet, the image itself is a
product of chance and history, as there is nothing inherent in that image
itself that brings an evolutionary advantage. Importantly, they are all
the product of intellectual traditions that cross-cut space and time. As
beautiful as these pots are, they are also tools. Di Peso states: “Many of
the beautifully painted polychrome vessels were smudged and soiled by
cooking grease and food stains, demonstrating that these, along with the
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culinary wares, were used to ferment, cook, and serve, while others of
equal grace were used as funeral furniture, to store foods, and even to
line fire hearths” (Di Peso et al. 1974: 532-3). As tools, those that are
more effective tools than others offer a competitive advantage to the
people using them, as did the bottle openers in the example above.

With respect to the functional attributes, we have a number of ideas
to be evaluated. For example, many of the pots are polished and painted
around the lip. Chris VanPool has proposed that this trait might be func-
tional, as polished and painted rims reduce spillage (Rice 1987). Reduced
spillage is a clear evolutionary advantage. This aspect of our research is
just beginning, and we need to understand how small differences in tech-
nology may have led to major changes in reproduction.

Charles Di Peso, the excavator of Paquimé, proposed perhaps the
most widely used hypothetical relationships between the types based
upon similarities (figure 3.3). People learned these traditions from each
other, and they changed through time. Cultural transmission is implied
because learning was involved, and change in both functional and neutral
traits was used to monitor how ceramic assemblages changed through
time.

Archaeologists working in the area have proposed a number of com-
peting ideas about these relationships (Leonard et al. 1999):

1 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is related to the Puebloan
traditions of the prehistoric American Southwest (Bandelier 1892;
Brand 1933, 1935; Chapman 1923; Kidder 1924; Robles 1929).

2 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is related to the Toltec (we now
know Di Peso’s chronology was in error (Dean and Ravesloot 1993)
— the extant tradition at the time of Paquimé was actually the Aztec,
not Toltec, tradition of Mesoamerica (Di Peso et al. 1974).

3 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is a specific derivative of the
Classic Mimbres (Sayles 1936a, 1936b).

4 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition grew out of the more general
Mogollon tradition of southern New Mexico and Arizona (LeBlanc
1986; Lister 1953).

S5 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is related to the “Lower Gila
style” from southern New Mexico and Arizona (Kidder 1916).

6 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is related to the Little Colorado
red ware tradition (Amsden 1928; Sauer and Brand 1931).

7 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is unique (Carey 1931; Hewett
1908).

8 The Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is related to both the
pucbhlos of the prehistoric American Southwest and the Aztecs of
Mesoamerica.
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Figure 3.3 Di Peso (1974) hypothesized type relationships

This previous work can now guide us as a set of ideas that we can use
as hypotheses regarding prehistoric cultural transmission and interac-
tion. Evolutionary theory, however, demands that we use the concept of
similarity in a different manner than that used by these researchers. Not
all similarities are the product of the same processes. As noted briefly
above, evolutionary theory recognizes homologous and analogous simi-
larity (Lyman and O’Brien 1998; O’Brien and Lyman 2000a, 2000b,
2000c). Homologous similarity is the product of historical relatedness.
Analogous similarity is the product of similar responses to similar
conditions, or evolutionary convergence.

To confuse the two confounds the processes underlying observed
change, meaning that we ultimately will have little or no knowledge of
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either, and will be unable to explain their manifestations in the archae-
ological record. To presume homology where only analogy exists is to
presume historic relatedness where there is none. To presume analogy
where homology exists is to deny a historic relationship. To us, this is a
very important archaeological matter — and not just to evolutionary
archaeologists. To put it simply, we must identify homology and analogy
whenever we are interested in any kind of human interaction or be-
havior in the past.

In our consideration of the northern Mexico ceramics, we therefore
need to know which similarities are homologous and which are analogous
to ascertain the flow of cultural information. To help us solve this knotty
problem, evolutionary archaeologists make a distinction between tech-
nologies under the direct operation of natural selection and those that are
not (Dunnell 1978a, 1978b, 1978¢; Meltzer 1981; Neiman 1995). Simi-
larities in the former may be either homologous or analogous. Similarities
in the latter, however, are more often likely to be homologous. For
example, a ceramic tempering agent that allows for thinner walled ceram-
ics that allow corn to be processed more efficiently, and with greater
nutrition that allows more people to be fed using less fuel, has direct con-
sequences in terms of reproduction, and is, as a consequence, under selec-
tion. The symbols used to decorate these pots are unlikely to be under
selection, however, and their presence is most likely the result of a histori-
cal, or homologous relationship, and their distribution through time
subject to drift. By drift we mean change that is independent of the opera-
tion of selection, fading in and out of popularity with the passing of time,
like contemporary dress and hairstyles.

Both temper and the symbols used to decorate the pots may, of course,
be part of an intellectual tradition, but the ceramic tempering agent may
well emerge in different times and places as a product of convergence.
We assumed that “plumed serpents,” “macaws,” “snakes,” and other
decorations have little such potential to simply be convergent. They
instead reflect cultural transmission and history. As a consequence, we
focused on decoration in order to maximize the probability that the
similarities we see are the product of historical relatedness.

To conduct our analysis of northern Mexico ceramics, we examined
103 whole pots, recording the presence and absence of 88 different
design attributes (see list overleaf). We also recorded classic type descrip-
tions. These ceramics came from a variety of regions in the American
Southwest and northern Mexico.

As O’Brien and Lyman (2000a, 2000b, 2000c) suggest, similarities
of homologous traits and intellectual lineages can be illustrated by
building a phylogenetic tree (figure 3.4, pp. 88-9 below). What this tree
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Preliminary recorded design attributes

Band

BI Division

Quad Division
Human Effigy
Badger Effigy

Bird Effigy

Macaw Effigy

Owl Effigy

Turtle Effigy

Fish Effigy

Snake Effigy
Ribbon Band
Snake Band
Triangle

Triangle with Lines
Triangle with Dots
Decorated Triangles
Interlocking Triangles
Square

Scroll

Interlocking Scrolls
Interlocking Steps
Steps

Crosshatched Step
Squared Scroll

Interlocking Squared Scrolls

Filled Shape
Negative Shape
Balanced Lines
Arrow

Square with Dot
Checkerboard

Checkerboard with Dots

Circle with Dot
Circle

Running Checkerboard with Dots

Running Checkerboard
Running Circles
Running Squares
Running Dots
Running Squares

Running Squares with Dots
Cross

Heart

Rectangles Checkered
Squiggle lines
Parallel Hatching
Perpendicular Hatching
Diagonal Hatching
Serpent

Wing Serpent
Macaw

Macaw 2

Turkey

Bird

Textile

F Motif

S Motif

Chevron

Kilted Dancer

Fish

Ticking
WingFeather

Eye Style 1

Eye Style 2
Diamond Eyes
Almond Eyes
Glasses

Facial Marking T-Shape
Death Teeth
Stacking Triangles
V with V

Incised Lines
Incised Ticking
Incised Cross
Incised Scroll
Incised Step
Incised Band
Incised Triangle
Incised Macaw
Corrugated

Finger Punched
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is, in sum, is a hypothesized historical lineage. As such, it purports to
measure the direction and flow of culturally transmitted ideas through
time and across space in the region. Individual branches on the tree rep-
resent individual pots. They are coded on the far right, and they are color
coded by DiPeso’s types; e.g. Ramos Polychrome. Different clusters of
pots can be seen as hypotheses regarding historical relatedness — partici-
pation to greater or lesser degrees in shared intellectual traditions.

As can be seen, the traditional types can be found in different clus-
ters, suggesting that many pots identified as belonging to the same
types actually more closely resemble pots belonging to different types!
We suggest that the reason for this is that the traditional types con-
found homologous and analogous similarity by being based on some
combination of design elements, paste composition, or surface treatment,
among other characteristics. As the types are constructed using a mix of
historically related and convergent traits together, the types may not
measure historical relatedness as well as they could.

Among the many things to be learned from this tree, we found Cluster
7 to be quite interesting, suggesting cultural transmission between
the Classic Mimbres, the later Northern Mexico traditions, and the
Hohokam and Salado traditions to the north as well. Figure 3.5 shows
the table of shared attributes across all clusters. Notice that Cluster 7
(identified in figure 3.4) is characterized by bands, decorated triangles,
filled shapes, negative shapes, parallel hatchures, triangles, and triangles
with hatching (summarized in table 3.1, p. 92). The probability of these
seven traits clustering on three different regional ceramic types (Mimbres,
Salado, and Casas Grandes) is improbably low given that we recorded
88 different design elements. Ultimately the clusters depicted in figures
3.4 and 3.5 will be evaluated by using the archaeological methodologies
of occurrence and frequency seriation. If we are indeed constructing
historical lineages, battleship-shaped or lenticular curves will ultimately
provide additional insights into the reliability of our conclusions.

Returning to the eight hypotheses referred to above, we now find
support for propositions 3 and § and no support for proposition 7. (The
evaluation of hypotheses 1, 2, 4, 6, and 8 await further analysis.) That
is, the Casas Grandes ceramic tradition is not unique, and cultural trans-
mission between the individuals living during the Classic Mimbres period
of southern New Mexico persisted at least in part through time to the
North Mexico Casas Grandes tradition as well as the “Lower Gila style”
of southern New Mexico and Arizona.

Additional analyses are needed to evaluate these conclusions, and
ultimately we may well be shown to be wrong. This is not a weakness
in our theory, but a strength that comes with using the epistemology of
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Table 3.1 Shared attributes summary table

Cluster  Number of pots Shared attributes

1 3 Band; Incised Lines

2 2 Band; Filled Shape; Steps

3 6 Band; Balanced Lines; Filled Shape

4 4 Band; Decorated Triangle; Filled Shape;
Interlocking Square Scroll; Negative Shape;
Triangle

S 13 Band; Balanced Lines; Decorated Triangle; Filled
Shape; Triangle

6 7 Band; Balanced Lines; Negative Shape; Triangle;
Triangle with Lines

7 6 Band; Decorated Triangle; Filled Shape; Negative
Shape; Parallel Hatching; Triangle; Triangle with
Hatching

8a 14 Band; Filled Shape; Parallel Hatching

8b 14 Band; Decorated Triangle; Filled Shape;
Interlocking Steps

8 total 28 Band; Filled Shape

9a 8 Band; Bi-Division; Filled Shape; Ticking;
Triangle

9b 10 Band; Circle; Decorated Triangle; Filled Shape;
Negative Shape; Parallel Hatching; Triangle

9c 13 Band; Circle; Circle with Dots; Decorated
Triangle; Filled Shape; Negative Shape; Triangle

9 total 31 Band; Filled Shape; Triangle

science. We used Darwinian evolutionary theory to generate propositions
- hypotheses — about the past that we as well as others may evaluate.
These propositions may or may not stand the test of time, but the
powerful theoretical structure behind them will allow others a means
of evaluation, and a strict set of rules to follow to conduct such an
evaluation.

Many more propositions of a different sort must be forthcoming for
evaluation as well. While this example focused on cultural transmission,
style, homology, and drift, much more work needs to be done with these
materials regarding function, analogy, and the operation of natural selec-
tion — the full evolutionary application — which is, of course, beyond the
scope of this short essay.
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Conclusions

As all readers of this book know by now, the word “theory” means dif-
ferent things to different authors in this volume. To Evolutionary Archae-
ologists theory is a set of rules to follow in order to understand the world
around us. To many others, theory seems to be any set of abstractions
people wish to use at any one time to learn. While evolutionary theory
does change as we gain more knowledge of the world around us, the
change is remarkably slow and tends to be minor. Evolutionary Archae-
ologists are simply seeking to bring, for the first time, the most produc-
tive set of rules ever used to understand life on earth to the human past
— Darwinian theory. In the world of EA, not every good idea or abstrac-
tion constitutes theory. One consequence of this is that many people
play by the same rules, and can thus easily build upon, understand, and
evaluate each other’s work. Importantly, the intellectual product is
cumulative, and cross-cultural.

In conclusion, I very much hope this simple piece provides the basics by
which one can understand how evolutionary theory is put into practice.
As with chess, one must know the rules in order to play the game.

Your move.
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Archaeological Theory
and Theories of
Cognitive Evolution

Steven Mithen

Introduction

Archaeologists should always be seeking to extend the domain of their
discipline — exploring how new aspects of the past can be examined, and
how the past has a bearing on further aspects of the present than have
been previously considered. The emergence of cognitive archaeology in
the 1980s is one example of how new issues began to be addressed, often
by archaeologists coming from radically different paradigmatic positions
but concurring that we neglect past minds at our peril. Yet it should not
just be past minds that are of interest to us: the evidence from the
archaeological record has a key bearing on understanding the nature of
the modern mind.

In this chapter I will examine selected issues in cognitive evolution as
a means to explore the role of archaeology in understanding both past
and present minds. A key argument will be that archaeologists need to
make greater efforts to engage with the theories, data, and ideas within
the cognitive sciences. There have, of course, been very significant recent
developments in this regard, exemplified by the volumes edited by
Mellars and Gibson (1996) and by Renfrew and Scarre (1998), both of
which derived from interdisciplinary meetings involving archaeologists,
anthropologists, and cognitive scientists. Noble and Davidson (1996)
and myself (Mithen 1996c) have sought to synthesize evidence and data
from archaeology with that from various branches of psychology. Such
work has forged an opportunity for greater engagement between these
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disciplines which must be grasped by further investments of time and
resources by archaeologists in building theory regarding cognitive
evolution.

Grasping the nettle of cognitive evolution

This is an important time for archaeology as cognitive scientists have
recently become much more willing to pay attention to archaeological
evidence and ideas when seeking to understand the nature and evolution
of the mind. They have been persuaded to do so partly by archaeologists
themselves, such as by organizing the conferences and editing the
volumes referred to above. Hence there is now an opportunity for
archaeologists to play a substantial role in the interdisciplinary studies
of cognitive evolution and this is a nettle that we must grasp. Archaeol-
ogists must not only contribute data and ideas for the evaluation of
theories generated within the cognitive sciences; we must play an equal
role in setting the agenda for studying cognitive evolution. We must
generate our share of the theory.

This opportunity for interdisciplinary engagement is significant
because until recently cognitive scientists have, in general, neglected
archaeological evidence and theory in their arguments about cognitive
evolution. One notable exception was Merlin Donald’s (1991) excellent
volume, Origins of the Modern Mind, which set a model for how archae-
ological evidence can be integrated with that from cognitive science. But
many other studies have effectively ignored archaeological data. As I will
explain below, theories regarding cognitive evolution put forward by
Cosmides and Tooby (1994; Tooby and Cosmides 1992), Miller (1998),
and Boyd and Richerson (1996) are all seriously weakened by their
neglect of archaeological evidence as a means to support, test, or
evaluate their theories.

By making this accusation of neglect, [ am not suggesting that the
degree of scholarship shown by these writers is any worse than that of
archaeologists who have neglected to address and draw upon relevant
areas of cognitive science when writing about the past. There are cer-
tainly many cases of this within my own work which, with the benefit
of hindsight, I can readily identify. The main problem we all face is that
of artificial disciplinary boundaries created by the history of our subjects
and the nature of our institutions.

There are signs of change within the current literature, showing
that archacological evidence is gaining a more prominent and appro-
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priate place within interdisciplinary studies on cognitive evolution.
I have, for instance, just received a newly published book entitled
The Mathematical Brain by Brian Butterworth (1999), the distinguished
cognitive neuroscientist. This book addresses why and how the brain
is so effective at using numbers. There is a significant amount of text
devoted to archaeological evidence which is invoked not just for
curiosity’s sake but as a key element of Butterworth’s argument. And
he uses this evidence in a sophisticated fashion, quite aware of the
difficulties involved in its interpretation. Edited books listed under
the rubric of cognitive sciences are more frequently carrying papers
by archaeologists, or have papers which draw upon archaeological
evidence in a substantive manner. Examples include those recent
books concerning social learning in mammals (Box and Gibson 1999),
the nature of consciousness (Hameroff et al. 1999), understanding
other minds (Baron-Cohen et al. 2000), and about Piaget, evolution, and
development (Langer and Killen 1998). Conversely, psychologists are
appreciating that it is important for them to publish within archaeo-
logical journals and to have their work recognized and discussed
by archaeologists (e.g. Humphrey 1998). Consequently, from an
archaeologist’s perspective there are very positive developments in the
study of cognitive evolution. But archaeologists still need to devote
more time and resources to this area, and to further demonstrate
that archaeological evidence and archaeological theories must not be
neglected. While this will be to the benefit of the study of cognitive
evolution in general, it will be of particular benefit to archaeo-
logists themselves, as an explicit reference to the nature of past mental-
ity is an essential element of archaeological interpretation. We must
seek to make those references as rigorous and well-informed as
possible.

To illustrate how archaeologists can engage with current theories
of cognitive evolution, and what benefits might accrue to our
interpretations, I will examine three key issues in cognitive evolu-
tion — mental modularity, sexual selection, and the extended mind -
and briefly comment on some further issues of particular relevance
to archaeologists. These three key issues are ones that I have myself
addressed in recent research and which appear to me as having
the potential to resolve longstanding problems of archaeological
interpretation. While my own interest with these issues relates speci-
fically to Palaeolithic archaeology, they are also of relevance to archae-
ological theory in general and have direct bearing on the problems
discussed by archaeologists studying later prehistory and the historic
periods.
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Mental modularity is one of the major issues in the study of how the
mind works and how it came into being. In essence this notion argues
that the mind is constituted of multiple, self-contained modules, each
devoted to a different function. Beyond such a simple characterization,
notions of modularity come in a vast array of different forms, some quite
incompatible with others. Fodor (1983) argued, for instance, that per-
ceptual processes are heavily modularized, and as such are in complete
contrast to central processes (i.e. those concerned with thought). Gardner
(1983) provided another take on modularity by invoking multiple intel-
ligences in the human mind, such as those concerned with music, logic,
and social interaction. During the last decade arguments regarding
mental modularity have been favored by those adopting an explicitly
evolutionary perspective on the mind, most notably by Cosmides and
Tooby (1994), and by Pinker (1997).

Cosmides and Tooby (1987, 1994; Tooby and Cosmides 1992) have
been the main proponents of the view that the modern human mind is
constituted by a series of mental modules, each “designed” by natural
selection to solve one specific adaptive problem that hunter-gatherers
faced in the Pleistocene — problems such as choosing mates, finding
food, and avoiding danger. Such arguments were expressed, however,
with minimal reference to any specific archaeological, fossil or palaeo-
environmental data and interpretation, and professed notions about
“environments of evolutionary adaptedness” that appear simplistic to
many palaeoanthropologists (e.g. Foley 1996). Although the 1970s and
1980s had seen ardent debates about past lifestyles — hunting or scaveng-
ing in the Plio-Pleistocene, cultures or tool-kits in the Mousterian, simple
or complex hunter-gatherers in the Mesolithic — evolutionary psycholo-
gists ignored these completely and presented the past as if it were appro-
priate to project the !Kung back into 3 million years of prehistory.

One can certainly have sympathy with their position and excuse their
neglect — no “outsider” would have found the debates within archaeol-
ogy of the 1980s conducive to extra study while wrestling with the
debates within one’s own discipline. Neither Binfordian-like polemics
nor postmodernist Shanks and Tilleyite hermeneutic introspection have
been very helpful to our discipline’s reception into the wider world of
scholarly debate. Nevertheless, it was the case that Tooby and Cosmides
(1992) explicitly argued for conceptual integration between disciplines
as the means to understand the modern mind, but then omitted to include
archacology in their considerations.
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Although the credibility of Cosmides and Tooby’s extreme position
regarding mental modularity has yet to be established, it seems quite
impossible to question the notion that minds are modular in some
respects — there is simply too much evidence deriving from too wide a
variety of disciplines for this to be dismissed. This leaves us with a ques-
tion: Why should archaeologists concern themselves with the arguments
about the origin, nature, and extent of mental modularity?

There are three reasons. The first relates to the understanding of the
modern mind. Some evolutionary psychologists claim that the mental
modules which exist today would have been selected during human
evolution. Hence the mind today remains adapted for life in the Pleis-
tocene, and this may account for much of the maladaptive behavior we
see in the modern world — people living in urban, industrialized, seden-
tary communities but still thinking like mobile hunter-gatherers and/or
acting in strict self interest to maximize their inclusive fitness. Two classic
examples of this are the proposed reality of the “Cinderella syndrome”
(step-parents are more likely to harm children than are biological
parents, Wilson and Daly 1997) and the mental attraction of people
towards sweet and fatty foods which are deleterious to health today.
Such attraction, however, is likely to have been a useful adaptation to
Pleistocene environments when such foodstuffs were particularly scarce
and nutritious.

If one were to accept the argument that a substantial amount of our
thought processes remained molded to a Pleistocene hunter-gatherer
existence (and it certainly has some grain of truth in it, though prob-
ably a rather small grain), then to identify quite what modules may be
present requires us to understand more fully the selective pressures which
acted on the hominid mind. So here is a real opportunity for archaeo-
logists to use their ability at reconstructing the past to contribute toward
understanding the world today.

A second reason for engaging with the debates about mental modu-
larity is to help evaluate the basic question: does the archaeological
record support the notion that human mentality evolved in a modular
fashion? This is a question I have addressed (Mithen 1996c), and for
which I reached a positive answer for much of human evolution, but
found that strict modularity is quite incompatible with the evidence for
the Upper Palaeolithic/Later Stone Age. That evidence strongly supports
the notion that interaction between mental modules (or cognitive
domains as [ prefer to call them) was the major evolutionary develop-
ment during the latter stages of cognitive evolution. This argument,
therefore, questions the strong modularity thesis put forward by
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Cosmides and Tooby, while it supports ideas from other psychologists
who are, like myself (Mithen 1996c), sympathetic to a modularity posi-
tion but believe that modularity by itself is insufficient to explain how
minds develop/evolve and function (e.g. Karmiloff-Smith 1992; Carey
and Spelke 1994).

Mental modularity and the Neanderthal mind

A third reason for archaeologists to engage with the debates about
mental modularity concerns our direct interest in reconstructing the
past. Consider, for instance, our understanding of the Neanderthals.
As evidence about these people has accumulated during the last thirty
years, more and more paradoxes and contradictions have emerged
which appear unresolvable by our current theoretical approaches. On
the one hand detailed studies of their technology showed that it often
displayed considerable technical skill, easily equivalent to that of modern
humans, while on the other hand developments in absolute dating
showed that technical innovations were even scarcer during the Middle
Palaeolithic than previously believed - quite different from modern
humans. Similarly, while the anatomical evidence for a linguistic
capacity accumulated, evidence for language-mediated behavior
remained resolutely absent (for reviews of this evidence see Stringer and
Gamble 1993; Mellars 1996). As a result some of the debate about the
Neanderthal mind has become rather stale and stymied, continuing to
rehearse old arguments about language and its relative complexity, or
the possibility of acculturation (e.g. Mellars 1991; D’Errico et al. 1998).
By turning to new ideas, such as the notion of mental modularity, new
theories and new perspectives on the Neanderthal mind can be devel-
oped (e.g. Mithen 1996a, 1996b). My own arguments have suggested
that those apparent contradictions in past behavior are no such thing
but precisely what one should expect from a “domain-specific” human
mentality.

Whether my own arguments are right, wrong, or somewhere between
the two, is not my immediate concern in this chapter. That is simply to
argue that by looking toward ideas about mental modularity, archae-
ologists can find ways to reinvigorate old debates, find new ways to
interpret their data, and possibly find the key concepts required for
understanding the past. Precisely the same can be argued for the next
issue in cognitive evolution | will consider: sexual selection.
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Sexual selection, mate choice, and cognition

Geoffrey Miller (1998, 1999) has been one of the foremost proponents
of the role of sexual selection in human evolution. In essence, sexual
selection concerns mate choice: Those individuals who possess charac-
teristics which are attractive to members of the opposite sex will be
chosen as reproductive partners; if those characteristics have some
genetic basis they will flourish in future generations. Even if they have
no genetic basis they are still likely to flourish among species — such as
humans (past and present) — that can evaluate the pros and cons of dif-
ferent types of behavior. Sexual selection is the accepted means by which
particularly extravagant traits have evolved in the biological world, such
as the peacock’s tail, the antlers of the extinct giant elk, and various parts
of human anatomy which are involved in sexual attraction (Zahavi and
Zahavi 1997).

Miller (1998) has made a strong argument that the most extravagant
entity of the biological world — the human brain — is also a product of
sexual selection. Rather than its having evolved because bigger brains
could process more information, Miller claims that the key feature of a
bigger brain is its ability to come up with creative and novel behavior.
He argues that neophilia, the love of novelty, is the most important
feature of the human mind and claims that:

in modern society, human neophilia is the foundation of the art, music,
television, film, publishing, drug, travel, pornography, fashion, and
research interests, which account for a substantial proportion of the
global economy. Before such entertainment industries amused us, we
had to amuse each other on the African savannah, and our neophilia
may have demanded ever more creative displays from our mates. This
hypothesis can explain the mysterious cultural capacities that are uni-
versally and uniquely developed in humans such as language, music,
dance, art, humour, intellectual creativity, and innovative sexual play.
(Miller 1998: 116).

Miller’s proposal is that those individuals within early hominid society
who were able to engage in creative and novel behavior were particularly
attractive to members of the opposite sex and hence were selected as
mates. As a consequence those traits of creative thinking and bigger
brains proliferated in future generations. This is an intriguing argument
and whether it is right or wrong is again not my immediate concern.
That is simply to stress that archaeologists need to pay attention to
Miller’s theory, to evaluate it with archaeological evidence, and to
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consider whether it may indeed help us to understand encephalization
and the appearance of art and creative behavior. It is perhaps un-
fortunate that Miller himself did not consider whether the archae-
ological evidence supports his theory, especially as discussions about
Plio-Pleistocene behavior and the origin of art have been so prominent
within the recent literature (e.g. Bednarik 1992, 1995; Marshack 1997;
Mithen 1996b).

Whether or not Miller’s specific arguments are correct, the stress he has
laid on mate choice and sexual selection in cognitive and cultural evolu-
tion may be of considerable value in developing archaeological theory and
interpretation. Camilla Power (1999) has drawn upon these themes when
attempting to explain the origin of art, which she believes relates to the
appearance of ochre in Middle Stone Age deposits of southern Africa. She
has argued that the “forces of sexual selection drove the elaboration of
cosmetic body-paint traditions through factors of competition between
female ritual coalitions and male mate choice for cosmetically decorated
females” (Power 1999: 109). Although such arguments appear to rely
excessively upon ethnographic analogy with recent Khosian San prac-
tices, there has been a substantial effort by Power, Watts, and Knight to
evaluate such ideas by using the archaeology evidence (Knight et al. 1995;
Power and Watts 1997; Watts 1999).

Sexual selection and Acheulian bandaxes

Further archaeological problems may be illuminated by a greater concern
with sexual selection. One whole suite of these concerns that strange
entity, the handaxe. Why do so many handaxes appear to have been
overdesigned with an excessive amount of fine flake removal to create
levels of symmetry which seem quite unnecessary for their use as butchery
instruments? Why were some handaxes made too large for adequate
manipulation? Why were so many discarded when in a pristine condition?
How are these intriguing features of handaxes related to each other?
Together with Marek Kohn | have suggested that these features of
handaxes can be explained by recognizing that these artifacts (or at least
some of them) were themselves products of sexual selection (Kohn and
Mithen 1999). Following Miller’s (1998) strong argument about the role
of sexual selection in human evolution, we have argued that mate selec-
tion during the Middle Pleistocene was partly based upon the criteria of
material culture. The ability to make a fine symmetrical handaxe dis-
played one’s ability at planning, one’s state of good health, one’s knowl-
edge of resources — all features attractive to members of the opposite sex
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when selecting mates. In other words, handaxes were means of display-
ing “good genes,” just as is the case for the tails of peacocks, the canines
of primates, and the antlers of stags.

The symmetry of handaxes was also significant in this game of mate
choice. By the Middle Pleistocene, the evolved state of human percep-
tion was such that symmetry was positively valued. As has been estab-
lished for several species today, including humans, both males and
females use the criteria of symmetry in the morphology of members of
the opposite sex when selecting mates (e.g. for swallows, Mwller 1990;
primates, Manning and Chamberlain 1993; humans, Thornhill and
Gangstad 1996). This is because there is a strong relationship between
the extent of symmetry and the genetic and physical health of the indi-
vidual (Parsons 1992). In our view, the symmetry of handaxes was a
means of exploiting the perceptual biases of the opposite sex (Kohn and
Mithen 1999). Hence those individuals who were able to make fine, sym-
metrical handaxes were preferentially selected as mates, leading to the
persistence of this technology within society. According to our argument
it was only when the costs of reproduction imposed on females by
encephalization became such that they required male provisioning for
themselves and their offspring that the criteria for mate selection
changed. At that time we see the replacement of an Acheulian technol-
ogy by one concerned with more efficient big-game hunting, epitomized
by the manufacture of levallois points.

We would not want to suggest that the sexual selection argument can
resolve all the outstanding problems of handaxes; it is readily evident
that any explanation for their form and persistence in the archaeologi-
cal record will need to invoke many variables, including raw materials,
functional activities, and human mobility patterns. Nevertheless, by
viewing handaxes from the new perspective of sexual selection and
making explicit reference to the cognitive processes involved in mate
choice during human evolution, a solution to certain outstanding prob-
lems concerning these artifacts may be found. Moreover, by doing so
archaeologists will contribute to the broader interdisciplinary debates
regarding the significance of sexual selection in molding the modern
mind and modern world.

The extended mind

One of the key issues in the philosophy of mind is the mind/body
problem. Put in stark terms, one can simply ask whether the mind is
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reducible to the brain and ultimately to the firing of neurones and the
chemistry of neurotransmitters. Some would argue that such reduction-
ism is fatal to gaining any profound understanding of human mentality.
With the advent of brain scanning, and the remarkable pictures
of brain activity it generates, much of the recent literature has slipped
into the assumption that understanding how the brain works will indeed
explain the modern mind (e.g. Carter 1998). But in some circles the
notion that the mind is dependent upon much more than brain matter
has recently gained considerable ground and generated ideas and debates
with which archaeologists should engage.

This is particularly evident in the work of the philosopher Andy
Clark (1996). He argues that our brains are not so different from the
“fragmented, special-purpose, action-oriented organs of other animals
and autonomous robots” (1996: 180) — in other words, the highly
modular type of organs that Cosmides and Tooby would favor, as
described above. The reason why humans are so much more intelligent,
however, is that we have an ability to dissipate reasoning: “to diffuse
achieved knowledge and practical wisdom through complex social struc-
tures, and to reduce the loads on individual brains in complex webs of
linguistic, social, political, and institutional constraints” (Clark 1996:
180). As an archaeologist I would be quick to add material culture as
one more medium by which the mind has been extended into the world
outside of brain and body. Hence, for Clark, that entity we call mind is
constituted by the brain plus these “chunks of external scaffolding”
(1996: 180). This coupling of the human organism with an external
entity has been termed by Clark and Chalmers (1998) as “active
externalism.”

The notion of the extended mind also has a prominent place in social
anthropology, where it seems to have developed quite independently
from philosophy (at least I can find no citation of each other’s work).
Gell (1998: 222), for instance, has argued that we should “consider
‘persons’ not as bounded biological organisms, but use this label to apply
to all the objects and/or events in the milieu from which agency or
personhood can be abducted.”

Of the three issues | have covered in this chapter, this notion of the
extended mind has, I believe, the greatest potential for aiding our under-
standing of both the archaeological record and cognitive evolution. At a
very coarse level it seems to offer a means to understand how behavior
and thought can have changed so radically long after modern brain
dimensions, and most probably brain organization, had been reached
more than 200,000 years ago. Although the evolution of the brain
may have come to an end, that of the mind has continued — and is
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continuing — as this is partly constituted by the material culture, the
social, economic, and political institutions which we create and which
remain in flux. In this regard, therefore, we should not see major cul-
tural developments such as the appearance of ice age cave paintings, the
first domesticated plants, or the emergence of the internet, simply as
products of evolving minds — these objects, institutions, and activities are
as much the causes, and indeed the very substances, of evolving, extended
minds.

In this regard material culture plays a similar role to that of language
in structuring and creating thought (Mithen 1998a). Dennett (1997) has
described words as tools for thought, while Clark (1996, 1998) has
explained how public language allows conceptual spaces to be created
and explored that are no longer part of a single mind/brain. Material
culture is likely to be far more potent than utterances at doing this
because unlike those utterances, artifacts endure in space and time. In
this regard, therefore, cognitive evolution must be intimately entwined
with the evolution of material culture.

There has been some adoption of the idea of active externalism within
cognitive archaeology. The significance of this was first explained by
Donald (1991), who characterized some of the art objects of the Upper
Palaeolithic as externalized memory. This is more profound than simply
describing them as aide-memoires, a notion that had been present for
many years. Donald explained that we should consider these objects
literally as external storage devices, a notion that has since been further
explored within the volume edited by Renfrew and Scarre (1998). Unfor-
tunately neither Donald’s work, nor much of that in Renfrew and Scarre,
has been grounded as thoroughly as one would wish in the philosophy
of active externalism — but the potential for developments in this regard
has clearly been established.

The extended mind and religious thought

My own interest in the extended mind has concerned the evolution, per-
sistence, and transmission of religious ideas and the art of the Upper
Palaeolithic (Mithen 1997, 1998c¢). The pervasiveness and peculiarity of
religious ideas within human societies of fer immense challenges to archae-
ologists of all persuasions. We cannot fail to recognize that any adequate
understanding of past societies must encompass reference to their reli-
gious ideologies. Equally we must accept the immense difficulties, which
perhaps cannot be overcome, of reconstructing those ideologies. The
problems posed by the study of prehistoric religion are particularly press-
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ing to those archaeologists, like myself, who favor viewing the human
mind from an evolutionary perspective, as (unlike abilities at rational
decision-making, mate selection, or tool manufacture) any evolutionary
rationale for believing in ghosts, Gods, and life after death - let alone
devoting time and energy to the worship of these — is quite lacking.

This, however, actually holds the key to understanding the significance
of the material culture items which play a pervasive, probably universal,
role in religious ideologies. To explain this we must briefly return to
the notion of mental modularity. A good case can be made that within
the human mind there are modules/cognitive domains/intelligences which
relate to understanding other humans, other species, material objects,
and indeed the majority of “real” entities in the world (Mithen 1996c).
These would have been put in place by natural selection and provide
us with an intuitive knowledge of the world that develops within our
minds rather than requires learning. Hence when we hear about some
aspect of a social relationship (Joe is Mary’s partner, but Mary has
started sleeping with Pete who is also Joe’s best friend) we can easily,
and correctly, imagine many other aspects of those relationships (e.g.
how Pete might behave toward Joe). Knowledge about social rela-
tionships has a natural home within the mind, where it becomes
naturally embellished with our intuitive knowledge of human social
behavior (Boyer 1994). And because of this, such ideas and stories are
easily transmitted from person to person because we all share the same
base of intuitive knowledge, which acts as a mental anchor for those
ideas.

Religious ideas have no natural home in the mind. There is no evi-
dence that they came into existence until very late in human evolution
and I have previously argued that they are a product of cognitive fluid-
ity (Mithen 1996c, 1997). Indeed I think that they are what S.]. Gould
has referred to as an evolutionary spandrel — they have no evolutionary
value and come “for free” as a by-product of other cognitive adapta-
tions. But once present they provide an excellent medium for individu-
als to exploit when securing their own power base within a society. The
problem with religious ideas, such as those about supernatural beings, is
not only with thinking them oneself, but also with transmitting them to
another individual. Try, for instance, having the Christian concept of the
Holy Trinity, or the Aboriginal concept of an Ancestral Being explained
to you, or if you understand them, try explaining them to somebody else.
The problem is that we lack any evolved mental anchors for those
entities that have no actual existence in the world — entities such as
invisible beings, those which can change their shape at will, those which
perform miracles, those which are neither born nor die.
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So how is it that those entities become memorable, transmitted, and
indeed shared to a sufficient degree that religious institutions are formed?
Boyer (1994) has suggested that they are often hitched onto intuitive
knowledge by taking on some human-like qualities — the gods of ancient
Greece, for instance, get jealous and squabble. But another means to
achieve this has been by externalizing these concepts from the mind and
representing them in material culture. Hence, rather than having a shared
biologically based anchor in our brains that allows the persistence and
transmission of religious ideas, we have adopted material anchors in the
form of either abstract or naturalistic depictions. The mind has simply
been extended into the material world to extend the range of concepts
that it can think about - to explore new conceptual spaces. Leach (1976:
173) had argued that we convert religious ideas into material objects to
give them relative permanence so that they can be subjected to opera-
tions which are beyond the capacity of the mind. He ought to have said:
which are beyond the capacity of our brains, as those objects are part of
the very substance of our minds.

This extension of the mind, the coupling with material objects, is
essential not only for thought about supernatural beings, but for thought
about all concepts that are counterintuitive — in other words, those con-
cepts that the brain has not been designed to think about by natural
selection. One whole suite of these is found in science - the study of sub-
atomic particules, the origins of the universe, and the nature of con-
sciousness is dependent upon externalizing ideas into material culture,
whether that is formal mathematical notion, jottings, or physical depic-
tions. Perhaps the most telling example is that of Watson and Crick using
their 3D models to unravel the structure of DNA. Such models were like
the cave paintings of half-human/half-animal beings on the walls of ice
age caves — not a mere supplement to the brain of one individual but an
integral part of an extended mind.

Further issues of cognitive evolution

In this chapter I have so far considered just three issues regarding cog-
nitive evolution — issues which have a direct bearing upon our archaeo-
logical studies and with which archaeologists should become further
engaged. There are, however, numerous other issues of this nature, some
of which I will now briefly consider to further highlight how there is
both a need and an opportunity for more archaeological theory about
cognitive evolution.
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The evolution of language

This is perhaps the aspect of cognitive evolution which is best known
to archaeologists due to the attention it has recently received (e.g.
Davidson 1991; Mellars 1991; Schepartz 1993; Bickerton 1995; Dunbar
1996; Noble and Davidson 1996; Hurford et al. 1998), a substantial
amount of which has come from archaeologists and anthropologists. It
is noticeable, however, that the major theories about the evolution of
language, such as the “gossip” theory of Dunbar (1996), and the non-
syntactical proto-language theory of Bickerton (1995), have made scant
reference to archaeological evidence for past behavior and thought. To
my mind the major dilemma that we face is that referred to above: While
the anatomical evidence for an early (i.e. pre-250,000B8p) evolution of
spoken language has become substantial, there continues to be an
absence of any unambiguous evidence for language-mediated behavior
in the pre-Upper Palaeolithic archaeological record. My own attempt
at resolving this has been to suggest that right up until the Upper
Palaeolithic language remained a social language alone, having no impact
on the material culture of the archaeological record (Mithen 1996c¢). But
this is not wholly convincing (to be generous) and some serious archae-
ological theory about the nature of proto-language must be a priority
for those concerned with cognitive evolution.

The evolution of a theory of mind

The foundation for complex social interaction is the ability to “read”
other people’s minds - to appreciate that they may have knowledge,
ideas, and feelings quite different from one’s own. This is frequently
referred to as having a “theory of mind,” although there are several dif-
ferent theories for what a theory of mind actually is (Carruthers and
Smith 1996). There is some debate as to whether chimpanzees, our
closest living relatives, have a theory of mind (Povinelli 1996) — their
relatively complex social interactions may simply arise from their being
extremely clever “behaviorists” rather than mind-readers (Whiten
1996b). Even if chimpanzees do have some form of a theory of mind,
there can be little doubt that this is substantially less complex than that
of modern humans. Consequently the latter must have evolved sometime
after 6 million years ago, the time when we shared a common ancestor
with the chimpanzee. As the theory of mind is one of our most impor-
tant cognitive assets, understanding its evolutionary origins is a key
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undertaking for scientists from several disciplines, and archaeologists
must play a role in this task. It would seem likely that the evolution of
a theory of mind is related to that of language (Smith 1996), and most
probably related to the substantial encephalization that occurred after
600,000 years ago (Mithen 2000). Yet this begs the question about those
hominid species and societies which dispersed from Africa soon after 2
million years ago and made handaxes. Could these handaxes have been
constructed by species without a sophisticated theory of mind? Archaeo-
logists need to pay substantial attention to this issue.

The evolution of life history and its social
and cognitive implications

There have been substantial developments in our understanding of the
evolution of human life history which have been used to address
the nature of early human society (e.g. Key and Aiello 1999; Key 2000).
The key issues are why humans — in contrast to other primates — have
long post-menopausal lifespans and extended childhoods, with the latter
involving fetal rates of brain growth for a year after birth and a sub-
stantial adolescent growth spurt. These life-history characteristics are
fundamentally related to human anatomy, partly as a means to enable
humans to have both large brains and a bipedal gait — the latter requir-
ing a narrow pelvis and hence constraining the size of the brain at birth.
Most attention has been placed on the life-history consequences of
having a large brain, but Key (2000) argues that the evolution
of large female body size at the Austalopithecine/Homo transition is
at least as significant in the evolution of a distinctively modern human
life history.

While there has been substantial discussion about the social
consequences of these anatomical and life-history characteristics, largely
focusing on the aspect of provisioning and support for pregnant
and nursing females, there has been limited consideration of their
cognitive implications. These must be substantial. Just as with newborn
infants today, the major period of neural networking occurs in the
first few years after birth and is heavily influenced by the social and
cultural context of that infant (Changeux 1997). Bogin (1997) has
argued that the key feature of childhood is the shift in the care of
offspring away from the mother alone to other group members, and
there are strong arguments that older females would have played a
substantial role in this (Hawkes et al.’s 1997 “Grandmothering hypo-
thesis”). Hence this shift would have substantially changed the patterns
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of cultural transmission within early human society and the trajectory
of cognitive development within the child. As Key (2000) suggests,
the emergence of childhood at the Australopithecine/Homo transition
seems to have been a necessary precondition for the evolution of modern
human cogpnition.

Issues about childhood and cognitive development become particu-
larly pertinent when we consider the Neanderthals. If the demographic
patterns proposed by Trinkaus (1995) are correct, then Neanderthal chil-
dren would have been developing in contexts in which people over 35
years of age would have been extremely rare and hence male provision-
ing and care of offspring may have become substantially more im-
portant. Again, this would influence the paths along which cultural
information was transmitted and the cultural context of the child at
critical times of neural networking. Moreover, Neanderthal children may
simply have needed to become nutritionally independent much earlier
than their anatomically modern human counterparts. At present archae-
ologists have paid limited attention to these issues of childhood and cog-
nitive development in premodern human society. They seem to be areas
very much in need of further attention and ripe for the construction of
archaeological theory and for integrated studies with anthropology and
developmental psychology.

Sex differences in cognition

The claim that cognitive differences between the sexes have an evolu-
tionary basis — and are therefore biologically based — has been largely
ignored by archaeologists. This is surprising in light of the development
of gender archaeology. There is substantial experimental and observa-
tional evidence to support this claim, especially in the area of visual-
spatial skills (Silverman and Eals 1992; Falk 1993) and mathematics
(Geary 1996). As Gilchrist (1999) has argued, feminist archaeologists
must engage their studies with those of cognition and move beyond
the knee-jerk rejection of any biologically based claim regarding sex/
gender differences in cognition. Moreover, the explanations being
offered by evolutionary psychologists for claimed sex differences in
cognition invoke models of Pleistocene hunter-gatherer lifestyles which
few archaeologists would support today (e.g. the Isaac home base/
food-sharing model for the Plio-Pleistocene). Here therefore, is an area
of study which requires an archaeological input, and one with which
archaeologists should engage for the further development of gender
archacology.
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Social learning and cultural transmission

The patterns and products of cultural change in human society depend
upon the nature of social learning. That itself is dependent upon various
attributes of the human mind, and an understanding of the evolved
cognitive basis of social learning is a prerequisite for understanding
cultural change — whether we are dealing with early prehistory or the
modern day. There are several different approaches to this topic currently
being discussed by various types of cognitive scientists, all of which
make some reference to the archaeological record. Each of these
approaches has attracted the interest of one or more archaeologist
(e.g. Lake 1998; Mithen 1994; Shennan 1996), but the absence of sub-
stantial informed archaeological knowledge within these discussions is a
point of weakness.

As an example one can consider the arguments put forward by Boyd
and Richerson (1996) to explain why within animals in general culture
is common but cultural evolution is rare. By that they mean that whereas
many animal groups display particular socially learnt patterns of behav-
ior, epitomized by the various tool-using traditions of chimpanzees, only
among humans does one see a cumulative cultural change through time.
They explain this by drawing on Tomasello et al.’s (1993) claim that
chimpanzees (and by implication all non-human animals) lack the ability
for observation learning, or imitation. Hence once the ability to imitate
has evolved, culture begins to change, and accumulate through time. As
[ have argued (Mithen 1999), this cannot be correct: the Acheulean
assemblages of the Middle Pleistocene clearly demonstrate abilities at
imitation by the strong similarities in many handaxes, but there is no
evidence for cultural accumulation through time of the type that Boyd
and Richerson would expect once imitation is present.

This particular issue about imitation and culture change is just one
aspect of a long debate about different types of social learning, the defi-
nition and recognition of imitation, and in what ways monkey, ape, and
human social learning are different from each other (e.g. Visalberghi and
Fragaszy 1990; Whiten and Ham 1992; Whiten 1996a; Parker 1996).
As I have tried to show, these debates are of considerable significance for
archaeologists, possibly allowing new approaches to old problems (e.g.
that of the Clactonian and Acheulian, Mithen 1994). There is a need for
archaeology to contribute to such debates. Psychologists are inevitably
prone to jump from the chimpanzee mind (assumed to be the same as
that of the 6 million-year-old common ancestor) to that of modern
humans, assuming that just one vital ingredient needs adding (e.g. lan-
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guage, theory of mind). The archaeological record shows that cognitive
evolution has not been a single track affair: there are several other types
of human-like minds that must be accounted for and explained. By just
focusing on those species alive on the planet today, we get a very narrow
view of the diversity of human-like and ape-like minds that have evolved
during the last 6 million years.

A further area of research with which archaeologists must engage
is that which has invoked “memes” as units of cultural transmission
(Blackmore 1999). Personally I find the concept of the meme to be rather
vacuous, reliant on an ill-founded analogy with genes and units of
biological transmission. But this notion has gained serious attention,
principally from distinguished biologists and philosophers (e.g. Dawkins
1976, 1999; Dennett 1995), and archaeologists need to engage in
the evaluation of this concept, as indeed has been partly undertaken
by Lake (1998). While the notion of memes may have limited value
for understanding culture in modern humans, it may be useful for under-
standing some of the seemingly non-functional and spatially restricted
aspects of early technology, such as the twisted ovates described by White
(1998).

Human creativity

A further aspect of cognitive evolution that can both contribute toward,
and benefit from, more archaeological theory is that about human
creativity. As [ argued within a recently edited volume about creativity
in human evolution and prehistory (Mithen 1998b), this topic has been
discussed by cognitive scientists with limited reference to the evidence
from the archaeological record. Such reference is required to gain a more
informed understanding of how and when a capacity for creative thought
evolved, and indeed of quite what we mean by creative thought.

Conclusion

While I have structured this chapter around several different aspects of
cognitive evolution, all of these aspects are intimately related to each
other. The evolution of language, of theory of mind, and of life history
can no more be understood in isolation from each other than can the
nature of modularity, sex differences in cognition, and sexually selected
attributes — mental or material. Yet some division of this type is
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necessary to get to grips with the problems we face: trying to study the
evolution of cognition as a whole is too overwhelming a task.

My aim in this chapter has been to demonstrate that archaeologists
can and must play a role in the discussions and debates about cognitive
evolution. We must do this for two reasons. First, because an explicit
reference to the mentality of past humans is an essential element of
archaeological interpretation and our studies of the past can benefit by
drawing more substantially on cognitive science. Second, archaeologists
have a unique contribution to make to the interdisciplinary study of cog-
nitive evolution. My impression is that there is a considerable willing-
ness from all branches of cognitive science to draw upon archaeological
data and theory at present, and that many of the key issues currently
being discussed within the cognitive sciences are particularly pertinent to
archaeological concerns.

Archaeological theory about cognitive evolution, and indeed about
premodern human societies in general, is a particularly exciting area of
growth at present, as reflected in books such as that edited by Steele and
Shennan (1996). This is a radical change of affairs from a decade ago
when archaeological theory appeared synonymous with later prehistory
and Palaeolithic studies were effectively ignored within books aspiring
to cater for archaeological theory as a whole (e.g. Shanks and Tilley
1987). Moreover, cognitive evolution should not be of interest to Palaeo-
lithic archaeologists alone. Archaeologists working in all periods need to
make explicit reference to how the mind works. As this is partly depend-
ent upon its evolutionary history, those issues I have discussed in this
chapter, most notably those about modularity, sexual selection, and the
extended mind, should be pervasive in the archaeological theories and
interpretations relating to all periods of the human past.
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Symbol before Concept

Material Engagement and the Early
Development of Society

Colin Renfrew

Introduction: the cognitive dimension

Any survey of archaeological theory today must acknowledge the wide
range of sources of inspiration which are available to the contemporary
theorist in our field. Nearly twenty years ago, when discussions were
underway which led to the subsequent formation in the United Kingdom
of the Theoretical Archaeology Group, and to the annual TAG confer-
ences which ensued, the situation seemed very different. The initial
impact of early processual archaeology, then still termed “New Archae-
ology,” had been felt, and with it came a range of writings in the phi-
losophy of science, but most of the concerns of interpretive archaeology
(not yet denominated “postprocessual”) had not been clearly formulated,
nor the canons of postmodernist thought assimilated.

Reviewing the literature available one may certainly be impressed by
its diversity, and at the variety of fields of experience now being sub-
jected to systematic scrutiny and investigation. One of the strengths of
recent work, I believe, is the extent to which human perception, experi-
ence, and thought, often at the individual level, are being brought into
serious consideration. The experience of the individual, whether the
prehistoric agent or the modern investigator, is currently the focus of
consideration, and this emphasis upon personal experience gives much
current writing a somewhat “existential” flavor.

Elsewhere (Renfrew 1994; 1998a) I indicated my dissatisfaction
that cognitive issues had been insufficiently addressed by the early,
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functional-processual phase of processual archaeology. But concern has
beenexpressed by a number of recent commentators that some of the dis-
cussions conducted under the banner of “postprocessual” archaeology,
now often termed “interpretive” archaeology (Hodder et al. 1995), have
lacked a coherent and explicit logical framework which would permit
critical analysis or evaluation in the light of further data. Although more
recent works in the now well-established interpretive tradition certainly
invoke an impressive, at times even eclectic, array of intellectual sources,
they do not entirely answer the criticisms which have been levelled (e.g.
Renfrew 1989), in which the relativism of some current interpretive
approaches was stressed. Often today the individual observer offers an
interpretation of the archaeological finds made in a specific context but
does so without at the same time seeking to address the inherent problem
of making the relevance of these views both clear and acceptable to a
different observer who may be undertaking the task of interpreting the
same finds from the same context. Objectivity has long since been rejected
as an attainable goal, but the task of replacing it with some procedures
for reaching a commonly agreed view is rarely undertaken in the present
permissive atmosphere of unbridled individualism.

Paradoxically there persists an underlying assumption among “post-
processual” archaeologists that the interpretations offered in relation to
one context under study are of some wider interest, and might somehow
be relevant to interpretations made in relation to a different context.
Such may indeed be the case, and the assumption has indeed been a
general one among processual archaeologists. But this assumption, when
examined, runs directly counter to the particularistic doctrines of most
interpretive archaeologists. Certainly it is often made without any con-
sideration of the framework of inference which would be needed to make
this possible, or of the extent to which such a view would explicitly con-
tradict the initial programmatic statements with their emphasis upon
specific context and their rejection of the comparative frameworks of
the processual approach. There would seem to be contradictions or even
confusions here in the general “interpretive” approach.

These considerations — that is to say both an admiration for the broad
range of problems now being tackled, and yet a puzzlement at what
seems the paucity of the underlying epistemological framework — have
led me to stress the importance and value of the strong and sustained
tradition of ongoing work (e.g. Marcus and Flannery 1996; Earle 1997;
Feinman and Marcus 1998) which can be situated, at least from the epis-
temological standpoint, broadly within the processual tradition, and yet
which does indeed deal explicitly with cognitive and symbolic matters.
Its aspiration is to make the underlying reasoning as explicit as possible
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and it sees no objection in doing so within an inferential framework
which would aspire to be coherent when seen from the standpoint of the
philosophy of science. This I have referred to as the cognitive—processual
approach (Renfrew 1994; Renfrew and Bahn 1996: ch. 10). It is not the
purpose here to reiterate those arguments, and still less to relive some
of the by now rather wearisome “processual” versus “postprocessual”
disputes of the past decade. I would, however, like to underline one par-
ticular issue, that of generalization and the explanation of long-term
change, and then to argue that archaeology should not forget or over-
look the opportunities offered by its ongoing engagement with material
things.

On generalization and long-term change

One of the criticisms frequently leveled at early processual archaeology
by critics working within the postprocessual tendency, in the context
of the alleged “scientism” of the processualists, was the concern of
these for cross-cultural comparisons and often for generalization which
inevitably reached across the spatial and temporal boundaries of indi-
vidual archaeological contexts and specific social groups. By contrast a
contextual approach was argued, whereby the specific features of the
particular case under study would be elucidated and emphasized, so that
the interpretive process could proceed with as rich an information base
as possible. No one, I think, has ever questioned the merits of a holistic
and contextual approach, and the point is in that sense well taken. This
is particularly relevant when the relationship between symbol and refer-
ent is under consideration. It is well understood that the relationship
between signifier and thing signified is often largely an arbitrary one, and
any inference as to meaning based upon material culture must indeed be
undertaken with as full a consideration as possible of the cultural context
understood in terms of its temporal and spatial position and its imme-
diate antecedents.

But the interpretive discussion here is, on closer examination, gener-
ally found to be replete with implied generalizations, which frequently
remain hidden. Indeed it would not be an exaggeration to assert that
most interpretive analyses in the postprocessual tradition are based upon
concealed generalizations (even if limited in their scope) about material
culture. In nearly every case some wider significance is claimed for the
analysis, going beyond the specific case study under consideration. The
reader who has taken seriously the critique of generalization as practiced
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within the conventions of processual archaeology is inclined to enquire
precisely where this wider interest resides. In many cases, as noted above,
there is the implied claim (no doubt often an entirely valid one) that the
interpretive case study does have a wider relevance beyond its specific
context in space and time. I feel strongly that this point should be rec-
ognized and analyzed more carefully, for the rhetoric of much interpre-
tive or postprocessual archaeology is often expressive in its hostility to
certain kinds of generalization. Yet the significance of most case studies
is clearly often felt to reside in their wider applicability and relevance.
This point, if it is accepted, hints at a lacuna in many theories of inter-
pretive or postprocessual archaeology as it is widely understood and
advocated, which deserves to be investigated.

Of course one of the criticisms often leveled at the generalizing
approaches of processual archaeology is that they often thereby are seen
to be lacking in humanity and in an adequate respect for the individual
human as a significant agent in history. That argument may however
embody a confusion of scale. For it is possible to work at the micro level
(that of the individual) or at the macro level (that of the society).
Although the two are indeed interrelated, they should not be confused.
The standpoint of methodological individualism (Bell 1994) is one of the
approaches available which facilitates analysis and the transition
between the two levels of explanation.

In this chapter I should like to return once again to the concern that
one of the legitimate objectives of archaeology and of prehistory is the
explanation of long-term change. Such explanation, for events extend-
ing over several and sometimes many generations, has clearly to deal
with a range of factors, some of which operate beyond the individual
and the local. Here as elsewhere considerations of context may indeed
be necessary, but they are unlikely to be sufficient to explain a more
general phenomenon.

The social life of things

Fifteen years ago I had the privilege of attending a symposium whose
discussions were published under the title The Social Life of Things
(Appadurai 1986). The volume had a considerable impact, not least in
the field of economic anthropology, and was recently followed by a
further symposium. It became clear then that the impact of the stock
markets of Southeast Asia upon rural production, even in remote areas,
was so pervasive that such “non-things” as stock futures and derivatives
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were now the focus of explanatory attention, and the allure of the object
itself and the power of palpable material symbols were no longer at
the forefront of study (van Binsbergen and Geschiere forthcoming). The
experience did, however, lead me to feel more clearly than before that
some of the lessons of the first symposium have not yet been assimilated
by archaeologists. With the current emphasis within archaeological
theory upon what might be termed existential issues, ultimately dealing
with descriptive aspects of life within a synchronic time frame and a spe-
cific spatial context (as noted above), the potential explanatory role of
the changing human engagement with material things has been insuffi-
ciently exploited.

In the sections which follow, and drawing upon my paper for the
second symposium (Renfrew forthcoming), I should like to indicate areas
of archaeological theory which have been widely neglected in recent
years. It seems indeed paradoxical that archaeology, which could after
all be defined (in its narrowest focus) as the study of ancient things and
has indeed sometimes been defined as the science of material culture,
should overlook the significance of things. The reason, however, is not
far to seek. Archaeologists have in general been so concerned with the
fragmentary condition of the archaeological record that their aim has
been to understand more fully how that record was formed. One major
approach has therefore been taphonomic: the C-transforms and N-
transforms of Schiffer (1976) constituting an excellent example. It is to
Ian Hodder (1982a: 212; 1982b: 4) that we owe an early indication of
the active role of material culture, that it is not merely reflective of the
social realities but in part constitutive of them. But with few exceptions
(notably Miller 1987 and, in relation to the British Neolithic, Thomas
1991) these insights have not been carried much further, and the poten-
tial for explaining change through this active role has not yet been
exploited. It is the purpose of the present chapter to argue that when this
neglected field of archaeological theory and practice is further developed
we may gain several new insights into the nature of culture change.
The first section relates to the understanding of the so-called “human
revolution.”

The sapient paradox

In recent works which discuss the origins of “mind,” and the crucial evo-
lutionary developments which led to the emergence of human societies
as we know them, it is often asserted that there was one decisive moment
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(or period) in which the “human revolution” took place (Mellars and
Gibson 1996). It is often asserted, rather than demonstrated, that with
the emergence of our own species Homo sapiens sapiens, perhaps
150,000 years ago in Africa and certainly by 40,000 years ago in
Europe, there came about not only physically modern humans, but the
formulation of fully developed language as we know it, of more
sophisticated material culture, and the emergence also of fully human
self-consciousness. It should be stressed, however, that after this momen-
tous conjuncture (if such it was), looking at the question broadly and at
a distance, there were few decisive happenings in human existence for
another 30,000 years. Hunter-gatherer communities peopled much of the
earth — what the biologists term an adaptive radiation. But there were
few other profound and long-lasting changes, at any rate when the
picture is perceived in very general terms, until the end of the Pleistocene
period.

Why was this? Why did subsequent change - the cultural trajectories
that in many parts of the world later led to the development of complex
societies — come so slowly? The central theme of this chapter is that it
was human engagement with the material world which turns out to have
been the decisive process.

Language may well have been fully developed in all humans by 40,000
years ago. And words are indeed symbols, the most flexible of symbols
by which reality can be conceived, represented, and communicated. But
language itself does not seem to have made all that much difference.
Hunter-gatherer societies, with a few exceptions, seem to have been con-
servative — adaptive certainly but not often innovative. Words and nar-
ratives there may have been, but until humans became more interactively
involved with the material substance of the world, until they began to
act upon the world in a range of new ways, using a wider range of mate-
rials, not very much changed. And it was when some of these materials
themselves took on, or were led to take on, symbolic power that the
process of engagement became a powerful driving force for social and
economic change.

We may discern at least two crucial episodes in this process, prior
to the development of writing, which as Merlin Donald has shown
(Donald 1991), ultimately came to offer the most flexible and significant
form of “external symbolic storage.” But he and others have overlooked
a series of fundamental developments before the inception of writing
became possible (see Renfrew and Zubrow 1994; Renfrew 1998a). In
the first episode the development of sedentary society allowed a much
more varied relationship with the material world to develop. In the
second, the emergence of certain materials as embodying wealth and
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prestige led to fundamental changes in the nature of human culture and
society.

In an earlier essay (Renfrew 1996) I have sought to show how strange
it is, on the conventional view of the “human revolution,” as indicated
above, that the new genotype producing the new phenotype Homno
sapiens sapiens did not at once produce a whole new range of interest-
ing behavior patterns. What, then, was so novel about this new species?
Usually when a new species emerges it develops the new behavior pat-
terns by which we recognize it. Here we may speak of the “praktotype”
from the word praxis, referring to activity and behavior. In retrospect
we may regard this new human animal as a very special one, when we
survey its achievements over the forty or so millennia since its appear-
ance in Europe, or the hundred or more since its initial emergence in
Africa. But why is it only in the past ten millennia that we see strikingly
new behavior patterns — constructions, innovations, inventions — which
are changing the world?

My answer is that the true human revolution came only much later,
with the emergence of a way of life which permitted a much greater
engagement between the human animal and the world in which we live.
Human culture become more substantive, more material. We came to
use the world in new ways, and become involved with it in new ways.
I suggest that the key to this new embodiment, this new materialization,
may have been sedentism.

A hypostatic view

Hominids learnt to make tools way back in the time of Homo habilis, and
this step has rightly been hailed by anthropologists as a crucial step by
which a new kind of engagement with the world could be effected. Clearly
many other species use the substance of the world for their own purposes.
Not just for food, but in many cases for shelter, for example by the elabo-
rate constructions of the termite ants or the bower birds. But by the time
of Homo erectus the deliberate artifact, the handaxe, has reached a
sophistication matched by no other species. Often the raw material had
first to be procured from a distance, and the artifact carefully shaped,
using techniques which were passed down over the centuries and
millennia, no doubt through a process of mimesis. With the emergence
of Homo sapiens sapiens came a greater range and sophistication of
tool-kits, such as are seen in the Upper Palaeolithic blade industries of
Europe.
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That this was a sophisticated animal may be inferred from the likeli-
hood that well-developed language abilities had emerged before the dis-
persals of ca. 70,000 years ago. It is documented by the exceptionally
sophisticated Franco-Cantabrian cave art which is seen in Europe (but
only in Europe) during the late Pleistocene period.

Despite all that, however, hunter-gatherer societies in Palaeolithic
times showed only a limited range of behaviors. Indeed if we look at
hunter-gatherer societies down to the present day, it is possible to argue
much the same point, although in the past 5,000 or 10,000 years some
may have developed more elaborate behaviors than were seen in the
Pleistocene period. Certainly one can point to impressive village settle-
ments of hunter-gatherer-fisher communities with a complex pattern of
behavior (I am thinking notably of the potlatch of the communities
of the North American northwest coast). But the most sophisticated of
these appear to have been sedentary communities, albeit with a hunter-
gatherer-fisher economy.

I would argue that it was the development of a sedentary way of life
(which, among other things, is of course dependent upon a steady food
supply) that opened the way to a more complex way of life, and that it
did so through a process of “substantialization.” This is where the old
“mind” versus “matter” dichotomy breaks down. The mistake made by
commentators who focus exclusively upon the “mind” is that they
emphasize the potential for rich symbolic behavior without indicating
that the ultimate criterion is the praxis in the material world. This sup-
posed potential only reaches fulfillment when mind and matter come
together in a new material behavior. To deal with these issues properly
requires what one may term a hypostatic approach which transcends the
mind/matter dichotomy (even if such terminology recalls medieval theo-
logical debates about the essence of the Holy Trinity). My approach in
this chapter is that in many cases it is not correct to assume that mind
precedes practice, or that concept precedes material symbol. As we
shall see, symbols are not always just the reflection or “materialization”
(DeMarrais et al. 1996) of pre-existing concepts. The substantive engage-
ment process brings the two forward together.

Symbol before concept

It is widely agreed that what distinguishes humankind most obviously
from other species is the ability to use symbols. Ernst Cassirer (1944:
26) detined man as animal symbolicum, and all that we learn supports
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the validity of that definition. Words, of course, are symbols and the
definition embraces speech and language. But there is also non-verbal
communication and symbol can precede language, as the dance of the
bees (indicating direction and distance) exemplifies.

Here I want to make the point that material culture can have its
own active role, as Hodder (1986) has emphasized, and that there
are categories of “symbol” which are not adequately described by the
formulation:

X represents Y in C (where C is the context)

which is the usual definition of the symbol X, the signifier representing
Y as signified. I want to draw attention to a range of cases where the
material thing which does indeed work as a symbol, that is to say has a
symbolic role, is not representing something else but is itself active. We
might call it a constitutive symbol.

The philosopher John Searle, in The Construction of Social Reality,
has drawn attention to the key role of what he terms “institutional
facts,” which are realities by which society is governed (1995: 31ff). As
he puts it:

Some rules regulate antecedently existing activities . .. However some
rules do not merely regulate; they also create the very possibility of certain
activities. Thus the rules of chess do not regulate an antecedently existing
activity . . . Rather the rules of chess create the very possibility of playing
chess. The rules are constitutive of chess in the sense that playing chess is
constituted in part by acting in accord with the rules. (1995: 27)

The institutional facts to which Searle refers and which are the building
blocks of society include such social realities as marriage, kingship,
property, value, law, and so forth. Most of these are concepts which are
formulated in words and which are best expressed by words - that is
how Searle sees it, and philosophers operate with words. Searle draws
attention to what he terms the self-referentiality of many social concepts,
and he takes “money” as a prime example. But the point [ wish to stress
today is that in some cases — and money is a very good example — the
material reality, the material symbol, takes precedence. The concept is
meaningless without the actual substance (or at least in the case of money
it was for many centuries, until further systems of rules allowed promis-
sory notes to become formalized as paper money, then as equities and
bank cheques, and now as electronic transactions). In an early society
you could not have money unless you had valuables to serve as money,
and the valuables (the material) preceded the concept (money).
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Some material symbols, then, are constitutive in their material reality.
They are not disembodied verbal concepts, or not initially. They have an
indissoluble reality of substance: they are substantive. The symbol (in its
real, actual substance) actually precedes the concept. Or, if that is almost
claiming too much, they are self-referential. The symbol cannot exist
without the substance, and the material reality of the substance precedes
the symbolic role which is ascribed to it when it comes to embody
such an institutional fact. If this discussion seems rather abstract, a first
example is given below, and others will follow.

It is my argument here that this process lies at the nub of the devel-
opment of human societies. Moreover, in non-literate societies it is mate-
rial symbols which play a central role by allowing the emergence and
development of institutional facts. Some classes of institutional fact
may well be a feature of all human societies. Affinal kinship relations -
including the institution of marriage or something like it — seem to be a
feature of all human societies (and indeed one could argue that endur-
ing pair-bonding among many other species hints at something like it
more widely). But I shall argue that other kinds of material symbol are
not generally a feature of mobile hunter-gatherer societies. It is not until
the emergence of sedentary societies (usually in conjunction with food
production) that the process of the human engagement with the mater-
ial world takes on a new form and permits the development of new
modes of interaction with the material world permitting the ascription
of (symbolic) meaning to material objects.

This, I will argue, is the solution of the Sapient Paradox — why so little
that was truly and radically novel accompanied the emergence of our
own species Homo sapiens sapiens, despite what we can now recognize
as its enormous inherent potential to undergo and initiate radical change.

The crucial nexus: toward inequality and power

In many societies of the Old World, and possibly of the New World,
one may seek to identify a crucial nexus of symbolic concepts for which
the above remarks are highly relevant. The nexus is less obvious than
another more prominent configuration, the power nexus, which is very
widely recognized as central to the existence of non-egalitarian societies
in which the exercise of power is of paramount significance. Such is the
case in those polities which are generally recognized as state societies.
There the exercise of power and the institutionalization of power are
generally regarded as defining criteria. The institutions of power gener-
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ally involve elaborate symbolism which accompanies a wide range of
institutional facts, including kingship itself, the various offices of state,
and the mutual obligations of ruler and ruled. There is a symbolism asso-
ciated with military force which allows its effective exercise without the
frequent outbreak of open conflict. The role of material symbols in all
these areas remains to be analyzed with thoroughness.

Here, however, I would like to stress a different nexus: the inter-
relationship between at least four crucial concepts, three of which are
undoubtedly symbolic and of the kind described above where the
material reality has to accompany or precede the concept. The symbol
is not simply a projection of an antecedent concept, but in its substan-
tive reality is constitutive of the concept. The configuration is as in the
diagram.

value - —m= measure

z

commodity

%

1

exchange

Value and measure are both primary concepts of this kind. Commodity
perhaps depends upon the pre-existence of both, and also on the prior
reality of exchange (since individual objects can be exchanged without
any notion of commodity, but the notion of goods as commodities is
difficult to conceive without the possibility of their changing hands).

Measure

In drawing attention to the special case of the Indus Valley stone cubes,
I have elsewhere sought to show (Renfrew 1982) that from direct archae-
ological observation and inference one may establish that in the Indus
Valley civilization there was in operation a procedure equivalent to that
which we would describe as weighing, with a system of counting by
standard units of weight. The further inference is that the practice of
weighing has a utilitarian purpose which is to establish some sort of
equivalence between what is being weighed on the left and what is being
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weighed on the right, and that (if the enterprise is to be more than
vacuous) two different materials are involved. This brings us close to the
notion of equivalence between different materials in terms of measured
parameters. This allows the notion of quantifying such equivalencies,
and does not in itself necessitate exchange. But it is easy to see that the
quantification of equivalencies will fit easily with notions of value and
with the practice of exchange.

The essential point here, in terms of the earlier discussion, is that
“weight” can have no meaning in a disembodied sense. Only material
things have weight and the concept has no meaning without experience
of these. The substantive reality precedes any notion of quantifying it or
of standardizing it by balancing a standard object (the “weight”) against
other objects.

The same observation applies to any form of measurement. The
phenomenon (extension, volume) pre-exists its measure. Any standard
of measure, by which X may be compared with Y (which now therefore
enters the symbolic domain) is secondary to the substantive realities.
Obviously this applies as much to measure of extension as to weight, of
time as to volume (whether liquid or dry), of temperature as to field
intensity.

Value

Value is one of the most elusive of concepts. Ultimately value is clearly
ascribed. Nothing is “of value” unless it is “valued.” As I have pointed
out in relation to the earliest known goldworking and the Copper Age
site of Varna in Bulgaria, the notion of intrinsic value amounts to an
institutionalized fact (Renfrew 1986). It is indeed the case that in many
cultures particular materials are singled out and considered to be of
value.

We are familiar in our own society with the notion of the “intrinsic”
value of gold and diamonds. In prehispanic Mexico turquoise and
macaw feathers were highly esteemed — and, as in China, jade (Clark
1986). It seems clear, however, that none of these things could be coveted
(and thus valued) without their inherent qualities being noticed and
admired. The material becomes the “valuable” only when it is noticed.

This discussion applies to prestige materials and commodities, and
does not directly extend to what Marx described as the “use value” of
everyday things and commodities. Here a different argument needs to be
developed. Clearly an edible material is useful in that it may be eaten.
But that it is valuable must depend on other possibilities, and in partic-
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ular the potential for exchange. The concept of “value” generally implies
some measure of “agreed value” as determined between individuals: it
is a social concept. Underlying the ascription is the notion of K amount
of X being worth L amount of Y. The equivalence again brings us to the
notion of X as equivalent to (in some sense may stand for) Y, and we
discover again that the potential exchange interaction implies a symbolic
relationship, or what stands close to one.

To return to “valuables,” their value may be ascribed, but it is
inseparable from their substantive and material existence. (This is not
the place for a long disquisition on value: Some individual objects
acquire their “value” exclusively from their history, for instance a lock
of Napoleon’s hair. That is a different case and depends upon other
symbolic constructs.)

The development of systems of value is an interesting feature in the
emergence of most, or perhaps all, complex societies. What will interest
us further below is that such systems may rarely be seen among egali-
tarian societies, including most hunter-gatherer societies.

Commodity

Commodity is clearly a symbolic concept at one remove from the range
of possible specific instances: wheat, maize, olives, wool, linen, perfumed
oil, computer chip, refrigerator, television set, or whatever. But in its
initial sense it relates to substances (the first six on the above list) rather
than to manufactured and assembled products (the last three). It refers
to a material whose quantity may be measured, which may have a def-
inite value, and which may be exchanged. Its central position in the
nexus is evident.

Exchange

“Exchange” is, like “value” and “measure” but unlike “commodity,” a
verb as well as a noun. As we have noted, it implies a transaction between
two agents, with some notion of balance or equivalence between what
is given and what is received. To set up an exchange therefore creates
the relationship “X balances Y,” which is very close to the defining rela-
tionship of a symbol: “X stands for Y.” There is something special about
this homology, just as there is in the substitution which operates in the
metaphor where “X replaces Y.”
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It may be that, in dealing with this nexus, we should not character-
ize the various equivalencies as “symbolic” so much as “catallactic” (i.e.
pertaining to exchange). For the moment we will continue to proceed as
if the latter is subsumed within the former.

These relationships seem to be crucial to the growth and development
of most complex societies. I will illustrate in a moment with the prehis-
toric European case how the development of metallurgy brought forth
new kinds of valuables which permitted the development of many social
features and roles not previously prominent — the warrior, the craft spe-
cialist, the constitution of masculinity as seen in the European Iron Age
(and therefore of femininity also), the seafarer, the trader. In a way that
is often subtle, the notion of value (and sometimes the related notion of
prestige) had a part in most of these developments. In every case we can
see how the products of material culture and their evaluation were of
central significance.

This is a point which [ made some years ago in relation to the emer-
gence of complex society in the prehistoric Aegean:

The interactions among the subsystems of the society take place chiefly at
the level of the human individual since the subsystems of a culture are
defined ultimately by the activities of individuals. It is the individual who
equates wealth with prestige or social rank, for instance, or who forms for
him- or herself a projection of the world where social roles and religious
concepts both find a place . . . Underlying these expressions of social status,
these mechanisms for enhancing reputation and self-satisfaction, is a
symbolic equivalence of social and material values, an equivalence without
which the multiplier effect could scarcely operate. The well-being which
comes from the satisfaction of primary animal needs is no longer the chief
human goal, but rather the satisfaction accruing from prestige, status and
good reputation. These can sometimes be acquired and expressed though
material goods. The material world is now the field for a symbolic
competition. (Renfrew 1972: 496-8)

The emphasis here upon the individual is in some sense valid — the
approach is one of what is often termed “methodological individualism”
(Bell 1994) - but we should emphasize Searle’s point that these symbolic
equivalencies are “institutional facts” which are valid for society as a
whole, not just for individuals. The symbols we are speaking of are in
that sense social products as well as cognitive ones.

This then is the central point of this chapter — that the crucial transi-
tions in prehistory were dependent upon the development of a series
of quite sophisticated concepts. Their sophistication is not, however,
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instantly obvious today because they have by now become obvious to
us, and are embedded within our own thinking. Indeed in a capitalist
society, where money is the measure of everything, not just of wealth,
to question the intrinsic worth of gold may seem close to a heresy. These
distinctions are, however, crucial, and their emergence, and the far-
reaching consequences of that emergence, can be seen in the archaeo-
logical record of prehistoric Europe and beyond.

The European trajectory in the Bronze Age

The trajectory of cultural development in the European Bronze Age well
exemplifies some of these points. In neolithic Britain the societies of the
later neolithic had some degree of central organization capable of creat-
ing large monuments such as Stonehenge (Bradley 1993, 1998). But these
were “group-oriented” societies, contrasting with the “individualizing”
societies of the Early Bronze Age (Renfrew 1974), where the status of
the individual came to be expressed in individual burial under a
tumulus (burial mound) and with the accompaniment of sometimes
rich gravegoods.

Although polished stone axes (sometimes of jade) and bracelets and
pendants of shell must be regarded already during the neolithic as pres-
tige goods (shells of the marine mollusc Spondylus gaederopus were
traded over great distances), it was during the Copper Age of southeast
Europe that high-prestige burials are first discerned in the cemetery of
Varna (Renfrew 1986). Significantly the materials there include some
innovations — the first appearance of gold ornaments on any scale
anywhere in the world, and the use of copper as what appears to be a
prestige commodity. These are, however, simply the beginnings during
the Copper Age.

Two millennia later, at the onset of the Early Bronze Age in northwest
Europe we see very clearly the use of a significant new artifact, the bronze
dagger. It is here that a new nexus develops between bronze, weapons
of war, and a masculine ethos which continued to develop over three
millennia, leading first to the chiefly societies of the “Celtic” Iron Age,
and subsequently to the chivalry of the medieval knights.

Paul Treherne (1995) has traced the emergence of masculine self-
identity and the notion of the warrior’s beauty during the Bronze Age.
Here once again the metal weapons and the finery of the warrior are
constitutive of these qualities, not merely reflective. The “materializa-
tion” of which DeMarrais et al. (1996) speak is not the embodiment in
material culture of pre-existing concepts; it is a hypostatic union of idea
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and material. Without the bronze, without the weapons there would
have been no Bronze Age warrior idea. I have tried to show (Renfrew
1998b) how the horse and chariot, and later the horse supporting the
mounted warrior, formed elements of “cognitive constellations” which
caught the imagination of the time, and are seen in models, carvings, and
other representations during the Bronze Age (for the chariot) and the
Iron Age (for the horseman).

We may see here how the sedentism of the European neolithic
permitted the development of group-oriented societies, whose religious
and ideological aspirations found expression in and were given shape
by monuments. The shift toward individual prestige was accompanied
by the nexus of value, commodity, and exchange discussed earlier,
and by the specifically European nexus of bronze, weaponry, and
masculinity, reinforced later by the chariot and then the cavalry. In
these cases the symbolic role of these things is crucial, but the symbol
did not reflect so much as constitute the perceived and conceptualized
reality.

Symbols, ritual, and religion

The role of the material symbol in the development of ritual and reli-
gion, touched upon earlier, is worth emphasizing. As noted above,
Cauvin (1994) has rightly stressed the use of images — plastered skulls
and clay effigies — in the religious life of the earliest sedentary societies
of the Near East. The belief system we see there, and which was (with
some transformations) carried to southeast Europe by the first farmers,
may be described as iconic: it involved representations of human and/or
divine forms. However, we should note that the power of the symbol in
the religious field goes far beyond that.

In northwest Europe it is clear from the distribution of special sites,
notably the henge monuments of the British Isles, that religious rituals
of considerable intensity were carried out at special places. But the evi-
dence is almost entirely aniconic. An almost puritanical reluctance to
represent the human form prevails, and the spirals on the Irish neolithic
monuments are the nearest one comes to the Mediterranean profusion
of neolithic Greece or Malta.

The form of ritual and religious practice seen in Britain was as much
shaped by constitutive material symbolism as that in southeast Europe,
however. The burial monuments and chapels (“megalithic tombs”) and
the ritual monuments of neolithic Britain continue to impress, indeed
to awe us, today, although we no longer have the narrative, the myth,
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to interpret them fully. But they well exemplify the points made by
DeMarrais et al. (1996), by Earle (1997), and by Mithen (1998) con-
cerning the importance for ritual and its wider appreciation and perpet-
uation of the material presence. By their works ye shall know them.
Comparable remarks may be made about the great houses and kivas of
the American Southwest, notably at Chaco Canyon. Again the belief
system which took shape there was an aniconic one, but one whose
compelling power was constituted as well as reflected by these great and
indeed awe-inspiring structures. Such remarks are obviously pertinent
also for the great religious centers of Mesoamerica. These are all
testimony to the active and constituent role of material culture in the
development of human society.

Conclusion

The central thesis here, sketched out only in outline, attempts to grapple
with the dilemma which faces much of today’s archaeological theory:
that it fails to give much insight into the processes of culture change,
or to explain why these took place when and where they did. I argue
that the “human revolution,” that is to say the emergence of our own
species, was not in itself followed very rapidly by decisive changes in the
archaeological record. Many of these came only with the development
of sedentism, which became widespread only in the Holocene period. In
particular the new productive capacities made possible the production,
on a deliberate basis, of commodities for exchange. New concepts of
value developed and it was indeed these concepts of value which made
possible the development of other aspects of human society, including
the development of social hierarchies, and the sustained exercise of
power.

They made possible also, or at least much easier and richer, the ex-
pression of other symbolic aspects of human existence, including more
generalized concepts of gender and status. Some of these are indeed
found in hunter-gatherer communities today, particularly in sedentary
ones, but it was in the developed agricultural societies in the Old World
and in the sedentary societies of the New World that they found more
complete expression. Prehistoric archaeology has yet to exploit the
insights offered by the study of the social lives of things, and by a fuller
examination of the process of engagement by which human individuals
and societies involve themselves more fully with the material world in
constructing their own social realities.
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Agency, the Duality of
Structure, and the Problem of
the Archaeological Record

John C. Barrett

It is not enough to know the ensemble of relations as they
exist at any given time as a given system. They must be known
genetically, in the movement of their formation.

Antonio Gramsci

Introduction

Agency entered archaeology as a theoretical concern during the 1980s.
It did so partly as a critique of processual archaeology, and it also accom-
panied the growing interest in archaeologies of gender and the attempts
to build more self-critical approaches to archaeological practice in gen-
eral (e.g. Hodder 1982). This is understandable; agents are accepted as
“knowledgeable” and this challenges archaeologies which treat people’s
actions as if they had been fully determined by external conditions.
Agency is the means by which things are achieved. It therefore has the
power to act and human agency operates knowledgeably and reflex-
ively. Agents are therefore accepted as monitoring their own actions as
well as the actions of others in the construction both of their world and
of themselves culturally and socially. Agents do not appear upon the his-
torical stage as a given, rather they make themselves within and through
their own specific social and cultural conditions. The concern with
agency therefore accepts the implications of the “double hermencutic”
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in which the social sciences come to recognize that their knowledge of
social conditions must also accommodate the subjective knowledges of
those who actually made those conditions (Giddens 1982: 7). I should
add immediately that this is not a call for “empathy” whereby the social
scientist or indeed the archaeologist claims to think in the same way as
those whom they study. Rather it is to accept the presence of knowl-
edgeable agents within the operation of the social conditions which are
before us.

It is not my intention to pursue the concept of agency through the lit-
erature of theoretical sociology. The task is too daunting and it would
achieve little with reference to the aims of this volume. Instead I will
argue the case that if archaeology is to employ the sociological literature
then it must consider more fully that literature’s implications for archae-
ological practice. Theory can operate in two ways: it can facilitate the
formulation of ideas about certain conditions, where those ideas then
demand some kind of empirical investigation, or it can orientate our
ways of looking at and interpreting certain conditions. Either way theory
must be embedded into the practices of our discipline and must with-
stand an evaluation of its adequacy in dealing with particular problems
and interpreting particular conditions. Admittedly many theoretical
formulations are relatively abstract, but this is simply a feature of the
theory-building process. The point is not to be mesmerized by the ele-
gance of the abstraction, but to critically evaluate the possibilities of its
application. I therefore intend to do three things. First, review the main
ground which sociological theory has mapped with reference to the ways
archaeologists have attempted to deal with the issue of “society.” Second,
reconsider what the object of archaeological study should be. Third,
draw out the implications of an object of study which includes the pres-
ence of human agency.

Archaeology and society

Archaeologists approach their understanding of the past through the rep-
resentational metaphor of an “archaeological record.” In other words,
archaeological remains are treated as a present-day representation of
certain aspects of the past. This perception of the material-as-record has
directed archaeological thinking along some very specific lines of inquiry.
The material record of the past is regarded as partial; at any one time
there were a lot of things going on which either left no surviving record,
or left a record which is not open to our interpretation. Consequently,
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whilst anthropologists have been regarded as entering richly contextual-
ized cultural settings in which to encounter people who continue to
inhabit their own material universe, the archaeologist appears only to
pick up a few uninhabited fragments of a universe long since discarded.
There seems little point in archaeologists trying to become like anthro-
pologists given this “poverty” of the former’s record compared to the
first-hand and detailed experiences available to the latter. But what the
archaeological record lacks in contextual detail it gains in geographical
breadth and historical depth. The broad spatial and temporal patterning
visible in the material record seems to encourage analysis of the past at
a similar scale, which explains the dominant archaeological interest in
historical processes which operated over large areas and through long
periods of time. This apparent difference in the empirical realities studied
by archaeology compared with other branches of the social sciences such
as anthropology also seems to question the extent to which archaeology
and the social sciences can share common conceptual and theoretical
categories.

One “strength” of archaeology is therefore conventionally regarded
to be its ability to generalize in terms of large-scale spatial regularities
and to trace long-term historical trends and their transformations. These
“regularities” and “trends” are represented by the material remains
which cumulatively form coherent patterns traceable over time and
space, partial and fragmentary though those patterns may be. This cumu-
lative analysis depends for its efficacy upon accepting that material cat-
egories, such as artifact or monument types, maintain the same value
wherever they are encountered; the material is tediously repetitive,
another type A brooch here, another type B pot there, and so the pat-
terns coalesce. But what do these patterns represent? On one level
they obviously represent the material regularities of physical survival,
taphonomic processes for example resulting in a Palaeolithic period
which is considered almost entirely with reference to stone tools and
animal bone assemblages instead of utilized wooden objects. But on
another level the observable patterns would seem to result from, and
thus to represent, regularities in the organization of human behavior,
where the regularity of humans’ actions became fossilized in the regular
form of a material trace. Observing the archaeological record thus, as
the record of regularities of behavior which extended widely in space
and deeply though time, archaeologists appear to be presented with an
unambiguous “object of study,” namely the characterization and under-
standing of normative behavior. But there is another way to understand
the archaeological program, and it is this alternative which [ intend to
explore here.
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Before we proceed however, and because these issues are fundamental
to what will follow, let me stress that the metaphor of an “archaeologi-
cal record” immediately poses the question “a record of what?” (Patrik
1985). The answer to this question formulates the archaeological
program as a whole. The “what” is usually identified tautologically as
“that which created the material record.” The implication is that if we
understand the formation of the record we will understand the operation
of the past. The record is treated as a series of material patterns, each one
of which can be characterized as a common corpus of forms and associa-
tions. The mechanisms which created each of these patterns are then
discussed in general terms, that is, in terms of general processes which
recurred over time and space giving rise to the material corpora (types of
pots, buildings, burials, and plant remains, for example) and their inter-
nal systemic organization (settlement hierarchies, rich burials, and so
forth). The material therefore appears to record normative processes, be
they “natural” or behavioral. Both types of processes appear to have been
geographically extensive and to have been long-lived, and the processes
which determined human behavioral regularities are those which
archaeology in particular seeks to understand.

In the early part of the twentieth century normative behavior was
characterized culturally, a position classically associated with the work
of Childe. The distribution of archaeological cultures was deemed to
demarcate regions of commonly held conventions learnt by individuals
in the process of becoming social beings. It was the existence of the social
group which in some way determined the behavior of its members. The
logic of this reasoning was generally taken for granted and the theoret-
ical issues which it begged remained uninvestigated. Cultural behavior
was therefore accepted as being “socially determined.” Childe asserted
that archaeology studied “the results of human behaviour, but not so
much the instinctive behaviour, specific to Homo sapiens — that would
be a subject for zoology — but the patterns of behaviours learned from,
and distinctive of, human societies” (Childe 1956: 7). And elsewhere in
that text Childe went on to cite his intellectual debt to Durkheim and to
Marx.

It is important to notice the way Childe drew apart instinct as inher-
ent to the species, and behavior as learnt from society. Notice also his
reaffirmation that the materials studied were the results of human behav-
ior. Society, for Childe, therefore appeared as something essential to
humanity and from which its individual members learnt as a way of
gaining their social rather than their biological identities. Society there-
fore appeared to have an existence which not only extended beyond the
lifespan of the individual agent but also existed in some way outside that
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agent upon whom it acted. Presumably society was regarded as some-
thing which was entered at birth and in which the conventions of life
were learnt. Society was quite simply an object. Childe also presented
society as an organization whose operation facilitated the satisfaction of
human needs through the steady improvement of its technological capa-
bilities (Childe 1944), but within which a distinction — indeed a contra-
diction — could be drawn between technological and material activity on
the one hand (the realm of science) and the ideological beliefs of a
society’s members on the other (Childe 1956: 159ff). Ideologies arose,
as far as Childe was concerned, from the failure of a society’s members
to understand their own social world to the same extent to which they
understood the material or “natural” world (Childe 1947: 1-5). Childe
therefore drew a distinction between a practical mastery of material con-
ditions, such as the physical knapping of a flint, and the ideological gloss
or “delusions” which surrounded the execution of such technical com-
petence. He also recognized that the consequences of certain actions need
not have corresponded to the motivations and intentions of those who
instigated them (Childe 1956: 171). However much we might now ques-
tion the distinctions Childe imputed between the individual and society
or between material conditions and their ideological representations,
they did raise profound issues concerning historical processes. They also
raised issues concerning the relationship between the historical agent and
the archaeological observer, for Childe clearly believed that the observer,
albeit from the perspective of their own times, could see more fully the
nature of the actually existing conditions of the past than could the
participant.

The move against cultural archaeology in the 1960s did not involve
questioning the link between specific categories of material and behav-
ioral norms, nor did it result in treating “society” as a particularly prob-
lematic category. Indeed it reasserted that societies could be treated as
whole “things” but only inasmuch as those things were made up of parts,
in the same way that a system is made up of subsystems. What was crit-
icized was the tendency to treat all material variability as representative
of behavioral norms which were socially determined at the level of the
social totality itself. It also attempted to distinguish between style, as a
way of doing things, and function, as the thing done, and it gave explana-
tory primacy to the latter. The material patterns in the record were cer-
tainly taken as representative of human behavior and this behavior was
certainly regarded as being socially determined, but it was now argued
that determination operated at the level of the subsystem. Consequently
the material record had to be understood as resulting from human behav-
ior situated in various subsystems. The role of each subsystem, what each
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actually did, was to contribute to the integration and stability of the
entire system within its broader environmental context (Clark 1957: fig.
25; Binford 1962; Clarke 1968: 83ff; Renfrew 1984). Archaeologists
could now consider the material record of “economic,” “religious,” and
“social” behavior, and they could then proceed to analyze the interrela-
tionship which had once operated between different subsystems. Ulti-
mately the aim was the characterization of the systemic organization of
a particular society. On a higher and a more general level it seemed rea-
sonable to classify different social organizations into particular types and
to seek the general logic by which such types functioned, as well as the
logic of the historical processes which brought them into being or which
transformed them. Throughout this reasoning runs the normally implicit
assumption that the social system, situated within a particular environ-
ment and containing its own internal mechanisms for change, was the
proper unit of analysis.

Processual archaeology therefore regards material categories as related

to behavioral categories which were functionally determined by the
social systemic contexts within which they operated. In understanding
categories of behavior, primacy is given to the consequences of that
behavior in functional terms, that is, to what it achieved either materi-
ally or in terms of social integration. Of secondary importance is the style
of the action, the way it was executed, or the cultural disposition through
which it was executed, all of which need be treated as “no more” than
local color. The motivations for action are also regarded as beyond
recovery but of lesser significance compared with what those actions
achieved. There is an echo here of Childe’s rationalism which sought to
distinguish the ideological component of an action from its technical
efficiency. Ethnoarchaeological fieldwork, for example, has not fore-
grounded the stories people tell about what they are doing but
emphasized instead what they “actually” do, as if the storytelling is not
part of that actuality whereas the physical consequences of people’s
actions are.

All this is familiar enough ground. So too is the criticism that all these
approaches pay scant regard to the active participation of the inhabi-
tants of the social system. Such inhabitants appear to have been fully
determined by their conditions — social and environmental — and to have
operated as “dopes” who simply followed the requirements of those con-
ditions. According to cultural archaeology the people who created the
culturally ordered worlds of the past did so as bearers of conventions
and values learnt from their social contexts, and in the case of proces-
sual archaeology the outcomes of their actions were determined by the
functional requirements of the social system. We must now find ways to

Agency and the Archaeological Record 147

allow human agency to bear its role in the creation of history, a chal-
lenge which will change the object of archaeological study.

The object of study

The archaeological study of human society is deemed to be possible
because extinct societies have left a material trace. Societies are treated
as if they were real things which can be studied independently of the
agencies which inhabited them. It is as if the extinct social totality could
be conceived of as a series of rooms which existed whether or not they
were inhabited; when the rooms were inhabited, however, their shape
determined the behavior of the inhabitants, who in turn left behind a
record of that behavior. The record is regarded as secure by us because
it is unambiguously material and because it derives directly from the
socially determined actions of people. In short, society wrote its identity
upon the archaeological record through the actions of its members.

To study anything involves us in a process of objectification. The
object of study must be defined, however provisionally, and a context
for its analysis established. We remake the world through our study of
it, where things which are taken to exist independently of us are defined
with reference to our analytical program. These things are held in place
by our definitions of them, and our knowledge of them is communicated
by language and by representation; they do not appear in our discourses
in an unmediated form, they appear in the forms by which we speak of
them. In this way the world is constituted through our discursive prac-
tices, a process which makes an object of study out of our ways of
looking at the world, of working on the world, and of talking about the
world. This of course does not deny that there exists an external world
beyond us, a world which we seek to know and upon which we can
work, but our discourse makes the world available in terms of a par-
ticular perception. It also structures us as observers for it constructs a
relationship between us and those things that we study. Our practices
define the categories through which we will experience the world and
they bestow values upon those categories as a consequence of our chosen
methods of examination. In short, study involves not the revelation of
the world as it is, but rather the building of an understanding which is
achieved from a particular perspective.

It is hardly a radical proposition to state that the world does not reveal
itself, but that we seek it out using traditions of observation and descrip-
tion. The active part played by the ways we frame the object of analy-
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sis, grounded as they are partly upon conventional social practices and
partly upon our assumptions regarding the characteristics of the object
of study, means that all forms of knowledge require self-critical evalua-
tion. That evaluation must expose the ways the object has been formu-
lated and the assumptions and values which are embodied in that
objectification. Obviously this self-critical evaluation is yet another form
of objectification, where the process of knowledge-building is turned into
a thing to be studied. The significant point is that the process of objec-
tification is a discursive practice where practitioners deliberately strike a
position outside of, or in opposition to, that which has been selected for
study. We will return to this point again. For the moment I want to
propose that archaeology has built an object of analysis which is inade-
quate for our purposes.

Human agency in history

One of theory’s roles is to illuminate, and thus critically evaluate, those
processes which are the object of study. Up until the early 1980s archae-
ological theory was directed towards the recognition of past social or-
ganizations through their material record. To reject social organization
as the object of study demands a rebuilding of the theoretical program.
This program must be realizable in practice, it must drive us towards a
reworking of the intellectual and the physical means necessary to build
new understandings of the conditions of history.

Current perceptions treat history as structured by the relationship
between given conditions, including material conditions, conventions,
values, systemic organization, and the subjective understandings, desires,
motivations of agency, and its consequences. Stated thus the relation-
ship echoes the classic dualism which has haunted the long struggle
to build social theory, namely the relationship between “society” and
“individual” or between “structure” and “agency.” Archaeological prac-
tice seems to have been to accept the dualism as given, assuming that a
real opposition existed historically between something called society and
the agents whose actions and whose understandings were in some way
determined by society. Yet the dualism is questionable; societies have
never existed without the people who made the conditions of a given
society possible, and these people were themselves social beings. Both
“social conditions” and “social agency” are constructed through a rela-
tionship in which each has a presence in the other. Social facts must
always include the actions of agents, and agents through their actions
become categories of social being. Nonetheless, both we as outside
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observers of other social conditions, and the agents who reproduced their
own social conditions, do at times create a distinction between external
conditions, including social institutions and material environment, and
the agent’s subjective experiences of those conditions. Childe, as we have
seen, did exactly this, and we must recognize our own role in con-
structing the analytical distinction between obijective conditions and sub-
jective awareness; it is not a given.

Giddens writes that “the basic domain of study of the social sciences,
according to the theory of structuration, is neither the experience of the
individual actor, nor the existence of any form of societal totality, but
social practices ordered across time and space” (Giddens 1984: 2). The
emphasis upon “practices ordered across time and space” is an attempt
to transcend the analytical dualism separating subjective experience and
social totality. Whether Giddens has been successful in reworking
the fundamentals of social theory is now an issue of sustained critique
(Holmwood and Stewart 1991; Mouzelis 1991, 1995) and my own treat-
ment of Giddens’s work is written in the light of my understanding of
these critical works. Giddens has not only achieved a substantial output
of publications, he has also stimulated a considerable secondary litera-
ture (cf. Cohen 1989; Clark, Modgil, and Modgil 1990; Bryant and Jary
1991). I do not intend to produce another summary of the theory of
structuration; Mouzelis (1995: 118) has after all managed to do this in
less than a page! Instead I want to think through the quote offered above
in order to pave the way for a critical review of Giddens’s concept of the
“duality of structure” which I hope will be useful archaeologically.

The phrase “practices ordered across time and space” contains all the
clements we will need to chart our way into the heart of Giddens’s
project. Practice necessarily requires the presence of an agent, the active
participant, although reference to the agent is not necessarily reference
to the individual. Certainly individuals act as agents and certainly agency
operates through the bodies of individuals, but agency must also include
the operation of collectivities extending beyond the individual’s body and
their own lifespan. A concern with agency therefore neither marks a
return to the individual in history, nor a return to methodological indi-
vidualism. The individual does not now become the basic unit of our
analysis, nor are we primarily concerned with individual motivations,
nor do we begin analysis with a consideration of an individual action,
nor do we see societies as being nothing more than the cumulative
product of individual actions.

Agency is always situated in structural conditions which facilitate its
actions because agency requires a medium through which to work. Prac-
tice is therefore structured by the resources which are its medium and its
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outcome. These resources extend from material and symbolic resources
to traditions of execution and expression. The effectiveness of the mobi-
lization of such resources in practice depends partly upon the degree of
control and knowledgeability exercised by the agent, partly upon the
power of the agent over those resources, and partly upon the agent’s
expertise to communicate effectively. The structuring of practice is
enabling, it empowers the agent because it facilitates effective action, it
makes possible actions which are socially comprehensible and to various
degrees are regarded as legitimate by the agent and by others. There is
a twofold use of the concept of power in this context. The power to act,
where power is defined positively as enabling, is distinguished from the
traditional emphasis placed upon the more negative definition of power
as domination, that is, power over something. Obviously the distinction
is not sharply drawn but hopefully it will be clear that power-as-
domination is likely to be linked quite directly with strategies of objec-
tification because the thing to be dominated requires an initial definition
as a thing, named and categorized.

Structures should not be regarded as simply constraining or determi-
nate, but rather as a field of possibilities reproduced by the practices
which occupy that field. The comparison often made is with language
and talk, where language as a structure of communication is reproduced
through the practical and inventive acts of talking. Language is both
medium and outcome of the practice of talk. Social practices cannot
therefore be explained as the product of structural conditions in the tra-
ditional terms of cause and effect any more than conversations can be
explained as a consequence of grammar. Structural conditions are repro-
duced and transformed through the various outcomes, both intended and
unintended, of the practices which they facilitate. This is what Giddens
means by the “duality of structure”; the concept does not re-establish an
opposition between structure and agency (the dualism which Giddens
rejects), rather the duality is embedded in “the structural properties of
a social system [which| are both medium and outcome of the practices
they recursively organise” (Giddens 1984: 25). This duality necessarily
occupies the passing of time, and given that we are concerned with
embodied practices, it also occupies space.

The practices of agency are therefore structured inasmuch as agency
vitalizes those structures, carrying them forward and transforming
them through time and over space. The recursive relationship between
structure and agency is crafted from the agents’ abilities to monitor the
conditions under which they act, a monitoring which is knowledgeable
as to how to proceed, drawing as it does upon experience and upon
pre-expectations to inform that agent about the conditions it confronts.
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Significantly we must recognize that the range of such knowledge en-
compasses both the practical knowledge of knowing “how to go on”
and the discursive knowledges which are brought to mind, objectified,
and spoken about. This is to recognize both an ability to live in the world
“as it is,” recognizing its order to be so unremarkable that it “goes
without saying” (cf. Bloch 1992), and the ability to stand apart from
the world and examine it “objectively.” The former needs emphasis — it
is the embodied ability to inhabit the world, represented by the agents’
security in their movement into the world, finding through their own
embodied experiences a sense of place and of being. In this expression
of the duality of structure the world remakes the body as the body works
to claim a time and a place for itself (a “being-in-the-world”). The
world is thus present in the sensuality of the body, and is transformed
by the presence of the body’s awareness of itself, its desires, and its
actions.

The need to grasp the practical logic of such non-discursive knowl-
edge and the need to distinguish it, if not actually rescue it, from our tra-
ditional academic obsessions with discursive knowledges is one issue
which lies at the heart of the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1990). His
task is hardly an easy one, for working in the tradition of an objective
academic discourse Bourdieu seeks to evoke those practices which would
never seek discursive expression. The fact that they are so expressed is
a product of their appropriation by academic practice, which turns
the embodied practices of others into the object of analysis. Bourdieu
therefore seeks to express the logic of non-linguistic practice through
language, demonstrating that by objectifying the practical discursively
the anthropologist gains insights unavailable to the practitioner whilst
simultaneously risking the loss of the very thing which these insights seek
to capture. There is a certain irony in this intellectualized study of the
embodied sensualities of others, though whether or not Bourdieu fully
recognizes that irony is another matter (Jenkins 1992: 152ff).

One of the ways in which Bourdieu illustrates the nuanced and strate-
gic components of practice, emphasizing that the competence of practice
is not a matter of knowing the rules discursively but rather a practical
mastery of knowing “how to go on,” is with reference to the circulation
of gifts. We “know” that gift-giving demands reciprocation, but the skill
in executing the reciprocal act is a matter not simply of knowing what
to return but of when to return it; it lies in knowing instinctively the
“right moment” to avoid either disrespect or dishonor and instead
enhance the status of the respondent. Reducing gift circulation to its rule
would be to state merely what to return, whereas the practical skill lies
in the timing. It is this practical skill which Bourdieu sceks to uncover



152 Jobn C. Barrett

(Bourdieu 1990: 98ff). A consideration of gift circulation establishes not
only the context of its practical mastery. but also its materiality. Mauss’s
original essay on the gift explored the way human identities were carried
in the value of the things circulating between people (Mauss 1970). But
human identities are not only objectified in the things exchanged, they
are also objectified in the labour of making those things in the first place.
The artifact thus objectifies both the labour of craft production in the
making of things, and the relationship between gift partners in the
making of exchanges. Throughout these processes human agency can
recognize itself becoming externalized in the materiality of its existence
(Miller 1987). For Bourdieu therefore the effectiveness of the practice
lies in its tempo. This is a practice which inhabits time, knowing the
moment when to act as an expression of its skill, as well as the distances
between the respondents; the circulation of gifts helps structure both.
Archaeologists wedded to the analysis of a record will have little to
contribute to the study of such practice, being able only to note a cumu-
lative record of gift-giving in the final distribution of things deposited.
The point however is not to recognize that an action has occurred
because we find the record of that action, but to understand something
of the performance of that action, the means of its execution, and its
historical context.

The full significance of the materiality of practice is perhaps not fully
enough recognized in Bourdieu’s work. Bourdieu is obviously aware of
the ways material culture is drawn strategically into the reproduction of
social practices (cf. Bourdieu 1984), but the point which needs stressing
is that practices make reference to conditions and values which are
absent and that material conditions are part of the media which struc-
ture that referential process. We rely upon clues to guide our actions,
finding a familiarity and security by recognizing our place in the world,
and to this extent material conditions can be regarded as “both medium
and outcome of the practices they recursively organise” (Giddens 1984:
25). Material conditions are therefore an active component of the struc-
tural properties of the social system. We know, for example, something
of the way to enter and inhabit a place because the body is able to read
and to act upon the signs of that place.

The practicality of life, lived as the embodiment of knowing how to
move into the world, is therefore built with reference to the material
components of that world rather than being merely recorded by them.
At the same time practice draws upon memory, past experience, ex-
pectations and desires, and a communicative engagement with other
co-inhabitants. Practices work on the material world, recognizing its
malleability and resistances. Agents therefore recognize a coming into
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being of their own existence in an engagement with the remaking of the
world itself. The tempo of practice, the feature emphasized by Bourdieu,
is never an abstraction but is experienced, for example, by reference to
the changing seasons, the movement of the sun, and by the service of
food, where one temporal practice might mark out the timing of another.
The development of commonly understood and habitual practices
(Bourdieu’s habitus) of what is possible and proper to the occasion, or
of what pushes against the acceptable and transgresses convention, is
gained by monitoring the reactions of others; practices are worked
through with reference to interrelationships in a complex material uni-
verse and in the co-presence of others. The historical translation of values
or of symbolic and material products from one field of practices to
another, in the way for example a tomb may have facilitated death rituals
as well as ancestral veneration, was achieved in part by the sharing of a
common architectural frame of reference, where the tomb, for example,
carried symbolic resources from one field (the corpse involved in burial
rites) into the other (the venerated ancestral remains) (Barrett 1988b,
1994). Notice here the directionality involved in this transformation,
where the corpse is carried to the tomb and the ancestral presence is
drawn from the tomb. Notice also that the movement from one field to
another describes a particular biography of agency in terms of a path
through space and time and between places of different value. My point
is simply that a theory of practice must understand the materiality
of practice in order to explore how that materiality is engaged in the
very structuring of practice. Materiality cannot be reduced merely to an
archaeological record of the practices which once inhabited it. Conse-
quently the archaeology of practice examines not the material traces of
such practices but rather the material facilities which were inhabited.
What point is there after all in the archaeological depiction of a build-
ing plan if one never understands what is involved in pushing open a
door to enter a room?

Through the embodied and materially situated practices of the
habitus, social practices appear “ordered across time and space.” As we
have seen, those practices are structured recursively through agency’s
empowered occupation of certain material and symbolic resources.
We must now consider the distinction Giddens draws between structure,
which is carried forward in situated practices, and the social system
which describes the consequent patterning of those practices over
time and space. The distinction is important. The arrangement of
different fields of structured practices gives rise to a certain recognizable
systemic patterning. We must be interested in the form of this pattern
and in examining the systemic integration between certain fields in a
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particular historical case. Understanding each particular case of systemic
integration must involve a return to an analysis of the structuring of
social practices. It is at this point that Mouzelis (1991, 1995) detects
Giddens’s failure to adequately address mechanisms of systemic inte-
gration through the theory of structuration. Structuration theory, so
Mouzelis asserts, addresses the local or micro situation concerning the
practices of agency, where systemic integration arises as a direct conse-
quence of the intercutting of different fields of social practice. However
the theory does not say much about hierarchically ranked systems in
which certain agents wield considerable power to act directly upon the
lives of others. This issue is of central importance in the understanding
of large-scale and hierarchical political systems which emerge in the
complex interrelationship between localized practices and the vertical
and widespread control achieved by political, economic, and military
elites.

In the consideration of practice offered above I have placed emphasis
upon actions which were constituted through non-discursively ordered
forms of knowledge. Such forms of knowledge were reproduced as the
practical recognition of an order in the world; they did not make either
that order, or their own traditions of knowledge, objects of inquiry.
Indeed their very effectiveness lay in the fact that the practitioner did not
stand opposed to the world experienced but worked within it (Taylor
1993). Here practical knowledge was validated not by critical inquiry
but by the simple empirical fact that it worked. But there were moments
when practitioners stood apart from the world of their actions and
looked in upon that world discursively. They objectified certain condi-
tions as a strategy for acting upon them. Such moments of analysis may
have arisen when things did not work, at moments of personal or social
crisis, or at moments when political authorities sought to extend their
authority, to objectify, and thus to act upon, the lives of others. In such
situations the dominant social agents were akin to social theorists, for-
mulating a ritual or a political theory of their own world in an attempt
to control and analyse that world through their own actions. They
ascribed an identity for others, objectifying such communities in the leg-
islative schemes of political control. Hierarchically structured forms of
systemic integration may therefore be expected to contain agents who
objectify some aspects of the social system upon which they might then
act.

Structure always reproduces, through its duality with agency, differ-
ent qualities of knowledge which operate through different forms of
social practice. The rather simple distinction in the modes of knowledge
identified above, between forms of knowledge which work empirically
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as the sensuous affirmation of the given order of the world, and those
which objectify the world discursively as something deemed worthy of
explicit examination, also demarcates different forms of power. Bloch
distinguishes between “psychological” and “anthropological” theories of
cognition as a way of capturing this difference (Bloch 1985), and we
need to investigate the ways the shift from practical knowledge to the
latter schemes of objectification involve different levels of empowerment
and operate toward achieving higher levels of systemic integration. In
some cases we might see ritual practices as objectifying certain princi-
ples of social integration and thus understand more fully the ways ritual
practices and ritual elites operated to secure systemic integration at the
ideological level (Barrett 1991).

Archaeological implications

The social totality should not form the basic domain or unit of archae-
ological study. In Childe’s argument individuals learn from society.
From our perspective, as individuals learn so they make society. Histor-
ically, social systems were continually brought into being, gaining their
reality out of the systemic integration arising between different fields of
social practice, but these were never closed systems, functioning as
autonomous totalities (Friedman 1994). We must certainly trace the
degrees of systemic integration between different fields of practice, but
that is not the same thing as assuming closure within the bounds of a
single social totality.

The emphasis upon practice negates attempts to divorce the mechan-
ical, instrumental, or functional aspects of actions from the style of their
execution. The cultural particulars which processual archaeology has
tended to dismiss as being the superficial components of action now re-
emerge as expressive of the ways the embodied presence of the agent
found its place in, and acted effectively upon, its own world. Without
such knowledge, organized either practically or discursively, effective
action would not have been possible. The implications for archaeolo-
gical practice are profound. For example, Childe distinguished the
technical competence which harnessed physical properties from the
unnecessary ideological delusions which accompanied the agent’s knowl-
edge of them (Childe 1956: 171). History, for Childe, included the steady
development of that technical competence which, by its increasingly self-
evident logic, stripped away the redundant ideology. However a history
of practice cannot be treated in this way, for all the components of
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knowledge work to sustain and transmit that practice through time,
including the style in which the practices were executed and the various
symbolic guides which supported the reproduction of that knowledge.
The histories of those performances which we characterize as techno-
logical now become far more complex issues which are historically and
culturally specific and which eschew the simple application of uniformi-
tarian principles (Dobres and Hoffman 1999). The making of a copper
axe was thus also the making of the agencies, knowledgeable and
empowered, which converged upon that process. The subsequent devel-
opment of the alloying of bronze was achieved as a transformation in
that agency’s practices and cannot be reduced to the decision merely to
change the composition of the alloy.

At this point we would do well to abandon the concept of the archae-
ological record. Material conditions must be conceived as an element of
the structural properties of a social system. Material conditions cannot
be taken to have recursively organized the structural properties of the
social system while at the same time forming a record of that system’s
existence. In the latter case, material conditions appear alienated from
the very processes of which they were an active component. The mater-
ial conditions oriented actions but they did so along a number of tra-
jectories traced by the biographies of different groups of agents. Different
agents may have arrived at the same place, but they will have seen it
from a number of different perspectives which will have informed the
ways in which they then acted at that place. Those actions may have left
a material trace, but between the material conditions and the material
trace stood the knowledgeablity of that agency. It is these inhabited
conditions which the archaeologist must investigate. We can no longer
follow Childe and treat material culture merely as the results of human
behavior. Rather we should regard it as the material condition which
necessarily and actively facilitated certain strategies of social practice.
The historical significance of the material is therefore not represented by
its form (the same categories of material do not have the same meaning
wherever they are encountered) but lies in the diverse contexts of the
social practices in which it was situated. It is important to note that this
lays to rest once and for all the facile distinction often drawn between
“environmental” conditions which supposedly acted as a stimulus on a
human population, and “material culture” as the “extrasomatic” means
of that population’s adaptation to the environment. No such distinction
may be erected between a pre-existing “natural” state and the sub-
sequent creation of “cultural” conditions, and in its place the more
complex and dynamic totality of an inhabited materiality now needs to
be addressed.
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Material conditions cannot simply be taken to represent the social
system, and neither can they be taken as representing the knowledges
mobilized by different groups of agents in their actions. Material condi-
tions facilitated practice through the tempo and order with which that
materiality was encountered and worked. Practices also modified the
world according to certain schemes and certain strategies, traces of those
material modifications being recoverable archaeologically. Different
knowledges were deemed competent because they worked under given
conditions. If we treat material residues as representing rather than
having facilitated agency, or if we treat the residues of actions as the
material manifestation of that agency’s knowledge (or indeed of “the
ideas in people’s heads”), then we lose sight of the situated nature
of practice over time and space. As a consequence, archaeological
approaches concerned with representation will objectify knowledge in
terms of a material pattern and treat that knowledge as if it were simply
the expression of a series of rules which demanded application. A great
deal of so-called “structural” archaeology can look just like this, where
the pattern of material deposits is taken as representing the structural
template which people were once supposed to have followed in their
activities. There is little difference between Childe’s concept of culture
and reasoning such as this, and both are open to similar criticisms. Both
objectify knowledge into rules, a move which in turn maintains the
analytically false separation between “mind” and “body” and between
“agent” and “society.” Knowledge is made in the embodied practices,
the performances, by which agents find a place for themselves in the
world. By moving into the world, agents make both themselves and
the social conditions of their time through those practices.

The archaeological program now looks very different from that to
which we have grown accustomed. The material conditions we study
cannot be explained with reference to a historically generative condition
known as the social system because social systems were reproduced
through people’s inhabitation and working of that materiality. Conse-
quently archaeology needs to investigate the historical realities of human
agency, a confrontation with the lives of people and communities, rather
than simply invest labour in the cataloging of material remains in the
hope that the burgeoning catalog will someday represent something that
we recognize as “the past.” Beyond the accepted procedures of strati-
graphic excavation no standard methodology can therefore be offered to
realize this new archaeological program, and in its place we must develop
ways of thinking and working to guide our historical inquiries.

We need to encounter the ways agencies worked within the structural
conditions of their time. The archacological understanding of any par-
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ticular historical condition hinges, I would contend, upon the investiga-
tion of fundamental issues which operated at different levels of analysis.
First, there is the definition of the material structural conditions which
were variously inhabited, along with the fields of social practice which
inhabited and reworked the material conditions. Second, there is the
question of the mechanisms of systemic integration which linked differ-
ent social fields.

Material structural conditions were the conditions of an agency’s envi-
ronment in terms of all its material facilities. Such structural conditions
are not the same thing as the corpus of all contemporary physical con-
ditions which archaeologists can assign to some arbitrary period. Such
a compilation would be a pointless exercise. Rather, structural condi-
tions were the inbabited conditions which acted partly as medium and
partly as outcome of that agency’s existence. They are therefore the
spaces and facilities once inhabited by particular fields of social practice,
and their definition is relative to our investigation of those various fields.
Fields are the regions of time/space which were occupied by social actors
engaged in particular tasks which were likely to have involved certain
exchanges between those participants and to have effected transforma-
tions in the nature and the values of the materials involved (Barrett
1988a). Here we find both the remaking of the world and of categories
of agency. These fields are not given to us as investigators, we do not dig
them up, rather they are reconstituted through our own inquiries. Thus
we might explore the annual cycles involved in the management, pro-
cessing, storage, and consumption of plant and animal resources, or we
might investigate the daily cycle of food preparation and consumption.
In addition we might distinguish between fields such as these which were
often reproduced through routine practice and those fields which were
more formally and discursively organized, such as the ritual paths traced
in burial rites.

The analysis proposed here operates by situating certain chosen fields
of social practice within the material conditions which those fields once
inhabited, thus constituting a “duality of structure.” An archaeology of
inhabitation differs from recent more phenomenological approaches
because it does not begin analysis with an individual’s reading or ex-
perience of certain material conditions (cf. Tilley 1994). The possibilities
of such individual readings can certainly be accommodated in what I am
proposing but I am more concerned to locate agency firmly in a field of
productive relations than in the isolated presence of an individual’s
experience. This is not an archaeological program which is concerned
with the abstract modeling of “social processes,” but it is one whose
objective is to confront the historically specific ways social practices
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may have operated within, and thus have transformed, certain given
material conditions.

Our inquiry will now bring us to a more detailed level of analysis
concerning the duality of structure which explores the ways particular
fields of social practice were regionalized. Regionalization simply refers
to the subdivisions of time/space within a particular field, a regionaliza-
tion effected by the movement and the orientation of particular groups
of people and by the physical intervention of paths, barriers, and
doorways. Regionalization structured the field, providing sequences of
activities or the focal points for action. It may have ranked participants,
and in the experiences of those participants it distinguished such areas
as “front” and “back” space. These terms are borrowed from Goffman
(1969) and do no more than contrast areas open to view with those
which were hidden, or the areas before the agent with those behind.
All these terms are value-laden; regionalization and orientation, like the
exchanges which took place, reproduced values through use. Those
who inhabited these regions understood something of those values, their
basis, and the means of their transformation. We might select here three
themes as being of particular importance in the development of this
approach.

First, the material context will have offered a series of framing devices
and focal points. These may simply have enclosed particular spaces or
have orientated actions toward a particular place. However, such devices
will have done more than provide physical orientation or closure for a
regionalized space; their fuller significance may have lain in the refer-
ences they made to other places and to a wider horizon of values. We
might consider here Hodder’s analysis of the rooms at Catal Huyuk, the
symbolism of which would have referenced a suite of cosmological values
within which agents were situated and against which the activities taking
place in those rooms were played out (Hodder 1987 and 1990). Such
activities need not have made those values explicit, but rather have
worked with them as a background of distantly located cosmological
security. At other times, however, those references could have been fore-
grounded in a more explicit exegesis. In either case we must recognize
that the range of interpretations and understandings of that cosmology
may have been considerable, depending upon the experiences and expec-
tations of the various practitioners, as well as upon various political
attempts to close down that diversity toward a single authoritative
reading.

Second, the material context will have offered a series of paths
between regions, facilitating certain lines of access and perhaps fore-
closing others. Again this was more than a material facility for move-
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ment; paths linked certain places rather than others, and the practice of
movement linked those places in certain value-laden sequences allowing
the practitioners to rework those values into their own biographies
through the movement of their own bodies. Thus practice literally relived
certain basic values of place, movement, and orientation in the way, for
example, that the leaving of a house may have been a walk toward the
rising sun at the opening of the day and a return to the building followed
the path of the evening sun. The point of reference here was the body of
the practitioner and this point is important. Later prehistoric round
houses in Britain, for example, normally operated around the solar axis
just described, but this was not a matter of a rule that “the house should
face south-east towards the rising sun,” rather it was framing a dual axis
of easterly—westerly movement separated by time and presumably by the
activities of the day (cf. Fitzpatrick 1994; Giles and Parker Pearson
1999). But not everyone may have experienced so clear a mapping of
their day against this presumed cosmological norm, or they may have
seen it otherwise as they faced out from the house to confront those who
returned at the end of the day. This brings us back to the point [ made
earlier with reference to Bourdieu’s discussion of the temporality of prac-
tice. Archaeological analysis should not be about the mapping of a static
spatial order as if it represented some cosmological or structural rule,
but rather about considering the ways agencies found places for them-
selves in the contexts of their own world. This point can be illustrated
by continuing with my chosen example. At the time when round-house
architecture had begun to work within the axis of movement already
described, a number of cremation cemeteries in southern Britain devel-
oped in which the cremated remains were deposited outside and to the
south-east of circular burial mounds. But again it was not that these
cemeteries “faced” south-east in a similar manner to the contemporary
houses, but that the mourner’s movement from funerary pyre to the site
of burial was toward the mound and toward the setting of the sun. If a
homology existed in the practices which inhabited the house and the
cemetery then it was one which described the westwardly path of return,
with each path structured by a different architectural frame and a dif-
ferent dominant symbolism.

Third, the material context will have structured the various acts of
exchange and transformation. Such actions will have been situated
within particular regions of the field, whether it be the location of the
funerary pyre just discussed, around the pottery kiln, or around the
hearth for the cooking of food accompanied by the vessels used for its
service and consumption. Situated at particular places and at the inter-
section of different paths, these various acts and the objects which helped
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facilitate them did not merely serve the material or the bodily require-
ments of the process but worked referentially to situate those actions
meaningfully.

The analytical process outlined above is designed to explore archae-
ologically the structuring of social practices. We have treated these prac-
tices as constituting fields of time/space which inhabited particular sets
of material structural conditions and we have considered the ways these
fields were regionalized in terms of the architecture of the fields, the
movements of agents within the field, and the transformative practices
which occurred. Throughout, the aim is to return us to the detail of
archaeological materials and to their historical interpretation with ref-
erence to the lives of people.

Social systems arose in history as a consequence of the distribution
of different fields of practice over time and space. However, mechanisms
of systemic integration involved more than this. Historically they will
have involved the transference and transformation of resources between
fields, where these resources could be conceived of as forms of “capital”
accumulated in one field of practice and reinvested in another. This
implies a degree of vertical differentiation between different fields
and thus between the agents who mediated such exchanges and those
excluded from them. These processes of systemic integration therefore
involved agents differentially empowered, for example as a ritual elite
may have mediated exchanges between the secular community and
the sacred. This vertical integration was taken a stage further when
certain agents were able to objectify the social system itself as a resource
upon which to act. Here we encounter the structuring of large-scale
and vertically ranked political systems within which certain elites
worked explicitly to define the conditions under which other forms
of agency could operate. The qualities of power in this case were
forms of domination which were mobilized to a certain extent through
discursive practices. We might expect to encounter increasing interest
in the explicit recording of forms of knowledge which monitored
and demarcated as legitimate the actions of those subjugated. It is
perhaps unsurprising that discourses on geography, ethnography, and
military strategy emerge at these particular points in history. The
technologies involved — forms of administrative, political, economic, and
military control for example (cf. Mann 1986) — required (indeed, still
require) massive capital investment. It becomes a central archaeological
concern to explore the ways such material structural conditions were
strategically controlled, and the extent of their reach into the fields of
social practice which were operating within the realm of their claimed
hegemony.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this contribution has been to get beyond a review of
current theories of agency and offer a redesign for archaeological prac-
tices which is informed by those theories. Archaeologists are too often
obsessed with what they perceive to be the weaknesses in their empiri-
cal data where those data are regarded as the fragmented and often
inadequate record of the historical processes. The traditional presump-
tion has been that we must treat the material recovered archaeologically
as the consequence of past actions and processes, in other words as a
record. It is my contention that theories of agency demand a reconcep-
tualization of the relationship between material conditions and human
practice which, drawing upon Giddens’s “duality of structure,” situate
human agency within the structural conditions of its actions. From this
perspective archaeologists must confront the ways agencies operated
through the materials which have survived for our study, a confronta-
tion which requires new ways of thinking about the significance of the
material and new ways of writing these agencies of history into being
(cf. Andrews, Barrett, and Lewis 2000). Field practices in archaeology
are well designed to deal with the details of the recovered material con-
ditions, a detail which is often abandoned in face of the need to write
general histories of social processes. However, if we were to consider
instead the ways agencies were created and transformed through their
inhabitation of complex material conditions, archaeology would not
only reaffirm the historical significance of the material details it recov-
ers, but it would also contribute significantly to the development of the
social theory which it has chosen to employ.

NOTE

| am grateful to those who have discussed this chapter with me, including
Jane Downes, Kathryn Fewster, Danny Hind, and John Lewis. I am particularly
grateful to Michael Tierney for his criticisms, which [ know I have yet to address.
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Archaeologies of Place
and Landscape

Julian Thomas

Introduction: duplicitous landscapes

The notion of a landscape archaeology is one that has a long history.
From General Pitt Rivers’ investigations in Cranborne Chase onward,
the results of excavations have often been contextualized through the
sustained interrogation of a defined area (Pitt Rivers 1887). This has
sometimes enabled archaeologists to overcome a myopic focus on single
sites. During the twentieth century, a predominantly British tradition of
inquiry promoted the image of landscape as a palimpsest of material
traces, an “assemblage of real-word features — natural, semi-natural and
wholly artificial” which is available to us in the present (Roberts 1987:
79). Through field survey, documentary study, and cartographic analy-
sis, as well as selective excavation, it has proved possible to prize apart
the different phases of a landscape’s development (Aston and Rowley
1974). However, as Barrett (1999: 26) argues, the end product of this
kind of analysis is “a history of things that have been done to the land,”
which often seems quite remote from the past human lives that were lived
in these places. In general, this branch of archaeology has been over-
whelmingly empiricist, and it has only been in the past decade or so that
landscape has emerged as an object of theoretical reflection within the
discipline. But curiously, it has been in the course of this thematic dis-
cussion of landscape that archaeologists have been most willing to ques-
tion some of the received norms of the discipline: period, sequence,
identity, and objectivity. Moreover, it has been within this new form of
landscape archacology that some of the more radical experiments in
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writing about the past have been generated (e.g. Bender 1998; Edmonds
1999). In this contribution, I will suggest that any critical examination
of the concept of landscape brings us face to face with the implication
of archaeology in the conditions and ways of thinking of modernity. It
is for this reason that it has provided the focus for some of the more
lively debates over archaeological theory in recent years.

A significant inspiration for the development of a theoretically
informed landscape archaeology has been the emergence of forms of
human geography which have rejected the “spatial science” of the 1960s,
opting instead to concentrate on culture and social relations, power and
politics, identity and experience (e.g. Gregory and Urry 1985; Peet and
Thrift 1989; Pile and Thrift 1995; Seamon and Mugerauer 1985). Within
this very diverse set of approaches, a more distinct school of cultural
geography can be identified (Cosgrove and Daniels 1988), which has
drawn upon the work of theorists who have explicitly addressed the issue
of landscape as a cultural phenomenon (Berger 1972; Williams 1973).
For these thinkers the vision of landscape as an accumulated record of
continuity and tradition, which gives us access to an authentic past, is
an ideological one. It serves to conceal inequality and conflict (Daniels
1989: 196; Bender 1998: 33). Seeking harmony and authenticity, we may
find only fragmentation and multiple encodings (Daniels and Cosgrove
1988: 8).

One reason for this is that landscape is a singularly complex and dif-
ficult concept. The word has multiple meanings, and its precise signifi-
cance has shifted repeatedly in historic times. “Landscape” can mean the
topography and land forms of a given region, or a terrain within which
people dwell, or a fragment of the land which can be overseen from a
single vantage point, and represented as such (Olwig 1993: 307; Ingold
1997: 29). Landscape can be an object, an experience, or a representa-
tion, and these different meanings frequently merge into one another
(Lemaire 1997: 5). For this reason, it can refer simultaneously to a way
of seeing the world which is specific to elite social groups, and to the
inhabited lifeworld of a broader community (Daniels 1989: 206). More-
over, Hirsch (1995: 3) argues that any landscape which provides the
context for human life necessarily incorporates a relationship between a
lived reality and a potential for other ways of being, between the every-
day and conditions which are metaphysical, imagined, or idealized. Every
use of the term “landscape” brings a series of resonances with it, of
alienation and liberation, sensuous experience and coercion, aspiration
and inequality. The challenge of working with landscape is one of hold-
ing these elements in a productive tension rather than hoping to find a
resolution (Daniels 1989: 217; Bender 1998: 38).
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It is revealing to consider how and why these difficulties should
have arisen. Contemporary western understandings of landscape are set
within a distinctive conception of the world which developed during
the birth of the modern era. In premodern Europe, no great ontological
gulf was recognized between human beings and the rest of creation.
All things were the products of God’s handiwork, and all things could
be the subjects of culture and cultivation (Hirsch 1995: 6; Jordanova
1989: 37; Olwig 1993: 313). The categorical separation of culture from
nature, and of human beings from their environment, can be identified
with the growth of instrumental reason, exemplified by the scientific
revolution and the Enlightenment. This is the hallmark of what Martin
Heidegger referred to as the “age of the world picture,” an era in which
the world comes to be conceived and grasped as an image that can be
apprehended by humanity (Heidegger 1977: 129). In a sense, humanity
has gradually usurped God in the modern era, assuming a position at
the centre of creation. But instead of the creator, Man (sic) has become
the arbitrator of reality, so that that which exists is that which has been
brought before Man (Heidegger 1977: 130). In consequence, vision has
become the dominant metaphor for the acquisition of knowledge, and
observational science has gained a pre-eminent position in the definition
of reality and truth. Object and subject have been split, so that Man
becomes the active subject who observes a passive nature, the object of
science. Furthermore, the valorization of human beings as the bearers
of reason creates an imperative to construe nature as something which
exists for them: at once a home and a store of resources (Zimmerman
1985: 250).

Defined as an object of investigation, nature is understood as being
composed of a number of discrete entities or events (Ingold 1993: 154).
These can be expected to operate in a lawlike and comprehensible
fashion because, at a fundamental level, they all possess spatial extent
and spatiotemporal motion. Forces, motion, and distance thus compose
what Heidegger identifies as the “ground plan” of the Cartesian world-
view, a set of assumptions which render all things amenable to investi-
gation through a certain kind of mechanics, even before an analysis
begins (Heidegger 1977: 119). In the modern west, then, human beings
and nature have been positioned as separate and opposed entities. Both
can be subjected to study, but as observing intelligences people appear
to be self-evidently possessed of a mind and a soul, which exist outside
of space and materiality. It is the combination of the conception of
the world as image and object, and that of human beings as external
observers, that provides the conditions for the creation of the modern
western notion of landscape.
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Landscape art and the landscape idea

One of the most tangible manifestations of the modern worldview is
landscape painting, which emerged in northern Italy and Flanders during
the fifteenth century (Cosgrove 1984: 20). Indeed, the English word
“landscape” comes from the Dutch, and originally referred to a partic-
ular kind of pictorial representation (Olwig 1993: 318). Cosgrove (1984)
has linked the development of landscape painting to that of capitalism,
implying that it is a way of seeing which exists under quite specific his-
torical conditions. He argues that the linear perspective which was used
by Brunelleschi and formalized by Alberti depends upon the conception
of land as an alienable commodity. The realist representation of the
world through perspective places the artist and the viewer outside of the
frame, perceiving the land visually without immersion or engagement
(Cosgrove 1984: 27). As John Berger puts it, a landscape painting is “not
so much a framed window onto the world as a safe let into the wall, a
safe into which the visible has been deposited” (1972: 109). Of course,
those who commissioned these paintings were not the peasants who lived
on the land, but the landowners who increasingly saw it as something
to be measured, partitioned, and bought and sold at will. Landscape
painting opens the world up to simultaneous perception, allowing visual
pleasure to be taken without any form of reciprocation. As a phenome-
non, it provides an indication that capitalism is itself a product of a
modern sensibility, in which the things of the world are atomized and
estranged from human involvement, as objects produced and consumed
by subjects. Moreover, by visually appropriating the land in a specific
manner, landscape painting had a series of significant effects, particularly
in respect of the ways in which places were understood and physically
transformed. Notions of the pastoral, of Arcadia, of the sublime, of
scenery and of wilderness were promoted through the circulation of
painterly imagery. This conditioned the interpretation of unfamiliar land-
scapes in the colonized world (Mugerauer 1985), and influenced the con-
struction of parks and gardens, which were increasingly laid out around
prospects and vistas (Hirsch 1995: 2).

Despite its close ties with landed capital, landscape painting has often
been considered to embody ethical and aesthetic values. Although
modernity has eventually seen the divine supplanted by Man, humanity
first assumed the position of the deity’s privileged interpreter. We should
remember that the scientific revolution initially charged itself with reveal-
ing God’s design in nature, an orientation that was only finally rooted
out of natural science by the Darwinian theory of evolution. In a similar
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way, Ruskin believed that landscape art was a means by which the divine
order which is manifested in nature could be reconstructed in the
artwork: a kind of act of aesthetic piety (Fuller 1988: 16; Daniels and
Cosgrove 1988: 5). Even as a form of representation, landscape appears
to be complex and paradoxical.

The principal determinant of landscape art, though, is the look. As
we have seen, vision has achieved a privileged status in the modern
era, signifying the objective and dispassionate gathering of knowledge
(Jay 1986: 187). I will argue below that this knowledge has often been
conceived as a reconstruction or representation of an external reality
within the mind. Consequently the gaze achieves the status of mediating
between the inner and the outer world, the mind and materiality. It may
be for this reason that the viewer is so often associated with reason and
culture, while the viewed object takes on the characteristics of passive
nature (Bender 1999: 31). In this sense, landscape art and empirical
science are variations on a modern way of looking, which is also a power
relation. It is a look which is disengaged but controlling, which assumes
superiority, and which is gendered. Traditionally, it is the prerogative of
the fldneur, the male metropolitan citizen, who is free to stroll the arcades
of the modern city, “taking it all in.” The fldneur glimpses shop windows,
events, people, but is not involved with any of them. He “embodies the
gaze of modernity which is both covetous and erotic” (Pollock 1988:
67). This gendered gaze is characteristically the way in which we look
at landscape. Just as western painting defines men as the active produc-
ers and viewers of images, while women are passive objects of visual
pleasure, so landscape is feminized (Ford 1991). The female body pro-
vides a series of metaphors for landscape and nature, and this promotes
the impression that the land is a bounded and integrated entity (Best
1995: 184). Within archaeology such a sexualized way of looking is
particularly troubling, since we habitually make use of a series of spatial
technologies (GIS, satellite imagery, air photography) which seek to
lay bare and penetrate the land. Archaeological understandings of land-
scape might thus be said to be voyeuristic and androcentric (Thomas
199882554

Closely related to both perspective art and empirical natural science
is the representation of land through cartography. Even more than land-
scape painting, maps can appeal to a status of objectivity, yet they rep-
resent a technology of power and knowledge (Harley 1988: 279; Smith
1998). Mapmaking has traditionally been a preserve of elite groups, who
are literate, numerate, and empowered to carve the world up on paper.
Maps are made and used by landowners, the military, the nobility and
the bureaucracy, and are as notable for what they omit as for what they
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depict (Harley 1988: 287). What Don DeLillo describes in his novel
Underworld as the “white spaces on the map” are locations which have
been removed from view by hegemonic forces. From the papal line which
defined Spanish and Portuguese spheres of influence in the New World
to the Versailles peace agreement, maps have provided an instrument
which renders the world malleable. Like other manifestations of the
western gaze, cartography presents a distanced view as a dispassionate
one, manipulating the world while at the same time dehumanizing it.
Injustice and human suffering are not visible on any map. An important
aspect of this manipulation has been the role of maps in the promotion
and construction of national identity (Herb 1989). And just as maps
depict the land in an orthographic, Cartesian fashion and delimit the
nation states of the modern era, so too is the nation bound up with the
concept of landscape. A landscape may be an area that was carved out
by the national ancestors, but alternatively the archetypal landscape of
a region (the German forest; the English downland; the American prairie)
may be held to have nurtured the national spirit (Olwig 1993: 311;
Lowenthal 1994). These ideas about the relationship between the land
and the community, most forcefully expressed in the work of Friedrich
Ratzel, were deeply influential in the formation of culture-historic
archaeology. Developed into Gustav Kossinna’s “settlement archaeolog-
ical method” (Veit 1989) they betray a distinctive modernist preoccupa-
tion: the search backward through time to identify the origin of the
nation and its primordial relationship with the land from which it
sprang.

Landscape, perception and being-in-the-world

If the dominant western perspective on landscape is one which is alien-
ated, objectified, distanced, and dehumanized, one response might be to
follow the “humanist geographers” (e.g. Tuan 1974) into an investiga-
tion of the human awareness and perception of space. By this means, we
might hope to “put the people back™ into the past. I would suggest that
the recent concern with phenomenology in archaeology has sometimes
been misconstrued as such a project (e.g. Jones 1998: 7). By arguing that
perception is an activity in which human beings process sense data drawn
from the environment, it seems possible to reintroduce the personal
into the past while still holding on to the Cartesian world of measurable
distances, velocities, and densities. Such an approach maintains that the
world that is revealed to us in maps, diagrams, and air photographs
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approximates closely to empirical reality. It is in the first instance empty
of meaning (Ingold 1992: 89), so that “space” is transformed into
“place” through a human intervention. This means that archaeologists
are at liberty to investigate past landscapes as aggregates of land forms,
soil types, rainfall zones, and vegetation patterns in the first instance,
only later turning to how these phenomena might have been perceived
by past people. The implication is that through our objective, high-tech
methodologies we have access to a stratum of reality which was unavail-
able to people in the past. Their perceptions of these landscapes would
necessarily have been distorted and impoverished versions of a reality
which we can more fully grasp.

All of this can only be entertained while we continue to rely upon
the modernist divisions of mind and body, and subject and object. The
notion of landscape perception is founded in the splitting of human
beings into an inner and an outer person, so that information gathered
in the outside world is internalized, and used to reconstruct a “mental
picture” of the environment (Taylor 1993: 317). If this is the case, we
arrive at a very harsh Cartesianism in which the human body inhabits
a geometrical world of mere objects, and all meanings are events
which take place in the metaphysical space of the mind. Banishing
meaning from the material world, we have to hypothesize that lan-
guage and symbols are means by which meanings produced inside one
mind are transformed into something physical (an object or a sound),
and then decoded by another mind using the same apparatus as it
uses to perceive the world in general. This is what Tim Ingold calls
the “building perspective,” in which culture is imagined as “an
arbitrary symbolic framework built on the surface of reality” (Ingold
1995: 66).

In an insightful discussion of these matters, Johnson (1998: 57) seeks
to distinguish between “explicit” and “inherent” perceptions of the land-
scape. In the former, perception intercedes between an outer reality and
an internalized mental image, while in the latter it is embedded in the
lived experience of being within the land. This is rather akin to the notion
of “direct perception” which Ingold (1998: 39) takes from the environ-
mental psychologist J.]. Gibson. Direct perception is a process in which
creatures get to know their surroundings through their complete bodily
immersion in the world, finding out what affordances it can provide,
rather than simply representing it in their minds. While I am in sym-
pathy with both of these points of view, I would nonetheless reject the
use of the term “perception” altogether, on the grounds that it inevitably
carrics a sense of subsidiarity or supplementarity. Instead, [ would choose
to talk of “disclosure™ or “experience,” which do not imply that our
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understanding of the world is somehow a failed attempt to come to terms
with things as they really are.

Clearly, the model of perception as the construction of a mental
picture is closely related to landscape as a way of representing the world.
However, I would like to argue that while we cannot rid ourselves of this
conception of landscape, another, parallel understanding is possible,
based upon the relational and embedded way in which people conduct
themselves in the world. Such a perspective would follow Ingold in
arguing that nothing intervenes between ourselves and the world that we
inhabit. Thinking is not something that happens in an interior space; it
is part of our bodily immersion in the world. However, the world that
we inhabit is not simply a set of meaningless physical objects: on the
contrary, we encounter worldly things in their meaningfulness. We appre-
hend them as meanings, rather than as objective sense data. Putting
this another way, the world in which we find ourselves is a horizon of
intelligibility, a relational background which provides the context that
enables anything that we focus upon to be rendered comprehensible.
As a result, the condition of being-in-the-world is not simply a matter
of being physically contained within a much larger entity; it is a rela-
tional involvement like being “in business” or “in love.” It is “residing,
dwelling, and being accustomed to a world” (Heidegger 1962: 79).
Being-in-the-world involves an everyday way of “getting on with things”
in which we skillfully negotiate and make sense of our surroundings,
without having to think about them analytically for much of the time
(Relph 1985: 16). But it is not something that we could extract ourselves
from: there is no other way to be than in the world. Moreover, our
involvement in a world is always presupposed in any comprehension of
things: they only make sense because they have a background to stand
out from.

Reference and relationality

If the world is a horizon of intelligibility rather than a bare physical struc-
ture of objects and distances, it is important to consider the kind of spa-
tiality that human beings experience. Lived space, as opposed to
measured geometric space, is defined by the qualitative attributes of
direction and closeness. Both of these are relationships, brought into
being by a human presence. It is human concern, the way in which the
disposition of material things matters to us, which grounds distance and
directionality (Dreyfus 1991: 130). We can measure the distance between
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two objects, but only because we already make the qualitative distinc-
tion between “near” and “far.” In this sense, mathematical or carto-
graphic space is secondary to and derived from the everyday space that
we inhabit. The feeling of being close to something is not simply a matter
of physical location; it is constrained and facilitated by the accumulation
of life experience, and by our relationships with other people (Dovey
1993: 250). To give an example: I may be in greater proximity to a house
than is its owner, who may for the moment be absent, but through living
in it over a period of years she has acquired a closeness to it that | do
not have. What this means is that although people can only ever be in
one place at a time, their dwelling pervades a much more extensive area
(Heidegger 1971: 157). When we turn this insight onto the notion of
landscape it is evident that people are knitted into a network of locales
with which, through habitual and inconspicuous familiarity, they will
have formed a kind of communion.

Furthermore, these locales will have the characteristic of being
“places.” A place is not just a thing or an entity. Place is a relational
concept, since locations are always drawn to our attention through what
happens there or through the things which we expect to find there (the
hook on the wall is the place for the horse harness; the cupboard is
where we keep the broom). A place is always the place of something
(Heidegger 1962: 136). For this reason I reject the idea, already alluded
to, that what is at first a formless space can be transformed into mean-
ingful place. On the country, a place is always disclosed, or comes into
focus, as a place. Prior to this we can have no awareness of it as any
kind of non-place. My alternative conception of landscape is thus a
network of related places, which have gradually been revealed through
people’s habitual activities and interactions, through the closeness and
affinity that they have developed for some locations, and through the
important events, festivals, calamities, and surprises which have drawn
other spots to their attention, causing them to be remembered or incor-
porated into stories. Importantly, the series of places through which
people’s life histories are threaded help them to give account of their own
identity. Our personal biographies are built up from located acts. So
although we can say that landscapes are constructed out of the imbri-
cated actions and experiences of people, those people are themselves con-
structed in and dispersed through their habituated landscape (Bachelard
1964: 8; Tilley 1996: 162).

While a represented landscape is an object or entity, a lived land-
scape is a set of relationships. A familiar example which demonstrates
this point concerns Australian aboriginal landscapes, which represent
networks through which the identities of people, ancestral beings, and
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places are continually produced and reproduced (Smith 1999: 190). It is
very much in these terms that Gosden and Head (1994: 113-14) have
argued that “social landscapes” represent systems of reference, in which
each human action that is performed is intelligible in the context of other
past and future acts. Landscape thus becomes the appropriate framework
for investigating social life over the long term. By implication, each sep-
arate action (knapping a stone tool, or building a hearth) provides an
opening into a nexus of implicit links which radiates outward from the
momentary event that is discernible in the archaeological record. So
while some archaeologists have argued that only the continuities of
ecological development and adaptation can provide a context for human
actions dispersed across time (Bailey 1981), Gosden and Head suggest
that the lived landscape embodies human practices and dispositions as
they are played out over the centuries.

Embedded and multiple landscapes

In the western world, landscape is predominantly a visual term, which
denotes something separate from ourselves. Despite this, we westerners
inhabit experiential or relational landscapes, while in the non-western
world there are many communities which have no sense of alienation
from the land. Ethnographic studies have documented a variety of dif-
ferent ways in which people’s embeddedness in the land can manifest
itself. Given this diversity it would be unwise to impose any particular
example onto the premodern European past in the form of an analogy.
Instead, we should simply be aware of a range of possibilities which
can inform our hypotheses about the past. For example, among the
Australian Yolngu, it is believed that ancestral beings moved across the
land in the Dreaming, and that they were eventually incorporated into
the landscape, providing the distinctive character of significant places.
Gaining a familiarity with the land is at the same time an acquisition of
knowledge of the Dreaming, which still exists embodied in the land.
People’s movements along ancestral tracks and their experiences of places
reproduce the Dreaming (Morphy 1995: 187). For many New Guinea
communities, land is considered to embody ancestral energies, which
are nurtured through human involvement (Tilley 1994: 58). Yet the full
meanings of places and the energies that they contain may be socially
restricted, and gaining knowledge of the landscape may be a means of
cultivating social authority (Tilley 1994: 59). The Saami of northern
Scandinavia understand the sacred sites that they use for sacrifices to be
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imbued with spiritual forces (Mulk 1994: 125). These places are gener-
ally outstanding topographical features like mountain peaks, springs,
and rivers. At the risk of oversimplifying this material, each example
appears to present the landscape as in some sense animated, and involved
in a kind of reciprocity with human beings.

One particular way in which people’s interconnection with the land
is often expressed is through the medium of kinship. This can take a
number of forms. Land may be connected with ancestry in various ways:
ancestors may have formed the land, or emerged out of it, or cleared the
wilderness and created fields and gardens (Toren 1995: 178). In each
case, the landscape provides a continuous reminder of the relationship
between the living and past generations, and consequently of lines of
descent and inheritance. The continued use of places through time draws
attention to the historically constituted connections which exist between
members of a community (Bender 1999: 36). At a more specific level,
the traces of human activity in the landscape may represent a source
of detailed information about kin relations. For instance, in western
Amazonia the pattern of houses and gardens gradually falling into decay
and decrepitude within the forest is recognized as a physical record of
residential history, which can be directly related to genealogical lore
(Gow 1995: 48). Over the generations the movements and fissioning of
households have produced a complex landscape, and movement through
it in the present is a means of recapitulating their histories. Similarly,
in the case of New Ireland, Kiichler (1987: 249) has shown how the
mapping of the places in the landscape and kin relations may be more
or less congruent. If kinship is a means of expressing relationships among
human beings, it is instructive that it is so often embedded in landscape.
Land, place, people, and material substances may all be fundamentally
linked rather than constituting entirely separate classes of things.

This sense of the physical and symbolic interconnection of different
aspects of the social world chimes with recent landscape archaeologies
which have been at pains to break down any distinction between “ritual”
and “everyday” aspects of life. We have seen already that landscape
offers an integrating framework for archaeology, as a context which links
dispersed human acts. Significantly, such a framework can accommodate
activities that modern reason would tend to assign to separate categories.
The landscape is the familiar world within which people perform their
everyday tasks, but religious observances and other rituals are likely to
fit into and inform the mundane pattern. While contemporary western-
ers tend to seclude spiritual matters both spatially and temporally, it may
be more usual for ritualized conceptions of existence to permcate the
whole of people’s lives (Edmonds 1999: 155-6). This lack of separation
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between ritual and quotidian aspects of life has inspired Bender, Hamil-
ton, and Tilley’s (1997) work on the landscapes of Leskernick Hill, on
Bodmin Moor in Cornwall. While the area surrounding Leskernick Hill
is dotted with funerary cairns, stone circles, and stone rows, much of
their fieldwork has concentrated on two settlements of circular stone
houses which are Bronze Age in date. Bender, Hamilton, and Tilley argue
that the stone which was used for the construction of both houses
and monuments carried a deep symbolic charge (see also Tilley 1996).
The houses incorporated large stones, significantly placed at the back
of the building, while many of the “natural” stones in and around the
settlements had been subtly altered and repositioned, joined together,
enclosed, or exposed (Bender et al. 1997: 173). So there is no suggestion
here of domestic spaces surrounded by separate “ritual landscapes” of
ceremonial monuments. Instead, the settlements and their surroundings
are filled with numerous shrines which extend ritual activity throughout
the whole landscape. This dispersal of ritual across all of the spaces
that people would have frequented, and by implication throughout much
of their lives, suggests practices and beliefs which were engaged in
by a whole community rather than monopolized by a few (Bender et al.
1997: 174).

We have suggested that lived landscapes are relational entities consti-
tuted by people in their engagement with the world. It follows from this
that different people may experience and understand the same landscape
in rather different ways (Bender 1998: 87). I do not mean to suggest by
this that people possess some foundational uniqueness which provides
them with an ability to see things differently. Rather, each person occu-
pies a distinctive position in relation to their landscape. As a consequence
of their gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, age, cultural tradition and per-
sonal life history they are differentially located. So each person has a
particular set of possibilities when it comes to presenting an account of
their own landscape. Landscapes might thus be said to be multiple or
fragmented. It is not simply that they are perceived differently: the same
location may effectively be a different place for two different persons.
This is particularly the case when people possess different cultural
inheritances. Discussing the Cape York peninsula in Australia, Veronica
Strang (1999) describes the utterly incompatible understandings of the
land held by the aboriginal community and the Euro-Australian cattle
herders. The Aborigines believe that every part of the landscape is dis-
tinctive and embodies ancestral beings from the Dreaming. Human lives
extend between places of special spiritual potency which bring about
birth and death. Personal and group identity, moral order, and social
organization are all embedded in human relationships with the land.
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However, for the inhabitants of the cattle stations the landscape is a
hostile and dangerous wilderness. If the Aborigines see themselves as
engaged in reciprocity with the land, the cattle herdersareits adversaries.
From a western capitalist viewpoint the land has to be overcome, con-
trolled, enclosed, and used to produce wealth. The value of land is its
financial worth, and the Aborigines are said to “do nothing” with the
country, for they do not use it to accumulate income (Strang 1999: 212).
These two communities do not simply have different mental images of
the same landscape; they are engaged in different sets of lived relation-
ships, even if they find themselves in the same physical space.

Landscapes and monuments

Broadly speaking, the existence of a theoretical landscape archaeology is
most clearly discernible in later prehistoric studies in Britain and Europe.
Here, the earliest construction of ceremonial monuments at the start of
the Neolithic has been connected with new experiences of place, and a
closer identification between people and particular locations (Bradley
1998: 18). Similar lines of argument have been pursued in other con-
texts. Paul Tagon (1994: 126) has discussed Australian rock art as a
means by which landscapes were socialized. Similarly, Gosden and Head
(1994: 114) have speculated that the “transported landscapes” of the
Pacific (which transformed island faunas and floras by introducing a
range of new species) would have changed the spatial and temporal
rhythms of human life. However, the investigation of prehistoric monu-
ments has proved especially productive, since it offers the opportunity
to study the details of architecture, mortuary activity, and depositional
practices in the context of the surrounding topography. In some cases
there may be a disjuncture between the site and its environs: Richard
Bradley makes the interesting observation that the structural develop-
ment of Stonehenge appears to have been more gradual than the social
and cultural changes which overtook its landscape. The monument’s con-
nections with ritual, ancestry, and the past would have rendered it a force
for social stability and the maintenance of tradition, which would need
to be accommodated within changing political and economic circum-
stances (Bradley 1998: 100).

This concern with the place of monuments within lived landscapes is
also demonstrated by a renewed interest in the implications of mobility
(c.g- Whittle 1997). While chambered tombs and stone circles have often
been identified as central places, implicitly assumed to have been located
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Figure 7.1 Megalithic tomb at Loughcrew, County Meath

close to sedentary habitations, it seems that they may often have been
constructed on routeways. Patterns of movement between and around
monuments may have been important in the seasonal round practiced
by prehistoric communities, and on a smaller scale they may also have
been fundamental to the ways in which these sites were used. In her study
of the passage-tomb cemetery at Loughcrew in Ireland, Shannon Frazer
argues that the relatively distinct focal areas which surround the monu-
ments might have held large gatherings of people (figure 7.1). The detail
of the local topography is such that quite specific patterns of movement
around the tombs would have been promoted. Indeed, the growth of the
tomb group appears to have gradually elaborated upon the natural fea-
tures of the hilltops, defining and constraining areas of congregation and
setting up particular relationships between monuments and assemblies
of people. Frazer’s argument is that if these tombs and their use were
instrumental in the maintenance of authority and traditions of knowl-
edge, this reproduction could only have been secured in public, rather
than exclusively within the secluded spaces of the tomb interiors (Frazer
1998: 209).

Frazer’s account of Loughcrew suggests that the place itself was
already marked out as sacred before the tombs began to be constructed.
More generally, monuments may have been a means of reconfiguring or
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enhancing landscapes, rather than an imposition which negates the exist-
ing identity of a place. Bradley points to the similarity which often
exists between monuments and their surrounding country, so that the
structure becomes a microcosm of the landscape. Stone circles, as per-
meable monuments, would have allowed the relationships between
people occupying the site, other monuments, and topographic features
to have been appreciated (Bradley 1998: 121-2, 128). Equally important
is the way in which Neolithic and Bronze Age monuments reorganize the
materials of the landscape itself. Structures made of earth, wood, and
stone present the substance of the land in unfamiliar ways, and it is con-
ceivable that these elements had wider sets of meanings so that
their use amounted to a symbolic re-engineering of the cosmos (Bender
1998: 49).

A number of recent studies have indicated that the materials used in
monumental architecture and their configuration was anything but a
matter of expediency. Colin Richards (1996b) suggests that in Neolithic
Orkney houses, tombs and henges were all aspects of a single cosmo-
logical scheme which drew upon the natural forms of the land. This point
is made more explicitly in his paper on the architecture of henge monu-
ments, which draws out a series of connections between site location,
ditch morphology, and orientation. What links all of these elements is
water: human movement within and between the monuments involves
crossing water or following the flow of rivers in the wider landscape
(Richards 1996a: 329). Once again the monument becomes a context in
which the relationships between people and land are clarified and dra-
matized. The use of specific materials that have quite particular mean-
ings is also considered by Parker Pearson and Ramilisonina (1998), who
hypothesize that timber monuments in later Neolithic Britain may have
been used by the living, but that stone structures were the preserve of
the dead. This argument has been criticized by Barrett and Fewster
(1998) for its undue reliance on ethnographic analogy, but it does have
the virtue of pointing to the way in which architecture builds meanings
as well as things.

The evaluation of monuments in experiential terms, as parts of lived
landscapes, has been a distinctive element in recent prehistoric archae-
ology. However, in the past few years a number of criticisms have begun
to emerge. Both Meskell (1996: 6) and Hodder (1999: 13) have sug-
gested that while these approaches are preoccupied with an encounter
between a human body and a location, the bodies involved are anony-
mous and universal. Both authors argue that a concern with individual
lives is the element which is missing. Hodder adds that archaeologies
which concentrate on bodily practice often absolve themselves of any
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need to consider meaning or empathy with the past. The identification
of specific meanings is rejected in favor of a focus on the practices which
allowed meaning to be produced (Hodder 1999: 133-4). Frazer, for
instance, holds that the search for the past meaning content of mega-
lithic tombs is “a fruitless exercise” (Frazer 1998: 205). In its place she
advocates a consideration of “the strategies by which narratives of place
and biographies of the landscape itself are implicated in the making of
the self and the perception of being in place” (Frazer 1998: 206). Frazer,
and others like Barrett (1987), would suggest that the precise ways in
which things or events are understood are likely to be multiple and
fleeting, so that it will be impossible to arrive at a definitive reading
which approximates to what “they” thought in the past. Hodder would
probably counter (I think correctly) that an interpretation of past
meaning-producing practices is still a meaning, and consequently that it
is impossible to construct an understanding of the past which is meaning-
free. This would require interpretation to operate at a level of meta-
discourse which transcends the condition of language.

Coming toward the same issues from a different perspective, Layton
and Ucko (1999: 12) suggest that prehistoric landscapes represent sets
of “empty signs” which archaeologists attempt at their peril to fill with
a “surrogate discourse.” Their implication is that specific meanings prob-
ably were given to places and features in the past, but that we may be
deluding ourselves if we imagine that we can gain access to them in the
present. Cast in these terms, the case is unanswerable. However, [ think
that it is possible to propose an alternative approach to the meaning of
landscape which is more fruitful. We have already concluded that land-
scapes are relational, and it would follow from this that people do not
simply label places with meanings that they “think up.” Meaning is pro-
duced in the dynamic working of the relationships between people,
things, and places. What has been significant about the “phenomen-
ology of landscape” (to use Tilley’s phrase: Tilley 1994) is that it
advocates an encounter between the archaeologist and the places and
monuments that they study. This encounter may be real and physical, or
imagined. But in either case what we are effectively doing is entering into
the same set of material relationships in which people found themselves
in the past, in order to produce our own interpretation. This interpreta-
tion may be what Layton and Ucko would dismiss as a “surrogate”:
I would prefer to describe it as an allegory, a present-day understanding
which “stands for” the past meaning. We cannot “get at” a past meaning,
and we certainly cannot get inside the heads of past people through
an act of empathy. But we can put ourselves inside a set of material
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circumstances which were integral to a meaningful world in the past.
Contra Layton and Ucko, these material circumstances do not merely
reflect a past social reality. Using our own bodies as analogs for those of
the past, we are seeking to “reanimate” a past world, and in the process
to identify the ways in which it differed from our own.

While Briick (1998: 28) has a good point to make when she asks how
a pregnant woman, or a child, or a disabled person might have negoti-
ated the Dorset Cursus 5,000 years ago, I think it is incorrect to suggest
that the bodies in recent postprocessual landscape archaeologies are
“average” or universal. Rather, they are the bodies of late twentieth-
century academics, because these are the only bodies which are dis-
tinguished by our “ownliness” — the only bodies that we can ever live
through (Thomas forthcoming). Our engagement with the material
traces of the past does not give us access to past experiences, but it pro-
vides a basis for understanding how far they may have been unlike our
own. Frazer puts this rather well when she describes our practice as
“inhabiting the archaeological landscape in the present” (Frazer 1998:
204), a phrase which echoes Ingold’s (1993: 152) description of archae-
ology as the most recent form of dwelling on an ancient site.

Conclusion

| have argued that there are two quite different understandings of the
term “landscape”: as a territory which can be apprehended visually, and
as a set of relationships between people and places which provide the
context for everyday conduct. In a more or less explicit way, archaeolo-
gists have recognized that landscape provides a framework for integrat-
ing many different forms of information and different aspects of human
life. However, the landscapes to which they have been referring have gen-
erally been specular and objectified. Identifying the historical specificity
of the landscape idea has opened up the conceptual space for a new kind
of landscape archaeology. A new approach will still require that we iden-
tify and plot the traces of past activity in the countryside. But the uses
to which these traces will be put will have to go beyond the reconstruc-
tion of economic regimes and speculations as to how the land may have
been perceived by past people. In considering the ways in which the sig-
nificance of the landscape gradually emerged, through practices of build-
ing, maintenance, tending, harvesting, and dwelling, we are constructing
in the present an analogy for past worlds of meaning.
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Archaeologies of Identity

Lynn Meskell

Do we truly need a true sex? With a persistence that borders

on stubbornness, modern Western societies have answered in

the affirmative. They have obstinately brought into play the

question of a “true sex” in an order of things where one might

have imagined that all that counted was the reality of the
body and the intensity of its pleasures.

Michel Foucault, Herculine Barbin,

Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of

a Nineteenth Century Hermaphrodite

With these words Michel Foucault opened his famous study of sexual
identity based on the memoirs of Herculine Barbin (Foucault 1980), also
known as Alexina, Camille, and Abel. It is a brief and compelling
account of the life of a hermaphrodite, but also an exposé of juridico-
medical classifications and our cultural fascination with category. In the
case of Herculine, those pronouncements had disastrous effects resulting
in suicide. Apart from our current preoccupation in all matters sexual,
thestory of this Herculine is important for it belies the rigidity of Western
taxonomizing, especially where it concerns identity, be it race, class,
gender, or sexual preference. That rigidity necessitates that all individu-
als be neatly pigeonholed and categorized according to a set of prede-
termined labels. So too in our archacological investigations we have
concentrated on single-issue questions of identity, focusing singularly
on gender or ethnicity, and have attempted to locate people from antig-
uity into a priori Western taxonomies: heterosexual/homosexual, male/
female, elite/non-clite, ete. Archacologists tend to concentrate on specific
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sets of issues that coalesce around topics like gender, age, or status,
without interpolating other axes of identity, be they class, ethnicity, or
sexual orientation for example, because this has been seen as too vast or
complex a project. As Sarah Nelson (1997: 16) recently commented,
whilst feminists have been discussing other variables such as ethnicity,
sexual orientation, age, and the other ways people are categorized,
“everything cannot be studied at once.” This is where the generations
divide. Being feminists, it is surely part of our project to open up the
debate to all those vectors of difference by which individuals are named
and subjectified. Following Sawicki (1991: 47), “theoretical pluralism
makes possible the expansion of social ontology, a redefinition and
redescription of experience from the perspectives of those who are
more often simply objects of theory.” Without such sensitivities we
run the risk of doing interpretive violence in representing the people
of the past and, by seamless extension, those imbricated in present-day
struggles.

In this chapter I have two aims: the first is to present a third wave
feminist outline of what an archaeology of identity might look like,
moving beyond a simple position of identity politics. The second is to
break the boundaries of identity categories themselves, blurring the
crucial domains of identity formation, be they based on gender, sexual-
ity, kin, politics, religion, or social systems. Only through deconstruction
of the domains we see as “natural” or prediscursive can we truly
approach an archaeology of difference — real cultural difference and
contextuality.

Identity issues: ethnicity, class, sex, etc.

Whilst examining identity in a holistic manner might represent one of
the newest fields represented in this volume, single issue studies have been
of great interest to archaeologists for the past few decades. Most schol-
ars acknowledge that we all have a number of social identities which
entail constant negotiation and organize our relationships to other indi-
viduals and groups within our social world (Craib 1998: 4-9), yet we
often forget the subjective, inner world of the individual. It is not simply
a matter of uncovering the top-down implementations of power that
have effects on people or the “technologies of the self” that infer a dis-
embodied force. Here the popular writings of Giddens, Foucault, and
even Bourdieu often fall short of an archaeology of identity. Although
some aspects of our identity are given to us as a starting point — our sex,
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class, ethnicity, etc. — this frames the self, it does not rigidly determine
the sort of person we might become or our actions in the future. Under-
standing social identity often requires a metanarrative, just as awareness
of individual selves requires that identity and life experience be inserted
into that equation (Craib 1998: 28). In fact, there are two levels of
operation: one is the broader social level in which identities are defined
by formal associations or mores; the other is the individual or personal
level where a person experiences many aspects of identity within a single
subjectivity, fluid over the trajectories of life. The latter is more contin-
gent, immediate, and operates at a greater frequency, whereas society’s
categories and constraints take longer to reformulate. But as the case
of Herculine Barbin illustrates, those typologies of identity can change
within the space of a few decades. The two levels operate in a recursive
manner, with individuals playing important roles in the mechanisms of
change.

Archaeological materials are deeply imbricated in political discourses
and objectives (see papers in Meskell 1998b). It is the very materiality
of our field - the historical depth of monuments and objects, their visi-
bility in museums, their iconic value — that ultimately have residual
potency in the contemporary imaginary. These objects can be mobilized
and deployed in identity struggles, whereas anthropological ethnogra-
phies and theorizing cannot, despite their influence in scholarly circles.
For so long in the shadow of anthropology, this unique aspect of the
archaeological project should be of prime importance to a host of other
disciplines, providing a rare opportunity to contribute to, rather than
simply borrow from, the social sciences. The materiality of the past has
long-term consequences in the lives of numerous generations, extending
beyond a heuristic enterprise. Inequalities get reproduced, be they based
on sexuality, religion, ethnicity, or other axes of difference. And it is the
very tangibility and longevity of our data that are often at the source of
those processes.

One obvious dimension has been the archaeological interest in eth-
nicity, ethnogenesis, and the related trajectories of politics and national-
ism (see Emberling 1997 for a full summary). There has never been any
consensus in terminology, and “ethnicity” has been used to denote the
individual versus the group, the contents of an ethnic identity versus
its instrumental expression, personal feelings versus the instrumental
expression of identity, etc. (Banks 1996: 47). Ethnic identity is only one
social determinate which can be cut across by status, occupation, gender,
etc. that allows contact between groups. But it involves the social nego-
tiation of difference and sameness, and it often entails larger tensions
between individuals, the group, and the state. According to Emberling
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(1997: 305) ethnic identity is not fundamentally hierarchical like class
and status in either a Marxist or Weberian sense. It is a concept aligned
to the construct of kinship, albeit larger than the group, clan, or lineage.
Archaeologists have shown that ethnicity is not always synonymous with
a single language, race, location, or material culture. Some markers are
more telling than others, such as styles of food or household arrange-
ments, rather than language or pottery for example. Studies from areas
as diverse as Mesoamerica (e.g. Teotihuacan, Chichen Itza, Kaminaljuyq)
and Mesopotamia (e.g. Kultepe Kanesh) have shown the complexities
of identifying ethnicity, enclaves, and cultural boundaries due to the
processes of cultural assimilation or maintenance of differences (see
Emberling 1997: 316-18). Michael Spence’s work (1992) on Oaxacan-
influenced material culture and social practices at Teotihuacan provides
an excellent example of these complex valencies.

There has been a flood of volumes and papers which deal with these
concepts as articulated in antiquity or as they have been deployed in
modern settings (e.g. McGuire 1982; Marcus and Flannery 1983; Auger
et al. 1987; Trigger 1989; Aldenderfer 1993; Brown 1994; Brumfiel and
Fox 1994; Chapman 1994; Pollock and Lutz 1994; Baines 1996; Jones
1996). Nazi uses of archaeological materials to ground claims of ethnic
superiority provide a particularly evocative and chilling example (Arnold
1990; Anthony 1995). Volumes on nationalism and the creation and
maintenance of ethnic identities have traced developments over the past
few centuries and demonstrate how archaeological accounts have been
deeply imbricated (Kohl and Fawcett 1995; Trigger 1995; Diaz-Andreu
and Champion 1996; Hamilakis 1996; Meskell 1998b). For example,
Atatiirk’s creation of a modern, secular Turkish state drew on imagery
and heritage claims from Sumerian Mesopotamia as well as the Hittites
in an explicitly political manner to rebuild a nation. Indeed, some have
claimed there is a positive and empowering aspect to studies of ethnic-
ity (Rowlands 1994; Naccache 1998). In a climate of postcolonialism,
indigenous archaeologists have also been called on to produce narratives
to counter the hegemonic discourses of Western commentators (papers
in Bond and Gilliam 1994; Gathercole and Lowenthal 1994; Shennan
1994; Meskell 1998b). The World Archaeology Congress has had a par-
ticularly influential role in these developments.

As is clearly seen in sociology, ethnicity and gender may reside at the
forefront of interpretive debate. However, archaeology has had a long-
standing interest in class and status (e.g. Peebles and Kus 1977; Tainter
1978; J.A. Brown 1981; Chapman et al. 1981; Chapman and Rands-
borg 1981; O’Shea 1984; Morris 1987, 1992; Lesko 1994; Wason 1994;
Nordstrom 1996; Joyce 1996; S. Brown 1997; Meskell 1997). In
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Weberian terms, class refers to a group of people who have in common
a specific causal component of their life chances insofar as this compo-
nent is represented exclusively by economic interests. He distinguished
class from status, since the latter is based on a specific, positive or neg-
ative, social estimation of honor and styles of life. However, there is often
a strong correlation between the two phenomena. Class theory in soci-
ology, based on Marx and Weber, has been recently charged with con-
structing an oversocialized conception of human nature (Crompton
1995). From the 1960s onward there has been an active critique of the
closed system where the social world is perceived as a cohesive totality,
resistant to change and structured by a tightly arranged hierarchy of
power (Bauman 1995: 77). Comparative studies of civilizations have
demonstrated that no human population is confined within a single
system, but rather in a multiplicity of only partly coalescing organiza-
tions, collectives, and systems. After the 1970s, discussion of these issues
fragmented into structure/agency debates. Major players like Althusser,
Foucault, and Bourdieu diffused the image of society as an implacable
machine that serves to maintain inequality, power, and privilege
(Touraine 1995: 85), and this vision has persisted in archaeological
theorizing, particularly in mortuary studies (e.g. DeMarrais et al. 1996;
Earle 1997; Kristiansen 1991).

The growing interest in rank within archaeology emerged out of a
broader trend toward a social archaeology, largely stimulated by the
work of Childe, Clarke, Renfrew, and the Cambridge school (e.g.
Hodder, Miller, Tilley, Shanks). Following the work of Service and Fried,
archaeologists in the United States, like Yoffee and Earle, pursued models
derived from anthropology (particularly the big man, chiefdom, strati-
fied society, and state typologies) to describe the evolution of complex
society. Most of these archaeologists were aiming to identify institution-
alized status inequality, i.e. any hierarchy of statuses that form part of
social structure and extend beyond age, sex, individual characteristics,
and intrafamilial roles (Wason 1994: 19). Another development stemmed
from Marxist notions of class struggle and oppression and found its
fullest expression in historical archaeology (e.g. Spriggs 1984; Paynter
and McGuire 1991). From the 1980s, many archaeologists have been
gripped by Giddensian structuration theory: the notion that modes of
economic relationships are translated into non-economic social struc-
tures (Giddens 1981: 103, see also Giddens 1984). This approach implies
that class relationships are actively structured, although Giddens has
received serious criticism for undermining agency in his own writing
(Craib 1992; Shilling and Mellor 1996). Similarly Bourdieu has been
embraced by archacologists as a social theorist who promises to dissolve
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the structure:agency dualism and for allowing agents some contribu-
tion to their construction in the world (Bourdieu 1977, 1987, 1998).
However, many of the same criticisms could be leveled at Bourdieu, who
still manages to perpetuate a top-down vision of class structure and iden-
tity, delimiting the possibilities for self-fashioning. In archaeology, the
ground-breaking paper which re-envisioned class in relation to a host
of other signifiers was Elizabeth Brumfiel’s American Anthropological
Association Distinguished Lecture on gender, class, and faction. Here she
argued against the system-based (or ecosystem) approach in favor of an
agent-centered one which acknowledges the dynamism of gendered,
ethnic, and class interactions (Brumfiel 1992). She imputed that elites
were not the only prime movers of change and that subordinate groups
could affect the structure of hierarchy. From this position paper we can
witness the nascent stirrings of a third wave feminist position which
encompassed a range of identity markers allowing for hierarchies of dif-
ference in archaeological interpretation.

Approaches to other dimensions of identity that are burgeoning are
those of age, the body, intimate relations (e.g. Gamble 1998; Lyons 1998;
Meskell 1998c¢), and sexuality (see below). To date, studies of aging
have largely referred to a focus upon children, though this is gradually
being replaced by more nuanced readings of the lifecycle (papers in
Gilchrist 2000). A recent study of Egyptian private life employs the
lifecycle as a more relevant template from which we might apprehend
Egyptian experience, rather than traditional, Western, and ultimately
teleological categorizations (Meskell forthcoming). These vectors of
inquiry are related to an engendered enterprise but are depicted as
often being tangential to it since they do not explicitly target “women”
per se.

Conceptualizing the body has recently provided a salient nexus for
reconciling issues such as biological imperatives, cultural markers, per-
sonal embodiment and experience, diachronic diversity, and social dif-
ference. There has been a vast outpouring of case studies from prehistoric
contexts (e.g. Shanks and Tilley 1982; Yates and Nordbladh 1990;
Kus 1992; Marcus 1993; Thomas and Tilley 1993; Yates 1993; Shanks
1995; Knapp and Meskell 1997) to historically embedded examples (e.g.
Bahrani 1996; Meskell 1996, 1998d, 1999; Robins 1996; Winter 1996;
Joyce 1998, 2000a, 2001; Gilchrist 1997, 1999; Montserrat 1998;
Osborne 1998a, 1998b). These studies suggest that archaeology as a dis-
cipline has much to offer other social sciences in being able to discuss
the cultural specificities of corporeality, as well as a long temporal tra-
jectory. Many of the initial studies drew heavily on Foucauldian notions
of bodily inscription, that is, the literal marking of society upon the
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body of the individual. Social constructionism, largely influenced by
poststructuralist theorizing, conceives bodies and identities as con-
structed through various disciplines and discourses. Following Craib
(1998: 7), I would argue that in matters of agency and politics, identity
is irreducible, it cannot be explained away. Foucauldian archaeology was
followed in the 1990s by more contextual readings of embodiment on
both cultural and individual levels, influenced by feminist and corporeal
philosophies. Identity and experience are now perceived as being deeply
implicated and grounded in the materiality of the body. Although there
is social malleability, evident in the construction of bodily identity, there
is also a material fixity which frames the individual, as there is with most
strands of identity. Other related arenas of interest converge around sub-
jectivity, selfhood, agency, emotionality, and the individual (Blake 1999;
Meskell 1999; Tarlow 1999).

Explications of the body in all its sexed specificities prompted new
discussions of sexuality in archaeology in the late 1990s (e.g. Montser-
rat 1996; Koloski-Ostrow and Lyons 1997; Robb 1997; Hollimon 2000;
Joyce 2000a; Meskell 1999, 2000; McCafferty and McCafferty 1999).
Generally, the field has been slow to recognize the interpretive potentials
of this significant vector of identity. It was only in 1998 that the first
session on sexuality was organized for the Society for American Archae-
ology meetings (Schmidt and Voss 2000). Sexuality is very much a his-
torical construction which brings together a host of different biological
and psychical possibilities, such as gender identity, bodily differences,
reproductive capacities, needs, desires, and fantasies. These need not be
linked together and in other cultures have not been (Weeks 1997: 15).
It is variety, not uniformity, that is the norm. Like the other strands of
identity discussed, “sexuality may be thought about, experienced and
acted on differently according to age, class, ethnicity, physical ability,
sexual orientation and preference, religion, and region” (Vance 1984:
17). For archaeologists it may be possible to pursue the subject of sex-
uality in a number of ways. Following Weeks (1997: 23) we might ask
how is sexuality shaped and articulated by economic, social, and politi-
cal structures; how and why has this domain come to be so central to
Western culture given its various possibilities; what is the relationship
between sex and power specifically in terms of class and race divisions?
In addition, gendered archaeology has taken heterosexuality to be the
normative category, although the rise of queer theory, and the enormous
popularity of Judith Butler’s writings, exposed this position as untenable
(Claassen 1992a; Meskell 1996; Joyce 1996). In all our engagements
with this volatile topic we have to recenter human agency, volition, and
variability.
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Archaeology in its current interpretive guise is enjoying a frisson of
activity in the arena of identity. Made possible through the plurality of
a postprocessual archaeology, the debate has been most ardently influ-
enced by the recent outgrowth of gender and feminist archaeologies. It
is for this reason that I will briefly chart the developments in this criti-
cal area of identity in archaeology.

Gendered identities

In the 1980s gender archaeology emerged within the conceptual space
of a postprocessual archaeology. It became de rigueur to critique the con-
struction of knowledge within the field, especially those studies which
claimed scientific objectivity. The first programmatic paper appeared in
1984 (Conkey and Spector 1984), although its real impact was felt in
the 1990s when the validity of feminist perspectives gained widespread
recognition. Reasons for this initial reluctance have been posited as the
earlier positivist, hypothetico-deductive trends in processual archaeology,
particularly in its American guise (Wylie 1991, 1992). The first volume
devoted to gender and informed by feminist theory appeared as late as
1991 (Gero and Conkey 1991) and was influenced by long-standing fem-
inist contributions in anthropology (see also Conkey and Gero 1997).

Like Wylie (1991) I see the course of gender archaeology as having
taken several different turnings in the preceding two decades. She saw a
tripartite development beginning with the critique of androcentrism, fol-
lowed by the search for women and a fundamental reconceptualization:
this was not an unfolding of stages but a parallel structuring (Joyce and
Claassen 1997: 2). The first forays are best characterized as “finding
women,” which refers not only to those women of prehistory, but to
female archaeologists who had been erased from our own historio-
graphic record (e.g. Gero 1985; Nixon 1994). To remedy this came
numerous volumes dedicated to eminent women of the past, many of
whom were far from feminist in their own politics (e.g. Kathleen Kenyon,
Harriet Boyd Hawes; see Reyman 1992; Parezo 1993; Claassen 1994;
Schrire 1995). Extensive studies that highlighted equity issues in both
academic and non-academic archaeologies underscored the glaring bias
in regard to education, employment, publication, and academic senior-
ity (Nelson et al. 1994). The inherent sexism involved in conducting field-
work, central to both archaeology and anthropology (Gero and Root
1990), was another central issue. Similar concerns have continued into
later writings (e.g. Gero 1996).
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Feminist contributions then moved toward revisionist histories
(Gilchrist 1991), recasting women as active agents, creating their own
social realities and resisting domination in the process (e.g. Arnold 1991;
Beaudry et al. 1991; Gero and Conkey 1991; Hodder 1991; QBvrevik
1991; Spencer-Wood 1991). This was particularly visible in prehistoric
scenarios which had tacitly promoted a history of “mankind,” charac-
terized by “man the hunter” and similar stone-age mentalités. In the
mid-1990s a series of contextual studies emerged, putting into practice
theories of gender (e.g. Gibbs 1987; Robins 1993; Wall 1994; Gilchrist
1994; Spector 1994; Yentsch 1994). However, many were to remain
implicitly studies of women. These concrete case studies were a marked
departure from earlier position papers and critiques of androcentrism.
With them came a flurry of edited books, often conference proceedings
(e.g. Bertelsen et al. 1987; Walde and Willows 1991; Claassen 1992b;
du Cros and Smith 1993; Kokkinidou and Nikolaidou 1993; Balm and
Beck 1995; Wright 1996; Casey et al. 1998). Many of these 1990s studies
have been firmly locked in the language of second wave feminism, reit-
erating the constant oppression of women, and doing gender as finding
women, looking at women’s clothes and hairstyles, and ignoring the
complexities of sex, sexuality, ageing, status, ethnicity, thus eliding all
possibilities of difference. Gender is only one social determinate in the
hierarchy of identity issues. As Conkey and Gero ask:

Why, despite the many new studies in the archaeology of gender, have most
merely added gender as just another variable into an otherwise deperson-
alized view of the past? into an archaeological account in the passive voice?
into a way of framing human life that distances and categorizes more than
allowing our own positionalities to inform and generate engagements with
the people of the past? We worry that the recent archaeological studies of
gender have participated in narrowing the field rather than opening up our
studies. (Conkey and Gero 1997: 425)

At the end of the 1990s archaeologists of gender have pursued third
wave agendas, often implicitly, by interpolating factors such as age,
sexual orientation, ethnicity (e.g. Claassen and Joyce 1997; Gilchrist
1997; Hollimon 1997; Joyce and Claassen 1997; Lesick 1997; Lesure
1997; Prezzano 1997; Rega 1997; Wilson 1997; Sweely 1999;
Woodhouse-Beyer 1999). This has been a long overdue shift from the
second wave feminist tenets of finding women, as a homogeneous group,
at the cost of all others. Gender identity should be seen as a complex
assortment of networks of signifying practices, varying for individuals
over time, as it intersects with other networks of signifying practices
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located in such concepts as class and race. As Alison Wylie (1992: 59)
commented almost a decade ago, “feminists can no longer assume sub-
stantial commonalities in the power held, exercised, or suffered by
women as women; their own critical and empirical explorations make it
clear that, even within a single society, the extent and kinds of power
women exercise varies dramatically across class, race, and ethnic divi-
sions, and also through the life cycles of individual women.” The corol-
lary of this could be found in contemporary masculinist theory, yet
studies of social relations, masculinity (Knapp and Meskell 1997; Knapp
1998), or sexuality have not generally been construed as gender archae-
ology. There remains a considerable time lag in the recognition of these
more nuanced engagements. [pso facto gender remains the domain of
women writing predominantly about women.

It is now axiomatic that our identities are fluid and mutable, under
negotiation as we experience life, and open to manipulation if we have
the opportunity. Life on the web has demonstrated that people will
avidly change their gender and their sexual preferences when confronted
with the opportunity afforded by anonymity (Turkle 1996; Porter 1997).
People do not always perform as “men” or “women” and identities
are not coherent or prior to the interactions through which they are
constituted. Individuals are gendered through discursive daily practices:
“gender is thus a process of becoming rather than a state of being”
(Harvey and Gow 1994a: 8). This new concept of identity politics does
not necessarily entail objective needs or political implications, but
challenges the connections between identity and politics and positions
identity as a factor in any political analysis. Thus, we can say that
though gender is not natural, biological, universal, or essential, we
can still claim that it is relevant because of its political ramifications.
Here gender is defined in positional terms. In the past few decades
we have been indelibly influenced, both in political and professional
terms, by the sexual revolution, gay liberation, feminism and race-
minority power (di Leonardo and Lancaster 1997). It must come as no
surprise then that much work is suffused with those very concepts or
that, in the least, contemporary theory has been influenced by those
events.

Some would posit distinct problems with the use of contemporary
identity terminologies to discuss the ancient past. For example, how do
we reconceptualize “sex” in societies that do not conform to Western
binary categories and how do we even begin to use the word “gender,”
itself founded on the discursive construction of biological sex versus
culturally created gender? Additionally, in cultures such as Egypt there
was no word for heterosexual or homosexual (Parkinson 1995), so
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how might we apprehend same-sex relations in that well-documented
context? I would suggest that there are two projects that archaeologists
could pursue. First, we can acknowledge that “homosexuality” is an
aspect of identity with enormous contemporary valency and that it
is entirely valid to examine similar engagements in the past, whilst
acknowledging that there are cultural specificities which name and label
practices and people in divergent ways (Foucault 1978, 1985, 1986).
Second, we can acknowledge that “same-sex relations” may present a
less loaded terminology and focus predominantly on the salient differ-
ences with which people name and construct their lived identities.
Archaeologists might focus on the diverse ways people experience
their lives without the constraining taxonomies with which modern
Westerners have shackled themselves, i.e. that “homosexuality” did not
exist as a typology prior to the late 1800s. But we should not let seman-
tics impede us: language and culture do not necessarily constitute what
is talked about. As Craib quips:

I cannot talk about my liver without language, but it does not make any
sense to say that my liver is constructed by language or culture. . . differ-
ent societies might have different conceptions of the liver and its function
and one might surmise that modern medical science has a very sophisti-
cated concept of the liver — much more sophisticated, for example, than
classical Greek society. However, it does not follow that my liver is more
sophisticated than was Plato’s liver. (1998: 109)

Unnatural domains

[ would like now to argue that it is not enough to provide a list of salient
identity markers, we must interrogate the very foundations of our
imposed categories and try to understand social domains in their cultural
context. I suggest that archaeologists have been reticent in adopting a
third wave feminist approach, whereby they would conduct complex
analysis of identity in holistic terms, and this represents the first stum-
bling block. Without a recognition of the full spectrum of social differ-
ence and the specificities of operation, archaeologists cannot move on to
further contextual understandings by deconstructing the “natural” cat-
egories we create and project. So [ see that archaeology has a double
project to fulfill. And the inspiration for this theorization has come from
anthropology, specifically from the work by Sylvia Yanagisako and Carol
Delaney (1995a), Naturalizing Power. Theirs is a provocative thesis
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which focuses attention on the domains in society that are crucial for
the formation of people’s identity — family, sexuality, race, nation, reli-
gion. They argue that we cannot assume a priori that what we consider
as natural, no matter how institutionalized, is fundamental. They argue
that

[tlhe verities on which identity — whether gender, sexual orientation,
nationality, ethnicity, or religion — has traditionally been based no longer
provide the answers, in part because of the contact and conflict between
peoples and in part because the explanatory schemes upon which identity
was based have been shown to rest not on the bedrock of fact but sus-
pended in narratives of origin. (Yanagisako and Delaney 1995b: 1)

Whilst the false foundational premises of sex and gender have only
recently been challenged in archaeology, this has rarely extended to other
vectors of identity — whether it be sexuality or ethnicity. Archaeologists
have found it difficult to extricate themselves from “naturalized power”
in the discourses of identity that are fundamental to our own culture:
thus we have construed gender in the past, for instance, as simplistically
mirroring specific contemporary terms and agendas, or connoted sexu-
ality as existing primarily in a modern European guise. The specificities
of the ancient data, when studied contextually, challenge that normativ-
ity. Reciprocally, anthropologists and social sociologists might draw
upon archaeology’s provision of a deep temporal sequence in terms of
cultural difference, often as it is mediated through the discursive pro-
duction of material culture. This rich strata of evidence can only enhance,
and contribute to, the complex picture already emerging of identity as
having both contextual and embedded entanglements.

Anthropologists Yanagisako and Delaney ask: “what is more natural
than sex?” Yet we can easily go about demonstrating the cultural diver-
sity of approaches in specific contexts: understanding biology/reproduc-
tion is not necessarily correspondent with the obvious logical causality
that we make. Consider David Schneider’s work with the Yap, a group
living in the Pacific, who recognize the linkage between sexual organs,
intercourse, and reproduction in pigs, yet view human sexuality rather
differently. After all, as they wisely point out, pigs are not people
(Yanagisako and Delaney 1995b: 7). There are other ways of seeing and
deploying similar knowledges. For ourselves,

[glender definition and value have been inherent in the Western theory
of procreation, but procreation is not just about the natural; it includes
an ontological dimension. Because gender is at the heart of these socio-
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religious systems it is not surprising that issues of gender and procreation
— marriage, family, birth control, abortion, sexuality, homosexuality, new
reproductive technologies — are at the centre of contemporary debates in
our society, for new beliefs and practices are not just about the private,
domestic domain, but challenge the entire cosmological order. (Yanagisako
and Delaney 1995b: 9; see also Weeks 1997)

And much the same point could be directed at the ancient Egyptian
evidence, specifically the domestic evidence at the New Kingdom site
of Deir el Medina (ca. 1550-1070 BcC; see Meskell 1998a) with its
iconography of female sexuality, birth, children, ritual, and religion all
existing harmoniously in a settlement context (Meskell 1999, 2000), and
usually within the same room, signifying the necessary blurring of cate-
gory and the linkage between identity and the cosmological order. What
we see as natural exists largely within our own temporal and cultural
borders, yet we take this as fixed and “natural” and thus transferable
to ancient contexts. The elision of difference results in a predictably
normative picture of the past that may bear little relation to ancient
realities.

For a fuller explication of these processes of identity formation and
social domains, archaeologists might look to anthropological case
studies. Lila Abu-Lughod’s influential studies of the Egyptian Bedouin
suggest that formal institutional domains are not cross-culturally applic-
able and that coherent systems of meaning can exist in seemingly con-
tradictory ways: the discourse of honor and shame is set beside the poetic
discourse of vulnerability and attachment (Abu-Lughod 1991: 162;
Abu-Lughod 1993). Although not wanting to infer lineage or stasis, I
would posit that similar contradictory themes were interwoven in ancient
Egyptian society: female sexuality, desire, and romantic freedoms could
be easily juxtaposed with mothering, birth and domestic ritual, as well
as sexual inequality, legal discrimination and harsh, sometimes misogy-
nist, treatments of women in society (Meskell 1994, 1998a, 1999). Other
societies, from the Pacific to Latin America, constellate sexuality and vio-
lence in ways Anglo-Americans find difficult to conceptualize or accept
(Harvey and Gow 1994b). Love and desire can be predicated on socially
sanctioned practices which threaten the physical integrity of the beloved.
In essence we should relinquish our own desire for a coherent narrative
structure of social identity and life experience.

Archaeologists might also draw on, and contribute to, recent feminist
analyses of identity, specifically those which source individual (and
gender) identity along multiple lines. The engendered subject occupies
the site of multiple differences and thus multiple subjectivities (Moore
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1994: 143). Drawing on the work of de Lauretis, Moore refers to this
as a post-poststructuralist concept of subjectivity. De Lauretis (1986: 9)
cites a body of emergent feminist writing that offers the concept of a
multiple, shifting, and often self-contradictory identity — this entails “an
identity made up of heterogeneous and heteronomous representations of
gender, race and class, and often indeed across languages and cultures.”
Feminist musings on embodied subjectivity and the contradictory posi-
tions we assume as part of daily (gendered) negotiations are helpful for
archaeologists examining the contradictions presented to us by the
ancient data, particularly those related to intimate relations and sexed
hierarchies of power and inequality. It is perhaps at this level that archae-
ologists can finally participate within wider gender debates about
issues of representation and reality — offering the potentials of real
interdisciplinarity.

The meanings of male and female are not always about natural or
prediscursive difference, thus prompting us to explore the ways in which
these meanings are connected with other inequalities, supposedly struc-
tured by other differences. Feminists have been committed to challeng-
ing the gender status quo and feminist anthropologists played a crucial
role in situating ideologies of natural identities within structures of
inequality. Research on gender already suggests that its construction
doesn’t always follow predetermined, “natural” patterns so that archae-
ological interpretations “will have to focus on the particularities of
gender constructs, especially their symbolic and ideational dimensions,
in specific contexts” (Wylie 1991: 49). We should further recognize that
hierarchies of status and power come already embedded in symbolic
systems which can only be revealed through contextually specific cultural
practices (Yanagisako and Delaney 1995b: 10-11). So instead of struc-
turing identity along single, unilinear lines as Nelson (1997: 16) would
argue, we might consider revising the entire ontological basis of our
investigations. Might it not be better to consider social lives in terms of
the lifecycle rather than a list of social signifiers? To date we have fol-
lowed the latter line of inquiry, reducing social relations to a simple set
of separate identity politics. By considering the lifecycle we might more
closely approximate the realities of social experience, since age and sex,
sexuality and life course, ethnicity and class more often coalesce together
and in indivisible ways. This is also part of the deconstruction of natu-
ralism, a breaking down of the categories we hold as distinct.

Recent investigations at Deir el Medina, specifically the rich mortu-
ary data (Meskell 1998c, 1999), suggest that sex cannot be singled out
as the primary structuring principle since a host of factors were opera-
tive and subject to change within a matter of generations. In the poorer
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cemetery of the early-mid-Eighteenth Dynasty age and marital status
seem to be the primary issues for structuring inequality, whereas sex was
generally smoothed over. The burial wealth of males and females was
basically commensurate at this lower socio-economic level. The spatial
layout of this cemetery was based on the lifecycle: neonates were buried
at the base of the slope, children further up, adolescents were buried
mid-slope and adults were positioned at the top of the slope. In the
wealthier cemetery the main distinction structuring tomb wealth was
sex and to a lesser degree age. Men were buried with many times the
burial wealth of their female counterparts. For the same cemetery in the
Ramesside Period, some hundred years later, divisions on the basis of sex
lessen and tombs begin to include a large number of family members and
generations, suggesting a move to lineage-based burials. There is no chil-
dren’s cemetery and all family members tend to be incorporated into
these multi-vaulted tombs. Nonetheless, male relatives continue to get
the lion’s share of funerary wealth and are featured more prominently in
mortuary iconography and representations. The 400 tombs at Deir el
Medina which span the entire New Kingdom provide a concrete example
of the complexities of identity issues, which cannot be reduced to
unidimensional analyses but must be made complex, rather than doing
interpretive violence to the data — that is, privileging one dimension of
difference because of our own political commitments.

This need for multidimensional analysis equally applies to the tax-
onomies that archaeologists regularly deploy, domains such as the
domestic, religious or ritual, social and sexual spheres, etc. In the settle-
ment at Deir el Medina we can also see the breakdown or blurring of
categories. | have previously discussed the overlapping of domesticity,
sexuality, and ritual life in Egyptian social life. The iconography of these
households might strike us as contradictory: in rooms supposedly relat-
ing to women’s space and birthing we had an example of a nude, female
musician replete with several erotic signifiers (Meskell 2000). At first
glance the woman depicted has all the visual cues we would associate
with a male view of sexuality — possibly even prostitution. The workman
Nebamun either painted this image himself or had it commissioned, and
it occupied a prominent position, being immediately visible to anyone
who entered the house. I remember wondering how the women of the
house related to this example of erotica — was it pornographic, offen-
sive, or even desirable for these women? It is easy for us to separate out
such images as being sexual or pornographic because of contemporary
labels and taxonomies (sce Hunt 1993). Yert these initial reactions were
gradually replaced by a sense of blurred boundaries and collapsed
dichotomies, a sense that sexuality did not exist as a separate sphere;
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there is no word for “sexuality” in Egyptian language. One is not
designed heterosexual or homosexual either; there were names for prac-
tices rather than people (Parkinson 1995: 59). From the archaeological
and iconographic data it appeared that what we term “sexuality” per-
vaded so many aspects of Egyptian social and ritual life that it was a
truly embedded concept, free of many of the moralistic connotations we
are familiar with. It proved unproductive to hold to Western categories
when Egyptian ones were so culturally different and fundamental to a
more contextual understanding of social dynamics. Judeo-Christian sen-
timents might radically erase the connections between family and sexu-
ality, the sexualization of children, or the possibilities of sexuality in the
next life ~ but the Egyptians had no such framework. The interstices of
all these networks of identity and experience provide the really interest-
ing terrain of ancient life.

Another dimension through which identity is formulated and
established is that of what we construe as kin, usually as defined by
anthropological theorizing. According to Yanagisako and Delaney, “any
particular kinship system was thought to be a cultural elaboration of the
biological facts of human reproduction, and anthropologists recognized
that there were significant differences in how far these genealogical maps
extended and how relations in them were classified” (1995b: 9-10). As
a demonstration of a challenge to this normativity we might return to
Egyptian kinship terminology, which extended to those of blood relation
as well as unrelated peer groups. The term s# for “brother” is a salient
example; it includes the relationship of brother, brother-in-law, brother’s
son, mother’s brother, and sister’s son (Robins 1979: 202). Much the
same pattern exists for the female equivalent snt for “sister”. Lovers fre-
quently refer to themselves as brother and sister (Robins 1979: 203;
McDowell 1999), which read literally has led to much confusion over
Egyptian incest.

David Schneider famously critiqued the reduction of kinship to gen-
ealogy, arguing that kinship cannot be conflated simply with a bio-
logical infrastructure since the cultural dimension, terms, and practices
vary widely from society to society (Weston 1995: 88). If we find it dif-
ficult to refigure kin outside our own Western terminologies then con-
sider our own deconstruction of kinship as a domain. Our own notions
of kinship are now being challenged by two powerful domains: new
reproductive technologies and changing gender and sexual relationships
(see Dolgin 1995; McKinnon 1995). Today we are effectively rewriting
kin relations in social and legal spheres. This predicament underscores
that nothing is natural (see Laqueur 1990), since science and sexuality
have begun impinging on what many would posit were the most funda-
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mental of human social relationships at the very nexus of individual
identity.

In ancient contexts we can never be clear where one cultural domain
ends and another begins. Take the example of the ancestor busts in
Egypt, revered relatives who had become effective spirits in the next
world (Demarée 1983; Friedman 1985, 1994). The boundaries are
blurred between kinship, magic, and religion. These artifacts bridged the
classic divide between the functioning objects of this world and the world
beyond the grave. Even the concept of the object as a static artifact
without agency in and of itself has been rendered suspect (Gell 1998:
134,223). In a similar study Rosemary Joyce (2000b) has suggested that
Mesoamerican heirloom valuables such as jades and costume ornaments
were circulated for hundreds of years after their production, thus retain-
ing residual memories and taking on new meanings for Classic Maya
nobles. Here again artifacts become repositories of more than single
meanings and histories, they become liminal pieces in the worlds of both
living and dead. According to Yanagisako and Delaney, only culture
makes the boundaries of domains seem natural, gives ideologies power,
and makes hegemonies appear seamless. It might be more interesting to
inquire how meanings migrate across domain boundaries and how spe-
cific actions are multiply constituted. How do we as archaeologists his-
toricize our domains and trace their effects? We also have to interrogate
what we have constructed as the facts of life, calling into question the
constricting constructions of motherhood, the domain of kinship, the
spheres of sexuality and religiosity for example. If the sacred is open to
divergent readings then what is supposedly “natural” must be revisited.
Anthropologists, and by extension archaeologists, have happily read
across other people’s cultural domains. In fact anthropology has shown
us the inherent pitfalls of that approach, suggesting to those of us who
study the past that we too have been guilty of projecting “natural”
boundaries and categorizations onto unsuitable, very different cultural
contexts. We cannot assume that in other societies cultural domains are
structured like ours and expect the same analytic constellations and
results. Contextual archaeology is premised on the recognition of local
patterns of meanings-in-practice. But I would argue we have not taken
it far enough. Archaeologists have been reticent to explore the full spec-
trum of social identity, either because they are wary of increased com-
plexity in their analyses or due to their privileging of specific discourses
of difference — predominantly gender-based inequality.

As a feminist | argue we need to democratize our struggles by giving
equal respect to the claims of other minorities, resulting in a real theo-
retical pluralism which is in keeping with both third wave feminism
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as well as postprocessual or contextual archaeology. Extending this
redescription further | have suggested we critique and explore the
construction of ancient social domains, those which we have overlain
from contemporary culture assuming that they are “natural” and funda-
mental due to our own institutionalization. Following Yanagisako and
Delaney, these are generally the analytic domains of kinship, gender, pol-
itics, religion, and social systems. I have proposed that many of these
domains are now being refigured in contemporary society and should
similarly be interrogated more fully before application to archaeological
or historical contexts. If we fail to push these questions further we risk
an elision of difference, conflating ancient and modern experience in the
process. Identity provides a salient case in point — as one of the most
compelling issues of our day it is right that we focus on the social expe-
riences of ancient people, yet what makes these questions so intriguing
is how specific societies evoked such different responses prompted by cat-
egorical differences in their understandings and constructions of social
domains. We should fight the temptation to elide history through the
deep-seated conviction that what is “real” cannot, should not, be subject
to change (Weston 1995: 90-1) and acknowledge that as cultural com-
mentators we continually reinvent and romanticize the “real.”

NOTE

This chapter owes a substantial intellectual debt to the work of Sylvia Yanag-
isako and Carol Delaney in Naturalizing Power. It is not often that a single work
impells us to re-envision our ways of seeing culture and category in ontological
terms or to reframe the operationalizing of identities in a well-known con-
text such as ancient Egypt. I would also like to thank Victor Buchli, Geoff
Emberling, Ian Hodder, Rosemary Joyce, and Chris Gosden for reading and
commenting on the piece. A special thanks to Alison Wylie for her close read-
ing of the text and for her many insights.
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American Material Culture in

Mind, Thought, and Deed

Anne Yentsch and Mary C. Beaudry

This chapter takes its cue from Jacques Maquet (1993: 40): “it is essen-
tial to know what objects mean for the people who make and use them.
[A] reading of objects always has to be supplemented by what people
say and write about them. Obijects can illuminate words; they cannot
replace them.” Yet large segments of history stand out where texts are
non-existent or markedly silent (i.e. discussions of slavery from the
slave’s perspective in the American South). The concept that writing
encapsulated history and provides a “natural” boundary mythologizes
the span of human existence and gives primacy to a small number of
centuries. Archaeology illuminates history.

Yet there is truth in the statement that the fullest range of layered
meaning is obtained when one can consult an informant using her words
and deeds to inform the analysis of material culture. Historical archae-
ology does so, and has reaped its greatest rewards thus far through its
elaboration of North American history. Yet a dependence on formulaic
artifact analysis and inadequate theories of material culture keep it from
its full potential. We take this to be, for the colonial era in America,
a study of the material residue of interaction among three cultures — red,
white, and black - that elicits the cultural diversity, influence, and
response of discrete, creolized ethnic communities and the subjectivity of
individual actors. By the 1800s, the focus enlarges with a more numer-
ous and diverse ethnic population and different institutional forces
(i.e. industrialization, manifest destiny, divisive political beliefs, a strong
national military, etc.). What archaeology offers for each era is a second,
separate descriptive source that provides details, nuances of daily life,
aspects of social experience, and belief systems from the perspective of
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active “others” who are frequently not visible, or only partially repre-
sented, in documents. Their silence does not dishonor their influence,
emotions, creativity, and individuality in the roles each held — it stems
instead from written accounts that presuppose social separations. These
separations are bridged at archaeological sites.

Archaeologists see past life through the media of space and form
inserted within linear models of time. These are physical constraints
imposed on archaeologically derived data. The bridges begin to dissolve
when one inserts imagined peoples — members of prior cultures, or
“others.” Next, archaeologists use artifacts to infer the beliefs, activities,
and the ideational organizing principles of the “other” to elicit her
culture. So, material culture is often seen only as the product of a site,
and because it is the out-growth of social action, the archaeological
“site” becomes a metonym for the past culture subsuming its communi-
ties and individual members. Yet material culture is not simply a product;
it is the infrastructure from which archaeological sites arise. Material
culture is puissant and imposes a frame upon human interaction affect-
ing virtually every aspect of daily life.

It is and has been apparent that even as “ethnographic specimens” —
standing as metonyms for exotic “others” — objects evoke a multitude
of meanings. For example, in an 1893 pamphlet edited by Ida B. Wells,
The Reason Why the Colored American is not in Chicago’s World’s
Columbian Exposition, eminent African Americans protested the place-
ment of buildings, objects, exhibits, etc. The Exposition displaced black
citizens, ignoring their work and their contributions to national life.
Native Americans protested too. Iconic objects conveying mythic history
were on exhibit throughout. New Englanders, like Eben Horsford, found
the Italian claim that Columbus had discovered their Anglo-Saxon world
insufferable. Protesting those who accepted the link between Christopher
Columbus’ voyages and New World settlement, Horsford displayed a
replica of a Viking ship to emphasize the role of northern Europeans
in voyages of discovery (Upton 1998: 84).' The presence and absence
of material objects was telling, illuminating the perceived hierarchy of
America as a nation.

An archaeologist excavating the Exposition would find artifacts from
two “normative” categories: (a) portable artifacts, and (b) in situ fea-
tures that would be destroyed by excavation. The first are small things,
whereas the latter run the size gamut. Yet, no matter their size, each
speaks to culture in large ways, and their analysis is critical. Artifacts
can be analyzed for both information and knowledge (see Gosden, this
volume). They occupy two distinct cultural domains existing both as
instruments (i.c. labor-related devices) and as signs (i.c. signifiers of cul-
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tural meaning) (Maquet 1993: 30). A distinction must be made in terms
of the ideal versus the real and the manufacturing process versus the
usage and the cycles therein. And then, to accomplish our goals, mater-
ial culture has to be read for what it reveals about cultural dislocations,
culture change, and the emergence of new perceptions or beliefs as to
how the world works.

Artifacts hold a power that is rarely recognized by individual actors,
for as “things” many reside within the taken-for-granted stratum of
social action. People hold prearranged ideas about what “things” should
look like or behave like that they cling to because their beliefs accord
with cultural schemata. Joyner wrote, “Caught in the sensual music of
conquest, the ‘advanced’ societies neither understand nor value the tra-
ditions” of the vanquished (1999: 167). Bluntly put, they simply don’t
see them. To take a modern example, computers perform in completely
unexpected ways — ways that invoke grief, joy, or hours of trou-
bleshooting. It matters little what our imperfect notions were or what a
manufacturer meant to create; people must react to the reality of the
object’s existence and the constraints it introduces. The result is both a
dislocation and a subsequent change in behavior.

Material culture theory in historical archaeology

American and Canadian studies began linked to prehistory. Like most
paradigmatic shifts, work began simultaneously as a cluster of analyti-
cal endeavors among individuals known to one another, yet not collab-
orating together. Thus one must look at the models of gravestones
created by Deetz and Dethlefsen (1967), of folk houses developed
by Henry Glassie (1975) and, following Glassie’s example, of New
England’s material culture by Deetz (1977). In Williamsburg, Ivor Noél
Hume (1963) drew on classic decorative arts models to look at small
objects embedded in the stratigraphic layers of Virginia’s revolutionary
era sites. He used these to refine site chronologies, basing sequences on
field observations and the presence/absence of artifacts with distinct date
ranges (Noél Hume 1969). Stanley South (1977) drew from Noél Hume’s
expertise to create statistical models for ceramics that allowed him to
establish chronologies and infer lifestyle.

Of all the above, the most sophisticated and circumscribing was
Glassie’s view of material culture, but it was not immediately apparent
how to use it to look at small classes of artifacts. Glassie’s perspective
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was synchronic; at its core was a belief in the enduring forms of mater-
ial culture and expressive performance associated with “folk” working
in a vernacular tradition. Glassie sought to capture the essence of folk
art as it has been maintained in different cultures, accepting that within
each, what was essential would shift. The focus was ordinary folk caught
in the midst of social change. His elegant and insightful writing was
difficult to replicate. The results often seemed intuitive and certainly
not quantitative. The analysis was anthropological and discursive, not
“archaeological” and succinct. His concern has been the individual
artisan during periods of social transformation and the inner strength
that working with traditional forms provides when the larger world
(whether colonial power or global entity) imposes its will. The depth and
sophisticated intellectual framework of Glassie’s various works (1982,
1995, 1997, 1999) have prompted others to attempt similar research (see
Upton 1996, 1998).

Glassie’s scholarship is thus much like that of Clifford Geertz, whose
influence on American historians and anthropologists is legend, while
his effect on archaeologists is minimal. Geertz (1973) argued persuasively
for a dynamic, humanistic web of culture and against any that priori-
tized economic, technological, or environmental factors. His model
posited culture as a deep web whose interrelated components are
lattice-like, connected by varied groups of relationships built from a
composite of religious, social, economic, and technological values. No
single thread is deterministic of the whole; individuals construct multi-
ple meanings, invariably linked to the material world, to make sense of
their lives. They both conserve traditional ways of doing things and
introduce innovation. Any culture thus enfolds diverse, creative actors
who leave their own imprint on communities in a variety of materials.
Marshall Sahlins would add that whether or not an individual attempts
to recreate a cultural pattern or set of patterns as she lives her life, culture
is inevitably mutable and hence in the very attempt to precisely reuse a
pattern, one will often, if not invariably, introduce change. Culture
is thus reconstrued in practice and while commonalties exist, precise
replicas do not. Yet, cultural continuity (essentialist in the present
vernacular) also endures.

These models of culture do not do away with the patterned regulari-
ties (social process) found in all cultures, but acknowledge that the
form each process assumes — its “dress” — and the context in which each
is embedded can and does vary cross-culturally. Values are culturally rel-
ative; ideas about beauty and functionality are culturally relative. Similar
cultural processes exist in each culture, but because of different world-
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views the media of expression and the mechanisms through which each
works will differ (Leach 1982). Hence the infinite variety of material phe-
nomena we see worldwide; hence the variability in scale, in content, and
symbolic attribution.

Material culture is universal; its use, style, form, substance, and
symbolic meaning are culturally relative. North American preservation-
ists, museun curators, folklorists, and art historians are among those
who depend upon it. Their disciplines should produce coherent theories
of material culture, but do not. It is ironic that there is not more
cross-fertilization of ideas and research results; one of us has found that
principles in archaeology apply equally well to all material culture
domains.

This can be seen in a preliminary study of African-American quilts.?
Older quilts used as the foundation for newer ones are akin to sealed
deposits, carefully hidden beneath layers of more recent fabrics; their
composition, fabric, and workmanship reveal an older time. Some
possess stratigraphic sequences — simple ones to be sure — which are
datable through changes in fabric hues and designs like pottery or glass.
Changes in technique as simple as a shift in the size of stitches and their
spacing provide one dating tool and there are others, more than can be
covered here. Seriation is readily observable in the colorful designs while
symbolic content is “masked” but decipherable or inferable once one
learns the underlying order of the culture (accessible through oral histo-
ries). Different dimensions of cultural expression exist simultaneously
within a single quilt. This information can be gleaned by careful inspec-
tion, but the analysis grows richer as one adds local knowledge, and
begins to access “layered” meaning.

Secular utilitarian traits (warmth/division of space) co-mingle with
attributes that encode worldview. Take, for example, a deliberate impre-
cision in piecing fabric or the insertion of odd lengths of cloth that are
based on the Islamic precept that only God creates what is perfect and
one should not depict anything that has a soul. Individual social iden-
tity is another aspect of their expressive form. Each woman knows her
own quilts and distributes them as gifts to spouses, children, grandchil-
dren, and significant others in the community, thus binding and outlin-
ing circles of reciprocity. African-American quilts also speak to gender
issues through masculine and feminine motifs or men’s and women’s
fabrics. Group dynamics appear once one understands how a woman
collects her fabrics and the sociable collaboration that surrounds
quilting.

Ethnicity is visible in a distinctive aesthetic underlying both pattern
and color. Assimilation can be seen in the adoption and adaptation of
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designs drawn from popular culture and with it one can see either the
intrusion of the wider world or an active merge with it — a different scene
from the antebellum years when white mistresses made the rules. The
complexity of quilts and their expressive values have parallels in African-
American cuisine, in ethnomusicology (studies of gospel and the blues).
Quilts have much to say about societal change, adaptive perception, and
a collateral retention of age-old African traditions. African-American
quilts are microcosms of social process and by working through these,
people appear as vividly as they do in any artifact analysis.

Using artifacts to order stratigraphic layers or date a site is an archae-
ological use of material objects, and a primary objective when historical
archaeology was new. The first leap away from “archaeology” came
when Ivor Noél Hume convinced people that knowledge of the dates
for artifacts would improve fieldwork. Noél Hume also knew the
difference between ordinary objects and elegant, costly artifacts. The
distinctions he drew created a milieu in which it seemed not only
appropriate but necessary to discuss the lifestyles of site occupants in
terms of their ceramic assemblages, their British and European pottery,
their Chinese porcelain. That is to say, it became necessary to look at
assemblages and determine how well they fit the criteria of wealth in
western society (e.g. studies characteristic of the 1960s and 1970s — and
still seen today).

Theory in the 1970s and 1980s
Pattern recognition

Stanley South (1977) used Noél Hume’s expertise to create statistical
ceramic models that gave him the information necessary to establish site
chronologies and, he believed, to infer lifestyle. South believed that fixed
generalizing principles (“laws”) governed human behavior and under-
pinned all cultural constructs. The principles were the foundations that
molded site formation, spatial regularities, and artifact patterning. South
imposed an immense time—space grid linked to artifact patterning recog-
nition at sites located along the 2,000-mile Atlantic seaboard wherever
British sites were found. South’s model postulated that similar sites
should produce artifact patterns that were similarly aligned; different
sites should stand out, statistically, by their variation from the norm.
Under his influence, historical archaeologists formulated research designs
based on the belief that a globally uniform British system of coloniza-
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tion gave rise to uniform patterns of social interaction creating regular-
ities in the material record.

South based his artifact classes on morphological and stylistic quali-
ties: Arms, Activities, Architectural, Kitchen, Bone, Furniture, Clothing,
Personal, Tobacco Pipe. These classes are still used despite incisive
critiques (Deetz 1987).> South neither addressed their duality or multi-
ple roles nor the cultural contexts in which each type resided. Later
studies (Beaudry 1996: 477-82) have shown that a more insightful
interpretation can only be made with analysis of all the varied sources
of information that contain cultural data. South simply skimmed the
surface.

Some historical archaeologists still focus on artifacts and eco-facts,
especially faunal remains, independent of context. Many strongly
believe that broad comparisons reveal the essential and significant ele-
ments of history and that these are not visible in the nitty-gritty history
of individual sites. They set aside the contextualized studies and knowl-
edge bases that permit reliable comparison. This is unfortunate for
South’s model contains a flaw that no amount of number crunching can
overcome. Much of the data suggests the British tried similar techniques
and strategies in their colonizing efforts no matter the locale; certainly
the Spanish followed a consistent pattern. However, native peoples in
different colonies possessed dissimilar culture identities, many signifi-
cantly if not startlingly unconventional by western standards. Environ-
mental resources differed too. Granting competence to the opposing
forces to use material objects in ways that their cultures dictated makes
any global, culturally imposed uniformity derived from a foreign power
inconceivable. Different traditions and different predicaments invariably
created modified, divergent material culture assemblages.’

Consumer consumption

Studies of consumer choice were closely related to pattern analysis. The
approach relied upon selected categories of household refuse ranked by
price and in it material culture is plainly a commodity. Ceramic analy-
sis using George Miller’s revised 1991 economic scaling model, or analy-
sis of selected meat cuts showing diet differences dominate the venue
(Landon 2000). Researchers calculate a household’s monetary invest-
ment and use it to determine social rank. Concentrating on a single
element - money - and a single artifact attribute - its identity as a com-
modity — blinds the researcher to the complexity and diversity of house-
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hold makeup and how different household members interact in social
and economic matters. Furthermore, there is an implicit assumption that
people buy goods primarily to display or acquire a place among the
upper classes; it is paralleled by the belief that poorer members of society
do not deliberately acquire items to indicate their identity. Lauren Cook’s
1989 essay that considered how mill workers in New England towns
used tobacco pipes to express their self-identity contradicts this assump-
tion. Cook’s study shows that class as a rigid, objective social category
is flawed and asset analysis by itself is inadequate to reveal working-class
values.

Marxist and Marxist-related theory

Ironically, by the 1980s, Marxist analysts were introducing people more
vividly into interpretive discussions than did those who were wed to arti-
fact patterning and consumer consumption. Initially, this work was pro-
moted under the guise of class, becoming overtly Marxist as the decade
progressed (Orser 1988). The approach captivated many because of its
simplicity — two groups of individuals, one dominant, thus able to rule,
and the other subordinate and destined for exploitation. An overarching
assumption is the conviction that archaeology is a political activity;
behind this shared principle there are, however, multiple strands of
thought. The disagreements center on the operation of ideology in the
past (McGuire 1992). Classical Marxists believed culture change is the
outcome of two, interrelated, underlying, determinant forces: production
and exchange. They single out economic factors for analytical attention,
stressing inequality, class conflict, and contradictions inherent in the
acquisition and distribution of wealth.

This position appealed to archaeologists working on complex soci-
eties. Theory in cultural evolution was inadequate for the elaborate
systems of social ranking they had to consider (Patterson 1995: 135).
Some sought a way to explore power relations, inequality, domination,
and resistance (e.g. McGuire and Paynter 1991; Hall 1995; Funari et al.
1999). Some opted for a critical theory drawn from Althusser and
stressed that archaeological objectives were connected to “knowing
about things historically to be able to know consciously or criticize the
society we live in now” (Leone and Little 1993: 162). This opened
Pandora’s box. Archaeologists began to argue that only descendants or
“natives” should excavate the sites their ancestors created. Since this is
illogical when applied to old archaeological sites (e.g. cave paintings at
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Lascaux, early man sites in South America), its applicability to more
recent sites is debatable. Yet, some went so far as to suggest that only
“natives” should decide research issues.

In summary, the Marxist model was too closely tied to an economic
framework together with its technological and environmental infra-
structure to produce a holistic vision of colonial society. In reality,
American culture was more varied with greater opportunity for a
directed, deliberate maneuvering of objects by the white underclass and
the non-white sector, whether of African or Native A merican origin, than
a static hierarchy allowed. The influence of Marxist analysis remained
confined to academic circles despite efforts to bring it to the man-in-the-
street.

Marxist analysis did not touch the public in the same fashion as other
research, because the public was more interested in what its members
had done in the past than in the details of their exploitation. Nothing
made this clearer than the furor over the excavation of the African
Burying Ground in New York. Yes, the site was one where exploited
slaves were laid to rest and yes, their skeletal remains did show signs of
malnutrition and overwork caused by poor treatment at the hands of
a dominant elite. But what the African-American community most
cogently stressed were the strong, extant kinship and religious ties that
remained. They spoke metaphorically: “These bones are the bones of our
ancestors.” Conveyed within this simple phrase are the seeds of an
African theology that survived centuries. In the phrase, “some of these
bones are my mother’s bones going to rise; some of these bones are my
father’s bones; and some of these bones are mine” can be seen the
rationale for a community-sponsored burial in Atlanta in 1999. Note the
seamless continuity across generations, the encapsulation of time, and
the application of the tenet in two cities 1,500 miles apart.®

Class consciousness

Early studies of consumer consumption carry definitions of class drawn
from Weber and Marx (see Meskell, this volume). Yet, class is but one
of the factors shaping social interaction. It is familiar because it is part
and parcel of the capitalist economic system encompassing our own lives.
It is a way to explain the infrastructure of past societies converging on
power, inequality, and its mediation by material culture (e.g. Paynter
1989, 1999a; McGuire and Paynter 1991). When sensitively applied, it
has the benefit of making an array of people visible (e.g. Paynter 1999b).
However, it both conveys and cxhibits the arrogance of the dominant
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class through structures archaeologists do not suspect. This is particu-
larly true for sites from the early colonial period when European nations
were first in cultural contact with native peoples who had had no expe-
rience with European society and had built their cultures on different
classifications of social rank. These included neither class nor the eco-
nomic behavior associated with a budding capitalist society.

Material culture theory in the 1990s
Markets and commodification

By the 1990s, archaeologists were looking at market creation and com-
modification in a more sophisticated fashion, weaving threads of the
Marxist focus on inequality with a consideration of minority groups as
active agents. Paul Mullins (1996, 1999) also included an analysis of
social interaction and belief systems. His dissertation on African
Americans in Annapolis, Maryland, 1850-1930, left behind consumer
consumption studies based on exchange value (price) or essentialist
notions of material symbolism and cultural identity. Mullins used the
“centrality of desire” — “the belief that an object will realize or contribute
to some idealization when it is consumed” (Mullins 1999: 31, emphasis
in original) — believing it to be critical in the construction and contesta-
tion of subjectivity. Subjectivity occurs when members of a subgroup
forge and renegotiate a cultural identity within the bounds of specific
physical conditions and power relationships that are not under their
control (in Annapolis, as slaves or minority freedmen). It is a self-creat-
ing process. Subjectivity is neither essential nor imposed; it does not
increase or decrease status, although it enables the development of new
personas or, in the case of Mullins’s subjects, the ability to express their
black individuality in creative, self-sustaining ways.

Living conditions and population densities for African Americans
varied across the colonies, depending on the staple crops grown.
Maryland’s dependence on tobacco production did not require the
massive labor force that rice and sugar did. Because of the different cir-
cumstances, Mullins believed that a cultural unity or “oneness” drawn
from pre-existent African models could not exist. He predicted no uni-
formity in African-American consumption patterns and found none.
What Mullins discovered in the artifact assemblages were congruities in
“consumption |that] suggest how African Americans negotiated common
structural conditions and constantly transtormed a shared heritage”
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(1999: 187-8). The artifacts were ordinary and found at Euro-American
sites too. Mullins’s interest, however, was not in the artifact patterns per
se but in the clusters of beliefs that African Americans projected onto,
saw reflected in, or as flowing from, material goods. He linked
nineteenth-century African-American consumption with desires for
emancipation and full citizenship.

Mullins asked readers to discover, in the words of Daniel Miller
(1998: 14), “why some things matter” — why some relationships between
objects and peoples are significant, yet others are not. It is a dramatic
departure from earlier consumer studies and it, like Delle’s 1999 study
of social space on coffee plantations, extends and refines Marxist theory.
Yet, the analytical models continue to elicit information as opposed to
knowledge. What one really wants to plumb are the layers of meaning
and to be able to specify why differences exist in terms that will reveal
the social dynamics involved. Because these studies situate a monolithic
locus of power, they differ in dramatic ways from the interpretive strate-
gies other historical archaeologists use.

Household analysis and active voices

Archaeological study of the backlots of the Boott Mills boardinghouses
in Lowell, Massachusetts (see, e.g., Beaudry et al. 1991; Mrozowski
et al. 1996), offered a wealth of opportunities for contextual and inter-
pretive studies of various categories of material culture at different levels.
The boardinghouses represented a material record of corporate policy as
well as of workers’ leisure and domestic activities. The Lowell study
defined the boardinghouses as corporate households, an important con-
ceptual tool for interpreting the archaeological evidence (Beaudry 1989,
1999; Mrozowski and Beaudry 1989). The model accounted for ways in
which the company-controlled structure affected the domestic lives of
the residents as well as how it affected the nature of boardinghouse-
keeping as a social and economic activity. It adapted Mary Douglas’s
concept of “active voices” for use in archaeological inquiry. It became
possible to interpret patterns of consumer behavior by delineating
personal versus corporate purchase and consumption patterns. Keepers
bought and prepared the food and often bought both food and furnish-
ings in bulk; the ceramic assemblage, for example, consisted primarily
of plain, serviceable wares. Personal effects such as brooches and hair
combs reflected the presentation of self and construction of personal
identity among the female operatives; and items such as alcoholic bev-
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erage containers and clay pipes reflected activities the boardinghouse res-
idents engaged in during leisure hours (see Beaudry et al. 1991).

A field anthropologist, Douglas framed her questions for live infor-
mants. Her method “consists in setting people’s beliefs back into the
social context of their lives, by careful, intensive field research” (Douglas
1982b: 9). In other words, Douglas sought both information and knowl-
edge. Much artifact analysis requires an ethnographic interrogation of
documents to construct “action contexts” through which an archaeolo-
gist can grasp the range of meanings artifacts take on in social inter-
action. The approach is akin to that used by Derrida (see Gosden, this
volume); it derives from semiotics and the study of symbolism; socio-
logical and anthropological theories of social action; and the detailed his-
torical and cultural context of artifact use from critical readings of texts.
It draws from Douglas’s extensive research on goods as a system of com-
munication (Douglas 1982a: x; Douglas and Isherwood 1979).”
Douglas’s approach to commodities, which she terms “active voice”
analysis, emphasizes communication, negotiation, and manipulation (see
Beaudry 1996).

Beaudry (1995: 3) observed that a crucial analytical challenge is
investing the historical “chronicle” with cultural meaning and placing it
within the context of cultural discourse(s). She starts with the belief that
culture is concerned with meaning and representation, often symbolic,
often in material form. Material culture is a way to inscribe or write on
landscapes, houses, bodies, pots, animals and written texts. Historical
archaeologists question varied sources on the past, considering behavior
in terms of action and discourse. This enables one to expand the notion
of discourse to look at action and interaction, at control and constraint,
at formal and informal mechanisms, at silences as well as assertion and
defiance.

In some ways this notion of “action contexts” dovetails with recent
formulations of material culture as manifestations of discourse.® Dis-
course analysis selectively adopts strategies from various theories of
literary criticism. It considers artifacts and the archaeological record as
“texts” to be read critically, probing for forthright messages as well as
ambiguous meanings that might be intended for users and producers.
The approach incorporates elements of performance theory and feminist
theory (particularly their calls for integration of multiple voices and dif-
fering perspectives), emphasizing the compound meanings of artifacts,
especially the nuances visible through highly contextualized studies (cf.
Beaudry et al. 1991; Hall 1991; Yentsch 1994; De Cunzo 199S5). Such
studies attend to many elements, and while some seem fixed, most are
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fluid or at best ambiguous. Through these elements individual subjec-
tivities — age, sex, gender, class, race, and so on — are constructed. The
approach relies upon connecting material culture, other archaeological
data, and documents while acknowledging the intertextual relationship
among these diverse data sets.

Pulling culture back in
Artifacts as texts

Despite Hodder’s efforts (1990, 1991, 1999) to inspire European and
American prehistorians to move toward contextual and interpre-
tive archaeologies, it is perhaps in historical archaeology that these
approaches are most fully realized. One reason is that students had begun
in the 1970s to read the texts on which these approaches are based.
The work of Roland Barthes, Pierre Bourdieu, Umberto Eco, Michel
Foucault, Mary Douglas, Edmund Leach, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Charles
Pierce, and Victor Turner was standard fare at many universities.
Anthropology professors insisted that archaeology students had to know
their anthropology — that it was more important, ultimately, than the
tools of excavation. There were differences between the British and
American schools; postmodernist theories of literary criticism, especially
deconstructionism, were initially more popular at the former.

At Cambridge, Hodder (1991) used the artifact as text metaphor,
insisting that “context” also meant “with-text,” thus introducing an
explicit analogy between contextual meanings of material objects and
the meanings of written words. He argued that it was fallacious to think
that “objects are only mute when they are out of their ‘texts’; [when] in
fact most archaeological objects are, almost by definition, situated in
place and time and in relation to other archaeological objects” (Hodder
1991: 153). Through careful analysis one should be able to observe
and read the network of relationships embodied within the archaeolog-
ical assemblages of specific sites and to use this “content” to educe mean-
ing (see, for example, the material expressions of Igbo relationships
described by Aniakor 1996).

Henry Glassie’s 1975 study of Virginia folk housing became one of
the most influential American studies to examine objects as texts. Here,
he constructed a Chomskian grammar for architecture that enabled a
reader to pinpoint times when specific decisions are made in building
and thereby to isolate stages of construction. Glassie amplified the
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process with a structural analysis drawn from Lévi-Strauss. Structural-
ism, for the most part, has been a model that archaeologists avoid in the
mistaken belief that it can have no diachronic dimension. Structuralism
highlights different relationships. As a culture changes, the “form” or
cultural expression of a relationship shifts. Objects can mediate these
relationships; individuals can invert these relationships to express a
variety of views. When the norm is breached, if it is a significant norm,
cultural confrontation ensues. The infringements can be deliberate vio-
lations or acts that arise innocently because one group does not under-
stand the cultural precepts of another. A structural model - because it is
based on perceptions held in mind - is particularly potent in revealing
the cultural domains where alterations are occurring (Hodder 1987;
Tilley 1990; Yentsch 1991b). The infinite variations in the “form” of the
structural oppositions are what make culture dynamic and its imprint is
left on the material world, whether man-made or natural. Consequently
the configuration and path of the change creates a text.

Recently, scholars have retreated from the textual metaphor, seeking
additional approaches. Some see a promise in Gottdiener’s (1995) redis-
covery of C.S. Peirce and have begun to look anew at artifacts as signs
(i.e. semiosis). A sign is a thing that stands for something else and the
two (signifier and signified) are linked by a cognitive chain. “The first
link,” according to Maquet, “is based on visual isomorphism” (1993:
34). The second is grounded in metonymy. When analyzing an artifact
as an “instrument,” the analyst focuses on the object and, perhaps, on
its maker’s intent. When analyzing an artifact as a “sign,” the critical
element is the people — the group — that gave it meaning, or significa-
tion. Archaeologically, one can speak only in terms of probabilities when
it comes to such elucidation of meaning, but ethnographically it is a dif-
ferent world, as revealed in our examples of African-American quilts and
African beads (also see Hill 1998). And it is from here that one obtains
the illustrative data that enable tighter interpretation of the artifacts tied
to both ethnicity and gender.

Gender and social identity

By the late 1990s it became clear that age, gender, ethnicity, religious
beliefs, and race converge in mind to create expressive forms through
which individuals assert social identity (A. Praetzellis and M. Praetzellis
1992, 1998; M. Praetzellis and A. Praetzellis 1998; Scott 1994; Wall
1999; Yentsch 1991a). Some of these — posturing, walking stance, tone
of voice, facial intonations, and touch — are ephemeral. When the refer-
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ent base is communal (i.e. ethnicity and religious belief systems), the arti-
facts range widely in size and convey unity, or a harmonic integrity. Yet,
because social identity also subsumes personal identity, there are infinite
variations that revolve around similar themes (i.e. creative adaptations
that are individualistic). When the closest link is to autonomy and indi-
viduality, the artifacts can be small but, despite size, they are telling.
Sarah Williams’s (1987) study in northern Kenya examined the social
meaning of beads, and how they fit within Turkana social organization
and ideology. Implicitly, Williams was also interested in women and how
their beads revealed perceptions of beauty, sociability, and wealth.” Beads
throughout Africa express these attributes; they also can invoke magical
powers or assert sexuality, particularly those worn around the hips.
Banned in French West Africa in the twentieth century, strands of hip
beads are now worn hidden beneath skirts where their tinkling sounds
are considered unique to each woman (because body movement and
clothing differ as do beads) and potent couriers of sexual communica-
tion. This article, together with other bead studies (Yentsch 1995; Stine
et al. 1996), remind us that small things need not be forgotten and that
the power invested in them is not proportional to their size. Now
archaeologists are mining the rich data contained in a site’s “small finds”
and pulling them out of descriptive appendices for closer inspection.
Beaudry is now taking the artifacts of needlework and sewing beyond
dating and identification (i.e. further than the information stage), and
past “engendered” artifacts by using multiple classes of evidence in an
interpretation based on the “active voice” (Beaudry n.d.). As with
Beaudry’s prior Lowell study, the approach involves various stages and
diverse scales of analysis that permit construction of multidimensional
historical and cultural contexts. These, in turn, elicit the social frame in
which the objects were used. The first step is weaving together various
lines of evidence — or recontextualization — to learn how items functioned
in social settings. Next comes an inquiry into the classificatory logic
underpinning the “gendered” nature of sewing. Finally, a close reading
of cases in which the “usual” symbolic import of sewing implements is
subverted through symbolic inversion or in which anomalies appear is
required. Finally, Beaudry will be able to interpret how needlework
implements were deployed in constructions of feminine identity.
Feminist art historian Rozsika Parker (1984: 5) concludes that “the
development of an ideology of femininity coincided historically with the
emergence of a clearly defined separation of art and craft.” By the sev-
enteenth century, embroidery was used to inculcate femininity in young
girls, so much so that people perceived a woman’s ability to embroider
as an innate trait. An ideology of femininity as natural to women evolved
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in the eighteenth century, and, subsequently, embroidery came to signify
femininity and a leisured, aristocratic lifestyle — proof of gentility through
its association with nobility. The art was critical in maintaining the status
of a household and spoke to the value of a man’s wife as well as to his
economic assets, signifying feminine traits such as obedience, docility,
and love of home. “Finally, in the nineteenth century, embroidery and
femininity were entire[ly] fused, and the connection was deemed to be
natural. Women embroidered because they were naturally feminine and
were feminine because they naturally embroidered” (Parker 1984: 11).
Women responded by using these ideologies even as they continued to
be expressive elements within the dogma. Embroidery provided support
and satisfaction for women for more than three centuries. It gave them
a covert method of negotiating the constraints of femininity. They could
create personal, womanly meanings yet, on the surface, appear to live
up to the archetype of the passive, silent, vain and frivolous, even seduc-
tive, needlewoman.

Parker’s observations form the framework for Beaudry’s examination
of both the material culture of fancy needlework and the artifacts of
ordinary sewing. Here the contextual, interpretive approach — which
draws on deeper levels of knowledge — makes one alert to the different
meanings and potential ideological import of small objects.

Thimbles, for instance, are common small finds on historical sites and
are often seen merely as practical objects. But because they were such
common and necessary accessories for the needleworker, thimbles took
on special significance. Monogrammed thimbles leave no doubt as to the
close identification of some women with their needlework tools. Indeed,
thimbles became emblematic of the values embedded in the ideology
of femininity, including class membership. Seventeenth-century court
records contain many instances of women who were accused of violat-
ing sumptuary laws (or worse) by possessing silver thimbles, bodkins,
or other needlework tools. In one instance a young housemaid who
specialized in fancy embroidery either treated herself to a silver thimble
because of pride in her work, a desire to enhance her identity as a needle-
woman, or was given it as a particularly meaningful gift. Her possession
of a silver thimble caused a court case full of hostility and bitter accu-
sations of theft, following discovery of the offending silver thimble in a
place where it should not have been (i.e. among a housemaid’s belong-
ings). Reconstructing the symbolic import of something seemingly as
humble as a thimble in the construction and negotiation of personal iden-
tity and class, and its ability to foster or break down social cohesion rein-
forces our awareness of how objects become highly charged with hidden
import. They send coded messages that the archacologist must decipher



230 Anne Yentsch and Mary C. Beaudry

if she wants her material culture analysis to progress from information
retrieval into the realm of layered cultural knowledge.

Just as small finds detail the lives of ordinary people and suggest para-
meters of existence not immediately apparent in the common artifacts
used to date a site or indicate socioeconomic standing, the interpretation
of landscape also indicates how texts persist across the generations.

Culture writ large
The built environment

The richness of landscape archaeology done by historical archaeologists
is unparalleled (Leone 1984; A. Praetzellis and M. Praetzellis 1989; Kelso
and Most 1990; Paynter 1990; Yamin and Metheny 1996; Miller and
Gleason 1994; Hall 1991; see also Thomas, this volume). Landscape
archaeology also forces the researcher to escape a site’s confines and to
fly over its topographic boundaries. It reveals ways in which the transi-
tory nature of human life is deliberately overcome through the passage
of mnemonic devices preserved on the land from one generation to the
next ( Yentsch 1988) in explicit ruins, topographic contours, and the arro-
gation of natural resources.

Take ruins. Some ruins are icons for prestigious ancestors (King 1996);
the tabby remains of slave quarters evoke the slave-owning elite of
Georgia’s sea islands (Vlach 1993). These icons are so significant that
people put up with their decayed walls in twentieth-century towns like
Beaufort, South Carolina. In rural areas, fragmentary memorials exist as
neglected, crumbling frame houses whose doors were shut when black
folk died or moved away. Additional icons in the highlands speak to
Native Americans forced from the land, but do so in muted tones because
the centuries have erased the ephemeral elements that once told most
about the “others” who lived there.

This is the case with one home in northwest Georgia preserved for its
stunning architecture and not because it was built by Cherokee chief
James Vann. Today, the mansion and a single, dramatically smaller
service building stand as representations of Euro-American lifestyles.!®
In 1804, Chief James Vann used the aesthetic principles of “grand” archi-
tecture and landscape design to invert the social order. Vann built a
mansion, overtly European with Cherokee ornamentation, whose vista
included two Appalachian mountain ranges to the east and west, a
tributary of the Conasougo River, the mission and school at Spring
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Place below his hilltop home, and several hundred acres of surrounding
fields where 200 slaves labored. Exterior outbuildings were built in a
vernacular Native American style — storehouses, barns, sweathouses, and
so on.

More is taking place here than when elites built homes for display.
Rather, we have a liminal man of mixed race who negotiated a power-
ful presence/position for himself and his family. Vann blended the tradi-
tions of two cultures to facilitate success in both while exploiting the
labor of a third to accrue wealth and become one of the richest men in
North America. Here we see the power of material culture to form and
express social identity in a complex, intermingled tangle of cultural ties.
Neither Marxist models, models of consumer consumption, nor formu-
laic pattern analysis can do justice to the assemblage present at this site.
It is no accident that the State of Georgia let the site fall into disrepair
as it passed from one white man’s hands to another’s after the forced
migration of Cherokees along the Trail of Tears. This site, like that of
Vergelegen in South Africa (Markell et al. 1995), possessed too much
symbolic potency for survival in a state of grace until Americans, as a
nation, passed to a point where we could validate the accomplishments
of indigenous peoples. In truth it is not yet successfully done at Chief
Vann’s home. Nor, because of his mixed heritage and dubious reputa-
tion, has it assumed the role of sacred space that some sites possess. Yet
if one imagines the missing buildings and peoples the estate with red and
black folk in a variety of dress, it becomes a dramatically different place.
It expresses Cherokee values and absorbs the natural landscape, some of
which probably was sacred land when the mansion was built.

Natural space as sacred space

Landscape studies also renewed interest in the environment per se. Some
symbolic alterations to the natural world possess both a focus and a
visibility that make their symbolism undeniable (e.g. Serpent Mound in
Ohio [built ca. AD 1050] or stone effigies at Easter Island). Archaeolo-
gists might argue over the symbolism and the intent of the makers, but
few would deny that cultural meaning was deeply imbued into the
feature. It is more troublesome to ascribe a symbolic dimension to land-
scapes that exhibit minimal differentiation from natural phenomena.

In Georgia, the Creeks and Cherokees continued to view water
and special riverine locales as their predecessors did. In some cases,
mounds both mark the location and give visibility to the feature (e.g.
Mississippian Mounds outside Macon, Licorgia, at the confluence of the
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Ocmulgee and Oconee rivers). In other cases, oral history still records
the association (e.g. Hurricane Shoals on the North Oconee River; a
Coweta chief’s home near shoals in the Chattahoochee). These areas are
presumed to be sacred space even as the woods surrounding African-
American communities in the southeastern United States were and, in
some cases, still are. Oral informants provide vivid descriptions of their
sojourns in these places, as shown in this passage by African-American
artist, Jonathan Green.

The woods were also sacred space used in religious quests. . .. We were
sent alone into the forest to pray for seven days and seven nights. So, the
forest and the land became our closest friend. It was a place where we
dreamed and recited to elders the dreams we had had. It was a time
when the land and what lived within it kept us company and provided
comfort.

I can remember being out in the forest for days praying — for exactly
what I really didn’t know. But I’d been told to go there, to go out, pray
and seek God. I remember the times when [ was so incredibly hungry and
I'd look up and miraculously a pear tree or some other fruit tree would
appear. | learned to thank the land for providing me with food. (Yentsch
1999)

Highly personal encounters thus highlight how the natural world
functioned as sacred space within culturally prescribed situations. These
suggest the richness of cultural attributions to the things created by
humans and used by humans. While similar detail can’t be infused into
many past landscapes, one can use analogy to infer a symbolic content.

Richard Stoffle (1997, see also Stoffle et al. 1997) does this for the
Colorado River region of the western United States where he worked
among the southern Paiute. It took years, he writes, before he realized
the depth of the river’s meaning. Many times Stoffle attended family gath-
erings where a ritual bucket of water was presented. The group prayed
over it in Paiute “like talking to a person; thanking them for provid-
ing life to the family members. After the prayer, each family member
drank from a common ladle filled with the water.” It reminded Stoffle
of Christian ceremonies such as communion and he realized “that water
was never taken casually” (Stoffle 1997: 2).

As elders shared knowledge of the meaning —the life in fact — embed-
ded in the natural world, Stoffle’s understanding grew. He learned that
even small rocks could be alive and that, like mountains, rivers, and
minerals, each had distinct personalities. With time, he realized what it
meant for something to be near a river:

i
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A medicine plant has the power to cure, but this power is greater if it is
growing near the Colorado River. A red paint is sacred, but it is somehow
more sacred because it comes from next to the Colorado River. A curing
rock is strong and unique, but one that lives in the middle of the Colorado
River is perhaps the strongest known. ... What does it mean, then, for
something to be near the Colorado River? It means everything — even life
itself. (Stoffle 1997: 2)

In both the southern Paiute beliefs and the African-American religious
quests we see parallel cultural universes in action. They coexist quietly
side by side with mainstream American culture. They are accessible to
sensitive observers, but can be easily overlooked especially when issues
of power or economics are at play. They are not always obtainable in
archaeological analysis, but their very presence — the life and vitality they
possess in today’s world — suggests their presence in the past.

Conclusion

Julian Thomas (1998: 107-8) notes that while some reject taking textual
metaphors too literally, there have been so many successful efforts at
treating artifacts as text-like, or artifact use as if it were a staged per-
formance, that it is counterproductive to reject the textual metaphor
altogether. Any metaphor that proves informative and can throw light
on human relationships with the material world deserves consideration,
and there is no reason that one is a better metaphor than the other, as
long as we avoid reifying the metaphor or retreating into essentialism or
mind/matter dualities, or both. What is genuinely needed, Thomas
stressed, is a recognition of “the unresolved character of the relationship
between discourse, symbolism, and materiality” (1998: 108).

There is a spirit that lives within people that empowers them to take
small, simple things and large complex entities and use these as they will.
It is human volition and its imagery and power that draws us, in part,
to archaeology — to a world filled with things, cultural things, with visible
and invisible meanings. Large, sculptural monuments can express a
nation’s intent and character and may even serve as a mythic charter for
behavior. Yet, small incised marks on pots or paintings hidden in caves,
while speaking to a smaller audience, are equally evocative reminders
that material culture is as rich and complex as human society itself — and
has as long a history as humankind.
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Why not take the whole modern world and use it as an atelier to
observe how different groups interact and express identity, to pinpoint
what they do in times of environmental stress, of culture contact, and of
unstoppable change to the material world that surrounds them? Cultures
differ because of predicament, temperament, environment, and
ideational factors, yet humanity remains the same. We should use ethno-
graphic approaches that let us tap into the layered meanings material
objects have had in the recent past and we may be able to use the tech-
niques so developed to project meaning onto far older artifacts.

NOTES

1 In a parallel situation, Native Americans in the Northwest have protested
the identification of Kennewick Man as Caucasian. Kennewick Man lived
some 9,000 years ago along the coast of Oregon and, if the forensic attri-
bution of his skeletal remains as Caucasoid are correct, then there is limited
evidence that American Indians were not the only occupants of the north-
ern hemisphere prior to Columbus’ voyage in 1492. This contradiction in
what is seen as “real history” has potential implications of great magnitude.
As one might imagine, the debate over the Kennewick remains has already
entered the legal system and political ramifications are already visible.

Another similar situation involves the mummies in China who are clearly

Caucasian and whose remains were hidden in a Chinese museum for that

very reason. The Chinese initially did not want to admit that their culture

could have had western penetration and perhaps exhibited western influ-
ences over 2,000 years ago. National purity demands otherwise.

Yentsch’s study of African-American women in Georgia (in progress).

3 Colono-ware cooking pots, for example, are not in the kitchen grouping,
but are listed as signifying other “activities” such as trade with Native
Americans or ceramic production by African Americans. Tobacco pipes are
a set unto themselves and while they are certainly useful in establishing site
chronologies, they are clearly of as personal a nature as other items listed
in the personal category.

4 Sites are characterized on the percentage of recovered fragments using sherd
counts rather than vessel counts. There is often little consideration given to
the repercussions of breakage rates grounded in ware attributes or site use;
sherd sizes and weights are nominally examined. Site structure, site forma-
tion processes, or contextual relationships among artifacts and soil strata
receive scant attention. This restricts the information available.

5 The English produced different shell-edged ceramics for different markets
(Deetz, personal cotnmunication); Chinese porcelain vessels that appear in
many South African assemblages differ from those seen on North American
sites in quantity, quality, and vessel form.

N

American Material Culture 235

6 What had happened over a period of time was the objectification of human
skeletal remains within the discipline of archaeology; they were seen as
objects of material culture. What interviews with Native Americans and
African Americans clearly reveal is that human skeletal remains are not
objects, but the residue of people with whom they still feel a close connec-
tion. Other interviews by the authors indicate that what people want from
the past is new information and empowerment, data that they can take and
make an active, positive entity in their lives (i.e. Ethics 2000 classes at
Armstrong Atlantic State University). There is a suspicion that those who
keep bringing up the ways in which a minority group was exploited are
doing so because they feel an identity with the dominant group and thus
derive satisfaction or pleasure from pointing out how “others” were treated.
It is as though the discussion of exploitation of past peoples also serves to
validate differential treatment in the present (through a psychological
process known as “mirroring”). Unless one is very careful to point out ways
in which these practices from the past can be subverted in present life, the
result is anger on the part of students. Similar anger and grief is well doc-
umented in videos on both the African Burial Ground and Native Ameri-
can burial sites (Contested Bones).

7 This approach is familiar to historians through the work of Rhys Isaac
(1980), who, like many anthropologically trained historical archaeologists,
was strongly influenced by Douglas’s work. In her work Beaudry shows how
an “active voice” approach provides a compelling alternative to recent
studies that stress dominant ideologies or domination and resistance and
leave people as cultural actors out of the picture. See Tilley (1990) for expli-
cation of structuralist and poststructuralist approaches.

8 It is important to note here that this is not, however, congruent with
discourse theory as presented in the work of theorists such as Ricoeur,
Bourdieu, Giddens, or Foucault, who lodge discourse with social structures
and systems rather than with the individual (for a recent critique of dis-
course theory, see Meskell 1999: 18-32).

9 It is noteworthy that, in the 1980s, this study was not cast as one that
empowered women, yet it preceded the first international meeting of archae-
ologists where gender was the main theme — the 1989 Chacmool Confer-
ence (Walde and Willows 1991) and the path-breaking Engendering
Archaeology: Women and Prebistory (Gero and Conkey 1991).

10 Vann, the son of a Scottish trader, is often described in disparaging terms.
Henry Malone wrote of him as “far-famed, little beloved and greatly feared”
while another biographer, Lela Latch Lloyd, said he was “a domineering
demon.” Nonetheless, he was literate, a diplomat who persuaded the new
federal government to run a federal highway past the location where he
planned to build, and far-sighted enough to invite Moravian missionaries
into the region if they would educate his son.
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Postcolonial Archaeology

Issues of Culture, Identity,
and Knowledge

Chris Gosden

All archaeology today is postcolonial. This is true in a chronological
sense, in that most former colonies have become independent and we live
in a world coping with the consequences of colonialism. But it is only
partially true in an intellectual or political sense, as much archaeology is
still pursued with little feel for the colonial origins of the discipline, the
impact of postcolonial theory, or the new political circumstances giving
more control over archaeological activities to indigenous people in places
like the United States or Australia.

There is a lot of potential ground to cover under the rubric of post-
colonial archaeology and I shall not look at archaeology’s colonial roots,
as | have covered this elsewhere (Gosden 1999; see also Rowlands 1998),
but I shall consider in detail the potential impact of postcolonial theory
on archaeology and at the new intellectual and legal context of archae-
ology in many parts of the world. Postcolonial theory, as far as it can be
discussed as a single entity, is a series of discussions about the sorts
of cultural forms and identities created through colonial encounters.
Theorists such as Homi Bhabha (of whom more below) developed the
idea that colonialism is not about the meeting of different cultural forms,
colonizer and colonized, who maintain their own separate identities, but
about the creation of hybrid and creole cultures resulting from sustained
colonial contact. These arguments, which I find compelling, although
hard to disentangle from the prose of many postcolonial writers, are in
direct contradiction to the growing body of law surrounding the repat-
riation of human remains and cultural artifacts, which states that the
legal basis for claims is some form of cultural integrity and continuity



242 Chris Gosden —

with the prehistoric cultures which produced the remains. In order to
claim ancestral bones and objects, indigenous peoples around the world
have to prove that they are not creolized or hybrid cultures, but have
maintained some essential identity through time and into the present.
Postcolonial theory, which is in tune with broader trends of western
academic thought moving away from any essentialized notion of culture,
runs in direct contradiction to ideas of culture which need to be devel-
oped by indigenous people as the basis for their political strategies in the
present. In this chapter I would like to explore some of the contradic-
tions between academic thought on the postcolonial situation and the
political and legal strategies pursued by indigenous peoples in gaining
some control over archaeological work on their histories, which are often
embedded in broader struggles for legal and cultural renewal.

Postcolonial theory and archaeology

Colonial structures were constructed over five centuries and saw the
movement from plantation, to colony, to empire. Many of the formal
structures of colonialism have been dismantled over the last five decades,
although it might be argued that this sudden demise is more apparent
than real, with the colonialism of nation-states being replaced by that of
transnational companies. Be that as it may, taking apart the old struc-
tures of colonialism has led to a questioning of the forms of thought that
went with them and this includes subjects like archaeology and anthro-
pology, both of which were intellectual outgrowths of colonialism. Many
have argued that the present state of the world, where colonies are few
but the colonial legacy is omnipresent, requires new forms of thought
and discussion. These new forms go jointly under the name of post-
colonial theory, although as we shall see a single title is misleading for
such a complex phenomenon. Complexity is partly due to the variety
of theoretical influences, but also to the shape-shifting nature of colo-
nialisms and their subsequent histories.

At the core of postcolonial theory is an attack on any view of essen-
tialism in culture. This derives initially from problems of agency. The
clichéd view of colonialism is that it was something imposed on the
“natives” by the colonizers, with all the power to shape colonial regimes
and cultures deriving from the latter. This implies a static and monolithic
view of culture and of colonial encounters as the meeting of two discrete
cultures, with the stronger colonists overwhelming those colonized.
A view of this kind does not stand up when matched against reality:
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Colonial cultures are complex mixtures of their original parts, where
these parts do not remain separate from each other but blend into
something new. The hybrid nature of a colonial culture means that
all participants in that culture, colonizers and colonized, have vital inputs
into the structures of power, domination, and resistance that result.
Foucault said that power is inherent in all human relationships and this
view lies at the heart of the notion of hybridity: all participants in a
colonial culture bring something of their own to the culture; all have
agency and the power to shape their world, although this is nuanced
and constrained in different ways. Another core element of postcolonial
views is an emphasis on culture. Older views, critical of colonialism,
tended to focus on economic and political aspects of colonial histories
and the basic facts of economic exploitation and dispossession (Frank
1966; Wallerstein 1974, 1980 — see also Frank 1993 for how forms of
capital accumulation may have operated in prehistoric times). Postcolo-
nial theory’s emphasis is on culture: the architecture, tropes of speech
and writing, habits of dress and forms of ritual associated with domi-
nation and resistance in the colonial world. Culture is approached
through some of the tools of literary theory and cultural forms are
often seen as texts to be deconstructed. This has given the cultures of
colonialism a very immaterial look, where the materiality of cultural
forms has not been at the center of the analysis, although this has
changed as anthropologists have started to focus on colonial cultures. A
further feature of postcolonial thought worth emphasizing is the attempt
to identify and weed out colonial habits of thought within the western
intellectual tradition. This is not simply a matter of criticizing progres-
sivist histories which privilege the west, but of understanding the sets
of metaphors and views of the cultural process which throw an advan-
tageous light on western thought and culture, with everything else
seeming to lie in its shadow. Postcolonial theory may suggest new direc-
tions for archaeological analysis, but it cannot be used uncritically or
unchanged. As well as the lack of concern for material culture, which
must be central to any archaeological analysis, postcolonial approaches
contain no real theory of history or change, tending to consist of
vignettes or snapshots of one time and place. Another charge that post-
colonial theorists vehemently deny is a lack of real political involvement
in the struggles of the present, and some such as Edward Said are obvi-
ously fully involved with present problems. Perhaps a more realistic
accusation is that the forms of struggle, such as those to do with land
and culture | will talk about below, have had little impact at the level of
theory, where the colonial text and its deconstructions appear to be what
moves theoretical debate.
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The first theorist to be considered is Edward Said, who was the ear-
liest and best-known writer, partly due to his active involvement with
the Palestinian cause. Said can be seen as the most influential of the
postcolonial theorists. His book, Orientalism (Said 1978), has a basic
premise that the West has created and maintained a simplified, clichéd,
and essentialized view of the East through much of its history. Continu-
ing structures of representation produce the East as inferior, being
variously voiceless, sensual, female, despotic, irrational, and backward,
as against the West’s view of itself as masculine, democratic, rational,
moral, dynamic, and progressive. These characterizations come through
even in the writing of people who are sympathetic to the East. Said uses
Foucault to show how the academic and cultural apparatus of the West
produced this “truth” about the East, so that cultural works joined seam-
lessly to political action and the writings of Kipling might subtly rein-
force claims to intervene in, or further westernize, conquered territories.
Like Foucault, Said is pessimistic about the possibility of resistance, by
either subject peoples or those within the West who reject the dominant
stereotype, and he sees Orientalism as dating back to the Greeks, at least,
so that this cliché has become a natural part of the West’s perception of
the non-western world.

It does not take much thought to pick out any number of archaeo-
logical writers who have been unconscious purveyors of orientalism:
Gordon Childe’s contrast between the deadening theocratic structures of
Egypt and Mesopotamia on the one hand and the lively individualistic
spirit of barbarian Europe on the other is a prime example which could
be multiplied many times (Childe 1930). An interesting antidote to these
views of history is contained within the controversial writings of Bernal
(1987, 1991) on the origins of classical civilization.

Said’s work has had a major influence on people in the West writing
on eastern history and culture. Orientalism has also come in for much
criticism: it is said to be bad history, creating a stereotype out of much
more varied views of the East by the West; it leaves out the dimension
of gender and it only analyzes western discourse and argues with western
academics who ignore the voice of the colonized and their discourse
(Clifford 1988; Young 1990). Said (1993) has gone on to look at the
general effect that imperialism has had on western culture and the lack
of acknowledgment of this influence. He also now sees the existence
of a common culture throughout the world rooted in the experience of
colonialism, linking colonized and colonizer alike. Working through this
common history can lead to a common dialog of liberation.

Derrida had a major influence in shaping the thought of the second
of the postcolonial theorists I will consider, Gayatri Spivak. Derrida con-
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centrates almost exclusively on the manner in which meaning is con-
structed and the means by which dominant meanings might be disrupted.
The notion of text is crucial to his view and by this he means not just
written texts, but all structures of signification through which meanings
are created. Derrida starts from the margins of texts, eschewing more
conventional forms of criticism which concentrate on the overall struc-
ture of the plot and the intentions of the author. Derrida focuses on what
authors did not intend, those revealing slips of the tongue or loose ends
in construction which at first sight seem irrelevant but on further con-
sideration provide a vital clue to the whole. Derrida seizes on a loose
end to deconstruct the text, to unravel its basic assumptions and logic,
but also to highlight the things which the text passes over in silence. His
deconstructive method is perfectly suited to analysis of the influence of
colonialism in European thought and the postcolonial theorists have
seized on deconstruction as a means of showing the vital presence of
colonialism at the margins of the core texts of western culture. Colonial
forms of life provide background shadow to highlight the development
of the notion of the rational, controlled, individualized white male which
lies at the heart of western liberal humanism. Such a figure could only
be developed through implicit contrasts with the mass of black people,
swayed by their emotions and imperfectly individuated, to be found, it
was thought, in all areas outside Europe. The deconstructive method,
highlighting the contrasts necessary to create western humanism, poses
considerable challenges for both archaeology and anthropology as both
are outgrowths of liberal philosophy, and are engaged in the conscious
study of the Other which has played such a major role in the uncon-
scious creation of western thought.

For Spivak deconstruction is not the exposure of error, but is rather
about how truths are produced. This investigation into the creation of
truth is to ensure that other, more liberating truths are produced. Decon-
structing classic colonial texts and revealing their logics will prevent
radical politics unwittingly reproducing the habits of thought they seek
to undermine. Following Derridean deconstruction Spivak employs a
number of strategies, such as the seeking out of minor characters like St
John Rivers, the missionary to India, found in Jane Eyre. A further tech-
nique is catachresis, which involves ripping ideas and images out of their
normal contexts and deploying them randomly and unexpectedly. This
is the antithesis of the creation of essentialized figures, such as the Indian
or the Asian, who appear constantly in colonial literature. Essentialism
of this type is impossible, because of the unstable nature of all subjects.
Following Lacan, who sees all individuals as emerging through a sym-
bolic order inscribed in language, Spivak feels that all human subjects
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are multiple, made up of the conflictual meanings of the codes which
help construct them. In colonial situations, where colonizer and colo-
nized alike are continually constructing different codes in opposition to
each other, character is by no means straightforward, but continually
reordered through changing sets of relationships.

Spivak, by contrast, has created no all-embracing scheme for colonial
discourse, such as is found in Orientalism, nor is she confident of the
millennial outcome to which Said now looks forward. Rather she con-
centrates on the variety of colonial experiences and histories, and a major
element seen to structure this variety is gender, so that women’s experi-
ences loom large. She also gives more place to local voices, with much
less of a concentration on colonial conversations. There is considerable
acknowledgment of change over time in colonial regimes, so that the
diasporas created through slavery are seen as very different from the
diasporas resulting from economic migrations in the postwar period.
Furthermore, Spivak makes a point of exploring her position as a
western-based critic of colonialism in a “workplace engaged in the
ideological production of neo-colonialism” (Spivak 1987: 210). Such a
varied range of emphases in her work derives in part from the disparate
nature of the theoretical positions Spivak draws on, mixing feminism,
deconstructionism, and a political economic strand of Marxism. Her
links with the Subaltern Studies Group (Guha 1988) have also led to
influence from Gramsci (who coined the term “subaltern”), but also to
a critique of their revisionist histories (Spivak 1987).

Spivak’s emphasis on the symbolic construction of individuals and
reality as a whole comes into conflict with her more Marxist analysis of
the political and economic realities underlying colonial relations. It is
very difficult to hold simultaneously that there are certain objective con-
ditions of exploitation and repression, but that also the whole is con-
structed through symbolic schemes creating particular reality effects. To
her credit, Spivak acknowledges, and even revels in, such contradictions
which might help illuminate some of the contradictory aspects of the
colonial process (Moore-Gilbert 1997: 99). A further complication is
how far Spivak is guilty of “nativism,” that is, claiming privileged insight
into the Indian point of view through being Indian herself, albeit based
in the United States and far removed from the oppressed women of that
subcontinent. At different times within her writings she appears as a rep-
resentative of Third World women and as a distanced academic, although
this is a problem all cultural analysts share, as the position of analyst
almost always distances the writer from those being analyzed.

Further ambiguities are to be found in the work of Homi Bhabha.
Bhabha, like Spivak, is concerned to expose the creation of simplified
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and clichéd views of the colonial world. Complexity existed at the level
of identity and also in the domain of knowledge, where contradiction
was common. The native could be “both savage (cannibal) and yet
the most obedient and dignified of servants ({the bearer of food); he is
the embodiment of rampant sexuality and yet innocent as a child; he
is mystical, primitive, simple-minded and yet the most worldly and
accomplished liar and manipulator of social forces” (Bhabha 1994: 82).
For Bhabha, too great a concentration on the division between colonizer
and colonized is pernicious. Both patrol officer and native were involved
in complex sets of negotiations and mutualities and each operated
through “forms of multiple and contradictory beliefs” about the other
(Bhabha 1994: 95). However, as a measure of control the colonizers
attempted to both fix the identity of the colonized in their own minds,
and to alter it, with the Anglicized Indian being a case in point. However,
although some Indians were encouraged to develop features of English
culture this does not mean that English culture was a static entity and it
too was a colonial product. Colonial contacts helped create Englishness
and it was not just the Indians that were Anglicized, but also the English
themselves. This is the point that Jones (1997) made about the Roman
Empire, that the Romans came into being as Romans through their
empire. Perhaps this is a truth about all forms of imperialism: Rather
than being simply the imposition of the colonial culture on the natives,
native and colonizer are created through the relations of colonialism.
The colonial experience was much more contradictory and complex
than that contained in simple histories emphasizing either domination or
resistance.

Not only were everday aspects of cultural life created through
colonialism, but also trends of thought. It has only recently started to
be realized how much subtle influence colonial relations have had on
political, economic, and social philosophies. It is also ironical that
postmodernism, which has set itself up as a general critique of current
ways of life, often sees western values as the norm. Only the West has
taken part in the creation of modernity and equally only the western
world has created the conditions of postmodernity, leaving out any non-
western agency in the creation of global culture and relations. If in fact,
as Bhabha holds, all cultures have hybrid origins and are creole forms,
then all cultures in the world today are created through modernity
and have played a part in creating the modern world. Lacan, Derrida,
and Foucault all can be criticized for assuming western culture as a
norm in their work. For instance, it could be said of Lacan that he does
not recognize that different modes of forming individual identities exist
throughout the globe and that he does not recognize the specificity of
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varying forms of gender, race, and class and the multitude of historical
and social contexts in which these are created. It is odd that Said, Spivak,
and Bhabha do not subject their French influences to the same criticism
as they do other works.

The ideas of these three theorists have much to offer archaeologists.
Said’s critique of Orientalism could be extended to the views of the
past developed by many prehistorians. A history of subtle denigration
has been written through the use of crude categories like band,
tribe, chiefdom, and state organized within a progressive view of world
history, with the implication that only states are fully dynamic in world-
historical terms and even then some are more dynamic than others.
China, India, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Great Zimbabwe, or the Aztecs are
just some of those who were felt not to maintain themselves at the cutting
edge of world history (see Abu-Lughod [1989] for a critique of Euro-
centric ideas used in analyzing the rise of capitalism). The values attached
to these historical achievements can be reversed through a focus on the
brute aspects of colonialism, with European states being seen to have
most blood on their hands and the other states in the list being less
destructive of other forms of life. Spivak’s deconstructionist enterprise
has much to offer archaeology, where even though we have moved away
from some of the grander narratives of the past, most of us still operate
with a set of concepts with Eureocentricism at the core. Archaeology’s
colonial origins also need further probing: the sets of analogies from
Native American stone tool using groups which allowed people to start
to think through European prehistory are only the tip of the iceberg in
terms of the intellectual and social influences colonialism had on archae-
ology from the sixteenth century onwards. Such deconstruction could
result in a radically different form of archaeology. In many ways Homi
Bhabha’s thought is becoming most directly influential and the notion of
hybrid and creole cultures is being used to disrupt older more unitary
notions of culture, as recently exemplified by Rowlands (1994a, 1994b)
on European cultural origins. For a brilliant use of similar ideas, without
explicit discussion of postcolonial theory, see Woolf (1998) on the cre-
ation of Roman imperial culture in Gaul. Some use of postcolonial theory
of the type developed by Bhabha is to be found also in historical archae-
ology, although Foucault’s thoughts on the origins of the modern world
and the technologies of state and personhood are more directly influen-
tial (see the survey by Delle et al. 1999).

It is not just a case of what postcolonial theory can do for archaeol-
ogy, but we also need to think about the transformations that archaeol-
ogy can bring about in postcolonial theory. Colonialism was profoundly
material: the whole driving force of colonial expansion was the extrac-
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tion of wealth of varying kinds and the whole culture of colonialism was
marked by differences of clothing, buildings, and bodies which nced to
be taken seriously as material things and not simply as texts (Tarlo 1996;
Thomas 1991, 1994). Archaeology, due to thenature of its evidence, has
to take material things seriously and any use of postcolonial theory will
require us to think how a consideration of objects will alter the theory.
Lastly, archaeologists are aware that modern colonialism is not the only
one and that over the last 5,000 years there have been a plethora of social
expansions which might be labeled “colonial,” raising the question as to
whether the Incas or the Chinese state can be understood in the same
terms as colonial forms of the last few centuries. Archaeologists are also
aware that some of the panoply of power used by the Romans, for
instance, has been recycled in more modern times to give legitimation to
recent regimes.

A further area where postcolonial theory is lacking is in any real
engagement with the present political struggles of indigenous peoples for
land and renewal of cultures. This is an area of postcolonial engagement
which has transformed archaeology in many parts of the world and will
eventually have effects on archaeologists everywhere.

Postcolonial archaeology and indigenous rights

Archaeology has become much more politically engaged in the last two
decades and this is most manifest in relationships with indigenous
people. Such changes could be broadly seen as deriving from settler
nations’ attempts to come to terms with the indigenous peoples they dis-
possessed and a major part of this attempt at accommodation is through
rethinking culture and history. Where archaeologists have seen them-
selves as disinterested scientists producing a past of interest for people
everywhere, indigenous people have viewed archaeology as the final act
of usurpation in which white society, having cut away the basis for
people’s control over their present, has now removed any control over
the construction of the past. Being able to construct their own past is a
vital precondition for the resurrection of culture in the present. Indige-
nous control over the past does not necessarily mean that local people
will not work with archaeologists (although some clearly are deeply
suspicious of the discipline — see Deloria 1970, but also Biolsi and
Zimmerman 1997); but it does make for new sets of relationships,
research goals, and forms of publication. New relationships are partly a
matter of changing attitudes and partly of changes to the law in various
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parts of the world that necessitate greater consultation and links between
indigenous peoples and archaeologists. Organizations such as the World
Archaeological Congress are vital in creating channels of communication
(Ucko 1987, 1995). Obviously these issues have been most pressing in
places with internal colonies, such as the various nations of Native
Americans, Aboriginal groups in Australia, and Maori tribes in New
Zealand. This is an area that is changing fast and is very regionally
diverse, even within one country, and all I can do here is highlight some
of the current issues.

In many ways these changes have been most pronounced in the
United States with the passing of the Native American Graves and
Protection and Repatriation Act (Public Law 101-601, known generally
as NAGPRA) in 1990. As the title of the Act indicates, the crucial points
at issue are what, to whites, might seem an overly specific issue, the right
to dispose of human bones and bodies (Hubert 1989 has shown that the
European attitude to dead bodies is emotionally charged and not at all
straightforward). Discussions about human remains have become the
fulcrum on which all the issues concerning cultural property and the
rights of so-called scientific archaeology as against different worldviews
have shifted. The major arguments can be summarized quite neatly, but
require far more thought and discussion than any brief summary might
imply. The hard kernel of the archaeological argument is that freedom
of research and action is necessary to allow disinterested western
researchers to survey, excavate, and analyze sites in a manner only influ-
enced by the dictates of science. Human physical and cultural remains
tell us of a general human story and scientific institutions are creating
the story of long-term human evolution and shorter-term local history
in a manner that will be of interest and accessible to all humankind.
Giving back human remains, or not excavating a site because it is sacred,
is to lose access to potentially vital information about the past and to
impoverish our knowledge of ourselves. The indigenous argument is
more local than global and states that there is a moral and cosmologi-
cal need to treat human remains and other cultural items in a manner
according to local forms of respect. Failure to do so may result in danger
from the spiritual forces of the universe and mean that local people are
not discharging their custodianship of land and ancestral spirits in a
responsible manner. There is also obviously the issue of control. After
centuries of dispossession and an inability to speak out, indigenous
people want the right to create their own past in a manner that makes
sense to them and accords with local cultural logics and this may well
mean saying no to archaeologists, or at least those not willing to work
in accord with local sentiments.
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The NAGPRA legislation has shifted the debate by giving native
Americans control of their heritage under certain defined standards. It is
worth looking in some detail at a particular case in which the issues
are brought out in a concrete manner. On October 6, 1991 some 756
lots of skeletal material, representing perhaps 1,000 individuals, were
interred in the Alutiiq village of Larsen Bay, Kodiak Island, Alaska, just
a short distance from where they had been dug up some fifty years pre-
viously by Ales Hrdli¢ka, a physical anthropologist at the Smithsonian
Institution. The reburial of the human remains followed some eight years
of negotiations between the Smithsonian and the Larsen Bay community
and these negotiations brought to light many of the crucial issues sur-
rounding such cases and helped settle precedents for the future (Bray and
Killion 1994). Hrdlicka, a Czech immigrant to the United States, was a
crucial figure in physical anthropology between the wars. Late in his life,
in the 1920s and 1930s, he became interested in the peopling of the
Americas and the routes that the first colonists might have taken between
Siberia and North America. This led him to research in Alaska, both
doing anthropometric measurements of the existing inhabitants and
looking for sites to excavate for prehistoric human remains. Much of
Alaska disappointed him, as it was so heavily eroded that few older
deposits remained. However, Kodiak Island in the Gulf of Alaska had
comparatively good conditions of deposition and he was led to the Uyak
site in Larsen Bay through information from a local cannery manager
and his wife. The Uyak site (known to Hrdlicka as “Our Site”) com-
prised a settlement and a cemetery, which we now know spanned from
ca. 3000 BP to AD 1500. To say that Hrdlicka excavated is to imply a
sophistication that was lacking from his field approach. However, he
carried out four summer seasons of crude digging at Uyak between 1932
and 1936, recovering some 1,000 individuals and numerous artifacts
from three roughly defined stratigraphic units. He left little adequate doc-
umentation for his excavation or provenance for his finds. He also had
extremely poor relations with the local Indian population, who obviously
had considerable reservations about Hrdlicka’s mass exhumation
of bodies they considered related to themselves. Hrdlicka was a single-
minded scientist, for whom the questions and answers of his own
research were paramount. McGuire (1994: 180) mentions the case of
Hrdli¢ka removing the bodies of Yacqui people, killed by the Mexican
army three weeks before, from the massacre site and sending them off
to the American Museum of Natural History in New York. Memories
of Hrdlicka’s disregard of local people’s feelings in Larsen Bay were
crucial in promoting the case for repatriation in the late 1980s, high-
lighting the fact that it is the nature of the relationship between western
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investigators and indigenous people that is important and how things are
done is as influential in subsequent events as what was done.

Once returned to the Smithsonian, the Uyak site skeletons represented
5 percent of the total physical anthropology collections and were seen
by the institution as of major scientific importance, despite all the defi-
ciencies in their manner of excavation. People at the Smithsonian were
aghast when the Larsen Bay community first made moves to repatriate
the skeletons. This followed a resolution of the Larsen Bay Tribal
Council in May 1987 to try and gain return of the skeletal material,
which was itself part of more general attempts by the community to revi-
talize the culture of the region (Pullar 1994: 17). Righting the wrongs of
the past was basic to the health of the community in the present. The
Bray and Killion volume (1994) contains a fascinating account of the
negotiations between the Smithsonian and the community, with many of
the main viewpoints found in all such cases well expressed: the physical
anthropologist distressed at the lack of opportunity to do more work on
skeletons of interest; the museum director and director of the Arctic
Studies Center who shifted their positions considerably and honorably
and who felt they had learned a lot by the experience; the emotional
relief experienced by the community once the skeletons were reinterred;
and the evolving legal and moral positions of all involved. Although the
repatriation of skeletal remains is not only, or even primarily, a legal
issue, it is worth thinking about the law for a moment, as (oddly) this
highlights many of the intellectual issues at stake.

The Larsen Bay negotiations straddled the NAGPRA legislation, start-
ing prior to its formulation and concluding just after its enactment in
law. The case had some influence on the legislation and brings out the
issues of culture and history that lie at the heart of the legislation. Since
NAGPRA the legal basis for a repatriation claim of skeletal remains or
certain classes of artifacts is cultural affiliation. This is defined in the
act as “a relationship of shared group identity that can be reasonably
traced historically or prehistorically between a present day Indian tribe
or Native Hawaiian organization, and an identifiable earlier group.”
There are problems here of what constitutes groups in the present and
the nature of their claims. Three groups are currently recognized as
having claims: lineal descendants; tribal members; other individuals or
groups who claim some degree of Native American heritage. Lineal
descendants have a straightforward claim in law, showing the impor-
tance of genetic inheritance in these issues. People making claims on the
basis of a general Native American cultural affiliation can have their
claims dismissed — a case brought by American Indians Against Dese-
cration (AIAD) against a developer, who planned to disturb human
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remains, was dismissed as they could not show “ancestral ties to persons
whose remains were excavated at the site” (quoted in Bray and Grant
1994: 155). It is those in the middle, tribal members, who may have
varying degrees of legal claim. This is partly due to conflicting forms of
evidence. NAGPRA allows that admissable evidence for cultural affilia-
tion can be geographic, genealogical, biological, archaeological, anthro-
pological, linguistic, folkloric, and historic information. In the Larsen
Bay case there was something of a contradiction between local oral
history, which claimed that the modern village residents were descen-
dants of the Koniag people who had always lived on the Kodiak Island,
and the evidence from archaeological analysis of the mortuary assem-
blages, which suggested a break in the history of the site. The biological
evidence was more equivocal than either of these, suggesting a mixing
of Native American groups and an admixture of Russian and Euro-
American characteristics. The Smithsonian agreed to repatriate the
remains before the case came to law, but it was felt that the Larsen Bay
villagers may not have been able to mount a claim to all the remains that
would have been upheld by the law as it then stood (Bray and Grant
1994: 157). The Smithsonian were obviously motivated by political con-
siderations surrounding the case, rather than its strict legality. Never-
theless, many legal arguments over cultural affiliation rest on intellectual
premises that would be questioned by many anthropologists and
archaeologists and at times by Native peoples themselves.

Essentialized notions of culture constitute the best basis for any claim
in law, which makes it hard to allow for the complex colonial and pre-
colonial histories of many groups or the fact that some groups may not
have boundaries and identities which were fixed and defined in western
views. It does not need skilled deconstruction to show that the law is
rooted in notions of timeless and primitive tribal groups, implicitly con-
trasted to fast-changing and unstable western cultures.

This is a situation also found in other parts of the world. In Australia,
the current state of land law is that in order for Aboriginal people to
reclaim land they must show a continuing attachment to it and this
attachment is not only physical but cultural and ritual. If people can
show that they have been hunting and gathering on the land, but also
caring for it through the use of proper ceremony, then their claim is a
strong one, as long as the land is not already covered by western legal
title (a major limitation). Part of the demonstration of ritual care is
through continued use of sites with rock art and aspects of the Dream-
time, a period during which ancestral figures created the features of the
landscape through journeys across it. People maintain links to the land
by the use in ceremony of sacred objects and through creating dance,
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song, and painting. The deepest of these links in both a historical and
semantic sense is to the ancestral landscape, providing continuity such
that the Dreamtime still exists to structure contemporary action. Land
is also genealogy, a set of links to known ancestors. A hunting or gath-
ering expedition is never a purely pragmatic business, but a means by
which young people get to know their past and older people maintain
their links with the dead. The landscape has a group aspect, creating the
history of the group as a whole, but it is also individual, as each person
has their own unique set of links to the land, due to genealogy and the
pattern of their life. The end of funeral rites often involves the burning
of the country associated with a person, to make it safe for the living
to enter.

Human remains and their reburial have caused considerable debate in
Australia between Aboriginal people and archaeologists and amongst the
general public. Most contentious of these have been fossils of Pleistocene
age, such as the forty individuals dating from between 9000 and 15,000
BP from Kow Swamp in Victoria. These represented the world’s largest
collection of skeletal remains from a single late Pleistocene/early
Holocene site and caused an outcry when the Victorian government
returned these remains to the Echuca Aboriginal community for
reburial. Les Hiatt, a past president of the Australian Institute of
Aboriginal Studies, wrote to a national newspaper, The Australian
(August 2, 1990) to say that he applauded the return of recent Aborigi-
nal human remains, but that fossil material was “surely the heritage of
all humankind. It would be ludicrous to suggest that remains of Homo
sapiens neanderthalensis should be returned to the people of Diisseldorf
for ritual burial or destruction. If such a proposal was made, we would
quickly dismiss it as the product of misplaced sentimentalism, philistin-
ism or political opportunism” (quoted in Fforde 1997: 77). The World
Archaeological Congress, by contrast, had in 1989 passed the Vermil-
lion Accord in Vermillion, South Dakota, which recognized the legiti-
macy of concerns indigenous people had for all their ancestors regardless
of age. This also appears to be the Australian legal position, as the federal
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act (1984)
allows for the “satisfactory disposal of remains held contrary to
expressed Aboriginal wishes” by empowering the Minister for Aborigi-
nal Affairs to order the delivery of remains to himself or Aboriginal
people “entitled to them, and willing to accept responsibility for them,
in accordance with Aboriginal tradition” (A Guide to How the Act
Works, 1984, p. 13). The Australian Archaeological Association (AAA)
has also developed a Code of Ethics, adopted in 1991, which acknowl-
edges Aboriginal control over the skeletal remains and enjoins regular
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communication between archaeologists and Aboriginal communities to
resolve what should happen to remains and the way forward for further
study. The AAA also set up a consultancy, held by Steven Webb (a phys-
ical anthropologist), to liaise with Aboriginal communities concerning
the scientific values of such studies and to explore the benefits for
Aboriginal communities of the study of human remains.

Although in the early stages discussions surrounding human remains
generated more heat than light, the result has been to set up connections
between Aboriginal communities and archaeologists which are evolving
into new relationships. Once the idea has been established that it is
impossible to carry out archaeology, of the prehistoric period at least,
without some form of consultation with indigenous communities, then
this brings about fundamental changes in the way in which archaeology
is done. The notion has grown up of “covenantal archaeology” which
takes place through a worked set of agreements between archaeologists
and local people as to aims, methods, forms of analysis, and the even-
tual disposition of artifacts deriving from excavations (Zimmerman
1997). This has led archaeologists away from a generalized liberal view
of knowledge, which sees information about the past as being of poten-
tial interest to people everywhere, to more locally based views, deriving
from culturally specific notions of history and what is appropriate subject
matter for debate. A number of issues come to the fore, such as cultur-
ally different notions of the construction of the past. Sahlins (1985) has
written that all history is culturally ordered and that all culture is his-
torically ordered. Archaeologists and anthropologists are now trying to
probe the complexities involved in such a succinct statement. In many
parts of the world collaborative work is being carried out into the nature
of history (Dening 1992, 1996; Douglas 1992; Wiessner and Tumu
1998). This will add a new dimension to what Hodder (1986) has called
contextual archaeology, where finds should not only be understood in
the contexts of sites and assemblages from which they come, but also,
partially at least, from the viewpoints of people in the local area. A view
like this raises again new issues of how far it is possible to generalize
about the prehistories of varying regions. A useful distinction might be
that between information and knowledge. Knowledge is tied to a par-
ticular cultural context and relative to especial sets of concerns and forms
of history. Knowledge of the past for many indigenous people is not
of purely intellectual interest, but is tied to issues of custodianship for
the land and past human generations. Knowledge comes from a real per-
sonal and group engagement with the issues at hand and may derive from
different sources, with oral history and genealogy being as important as
archacological material (Anyon et al. 1996). Information, on the other
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hand, is rather more generalized, deriving from some universal premises
informing archaeology and of interest to people beyond a local group.
Many archaeologists would be interested in the manner in which mate-
rial culture is meaningful and might use specific situations to explore this
general premise. Cases can be compared and contrasted in discussions
as to whether, for instance, the notion of biography is a useful one in
understanding the changing meaning of material culture. For local
people, the main concern is to look at the history of particular sets of
meanings attached to objects and their historical and spiritual signifi-
cances. One set of objects can potentially be discussed in different
manners, as both knowledge and information, with each discussion being
aware of, and sensitive to, the rules by which the other discussion works.
It would not be a good idea to reify the distinction between knowledge
and information too much, but such distinctions may be helpful in under-
standing the links between the global and local concerns about history
in the age of the World Wide Web and the global consideration of local
issues (Hodder 1999).

We should also bear in mind that in long-colonized parts of the world
the relationship between archaeologists and local people will not just
be a bipartite one. There will be a multiplicity of groups and claims on
the past, not all of which are in harmony with others. For instance, the
situation in South Africa is extremely complicated, as many differ-
ent groups have territory within the borders of the nation state and the
colonial history of the country has brought groups from many parts of
the world to the southern end of the African continent (Schrire 1995;
Boonzaier et al. 1996). The collapse of apartheid has meant that many
hidden histories can now be probed for the first time, but most involve
complex and painful stories involving links between archaeologists, his-
torians, and a variety of different groups (Hall and Markell 1993). A
situation of serial dispossession, where one group after another attempts
to dispossess its predecessors, can be found in many parts of the world
(Honeychurch 1997) and makes telling any such history a fraught and
contested process.

One set of indigenous communities never consulted are local com-
munities in Britain and Europe. In Britain and elsewhere in Europe there
is no legal requirement to ask permission to excavate from local com-
munities. Once the landowner has agreed and any national body, such
as English Heritage or the National Trust, which might have some form
of legal control over the site, has given permission, then the consultation
process normally ends. This ignores the fact that local people have strong
cultural and emotional attachments to sites and may wish to have some
say in what is done to them. A stress on local values also raises ques-

Postcolonial Archaeology 257

tions of cultural affiliation strongly: does local residence alone qualify
one for a say over what happens at sites? Should the length of a family’s
history in the area be taken into account and might a village of people
commuting to London, who have moved there in the last few decades,
have less influence on what is done to the area’s archaeological sites
than people who trace their local roots back to the Anglo-Saxon
period? These are issues which have not yet been tackled in any adequate
manner in Europe, showing that the lessons of consultation learned else-
where in the world have not been taken to heart in areas in which issues
of identity and control appear unproblematical, but may not be so.
It may be that postcolonial concerns need to infuse the heartlands of
colonialism.

Final thoughts

Intellectual and political changes deriving from the context of postcolo-
nialism have formed a new context for archaeology and archaeologists
are only just starting to come to terms with this. Trigger (1985: 3) noted,
in relation to Canada’s history and prehistory, that until recently many
white North Americans assumed that native peoples would be assimi-
lated by white society, or simply die out (a view common in other parts
of the world: McGregor 1997). The question was not one of consulta-
tion, but rather of documentation, to preserve records of vanishing ways
of life before they disappeared for ever. Native American society was
used as a series of examples of global social typologies. They were seen
as bands, tribes, and chiefdoms, informing Europeans about aspects
of a progressive history, which had the settler societies at the pinnacle of
progress. Postcolonial theory and practice has now made all aspects
of these views untenable. Native societies do not represent pristine
examples of social formations unfortunately destroyed by white settlers.
Rather they should be seen as hybrid or creole social forms arising from
the complexities of colonialism and combining indigenous responses and
resistance, as well as outside impact (Peers 1999). Despite the effects of
disease, dispossession, and massacre, native societies persist into the
present, demonstrating the resilience and strength of their cultural forms.
Postcolonial archaeology necds to uncover the hybrid nature of colo-
nialized societies that have come to be in the last few centuries and the
longer-term precolonial histories of these groups. The agency of native
peoples in the past in creating colonial forms has a strong echo in the
present, where demands for archacologists to create more locally sensi-
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tive views of history are now backed by legislation. This means that
present research must be a collaborative project between archaeologists
and local people and that this can only come about once the injustices
of the past have been redressed, which will often mean the return of
skeletal or cultural material considered to have been inappropriately
obtained, stored, or displayed. Archaeology and the broader colonial
societies will be ultimately much healthier for these changes.

However, the picture is by no means all rosy and there is still a large
residue of anger and resentment on both sides. There are also deep issues
of culture, identity, and knowledge to be confronted. Postcolonial theory
can be seen partly as an assault on the notion of essentialized cultural
forms, cultures which have some central and unchanging essence to
them. Archaeologists and native peoples alike have worked with such
views of culture in the past and legislation, plus political imperatives,
may encourage simplified notions to persist. A group claiming rights to
land or cultural property would be ill-advised to stress in a court of law
that theirs is a hybrid and complex history, which makes a simple notion
of cultural integrity difficult to sustain. A stress on cultural integrity can
also lead to contests between native groups, where a parcel of land may
have had a complex history of ownership in the past, and an oversim-
plified view of the group and of ownership may lead one group to press
a claim where many have equal rights. Archaeologists have to engage in
these debates not just in particular cases, but also to try and shift the
general context of lawmaking to embrace a more realistic view of the
entangled history of groups through taking account of colonial and pre-
colonial histories. Such discussions might also be useful in a place like
the British Isles, where notions of history and cultural integrity are
heavily contested. Lastly, archaeologists need more subtle ways of
dealing with the intellectual results of their work. Aboriginal Australians
are used to working with concepts of secret and public stories about their
art and ritual, so that a painting or a dance can be interpreted in quite
different manners depending on the level of knowledge of the viewer or
participant (Morphy 1992). Archaeologists might also have to embrace
the notion of layered knowledge, with some discussions so tied to the
local context that they cannot be easily revealed to outsiders, and with
other forms of knowledge which are locally based but not restricted, and
then with types of information which can fit into larger discussions of
colonialism, history, and material culture. The output of archaeology
would then be a process of negotiation as to both the intellectual
premises on which the endeavor rested and the suitability of the results
for broad publication. Such negotiated outcomes recognize the plurality
of interests in the past and the political needs of the present, but involve
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thought about culture, knowledge, and identity which will further trans-
form archaeological studies of the past.

NOTE

I am very grateful to Gwyneira Isaac for advice, discussion and key references.
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Archaeological
Representation
The Visual Conventions for

Constructing Knowledge
about the Past

Stephanie Moser

Introduction

The field of archaeological representation addresses the ways in which
knowledge about the past is constructed through the different modes of
presenting our disciplinary findings. On one hand there are academic
modes of representation such as the various types of archaeological
writing, conference presentations, and archaeological illustration. On
the other hand there are “non-academic” modes of representation that
communicate to a far wider audience, such as museum displays, popular
books, the print media, fiction writing, and film and television. While
some work has been done on the academic modes of representation, very
little has been done on non-academic discourses about the past. The
premise of research on archaeological representation is that both of these
modes of communication — academic and non-academic — are responsi-
ble for the construction of archaeological theories about the past. Indeed,
the theory of archaeological representation asserts that non-academic
forms of presentation are not merely by-products of academic research,
but rather that they have their own distinctive ways of participating in
the process of making meaning.

Late in the 1980s and early in the 1990s postprocessual archaeologists
highlighted the need to reflect on the nature of archaeological representa-
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tion, claiming that the ways in which we write the past play a significant
role in determining its meaning. “ Archaeological poetics” was defined as
a subject of inquiry, where the aim was to identify the forms of how
archaeological knowledge is communicated, or the style with which
archaeology designs and produces its pasts (Shanks 1992; Tilley 1993).
Despite this wide-ranging objective, the focus of discussion centered on
archaeological writing and the textuality of archaeological discourse.
In calling for an awareness of the manner in which archaeologists repre-
sented the past through text, postprocessual theorists demonstrated how
language shaped meaning. While this was an important connection to
make, the emphasis was clearly on academic discourse as representation;
the popular dimensions of archaeological representation were neglected.
Scholars who published on the textual dimensions of representation, such
as Michael Shanks, Chris Tilley, and Ian Hodder, argued that the more
popular areas of archaeological representation also required attention,
but since then little systematic work has been done on the subject.
It would seem that there was an inherent assumption that academic
modes of representation were more important in shaping archaeological
knowledge than non-academic ones. But is this true?

The neglect of archaeological representation

The archaeological community has been slow in recognizing the role of
popular representations of the construction of archaeological knowledge.
Part of the explanation is that questions concerning the presentation of
the past in non-academic discourses have traditionally been relegated to
the field of public archaeology. This area lacks status as an “important”
field in the methodological and theoretical literature of mainstream
archaeology. Furthermore, we academics, living in our ivory towers, tend
to assume that popular representations of the past have a primary role
in shaping the public’s perception of archaeology, but that they do not
have a significant impact on the production of knowledge about the past.
Thus, we see ourselves as somehow being immune from the popular
realm and consider the subject of archaeological representation as being
outside the domain of our professional responsibility. This notion needs
challenging as it is based on a false distinction between science and
culture. Understanding the way our disciplinary findings are represented
is our responsibility because the forms and media used to communicate
our work have a significant impact on the ideas we have about the past
and about archacology.



264 Stephanie Moser

When giving conference presentations and public talks, archaeologists
often use popular images of the past but they tend to engage with them
as a source of amusement, or when some great injustice has been done
in the portrayal of a particular ancestor or site. This reflects the assump-
tion that representations are unproblematic and that they do not require
any interpretation. But representations demand serious attention because
they so greatly influence the wider public’s perception of archaeology and
the past. More important still, representations need to be understood
because they affect us — the archaeologists who are seeking to produce
reliable accounts of the past. We too are part of the so-called wider
public. While it is true that our interpretations are represented by other
professionals, such as museum designers, illustrators, filmmakers, artists,
and popular science writers for example, it is also the case that these
people make their own contributions to the process of making meaning.
On one hand, they select particular aspects of archaeological interpreta-
tions and emphasize them, but on the other hand, popular representa-
tions can make their own statements and actually create ideas about the
past. Furthermore, archaeological representations not only feed back
into the way we formulate our research questions; they shape ideas we
have about ourselves as professionals (see Moser 1999). Indeed, in many
cases it would be fair to say that popular representations of the disci-
pline inspire us to study archaeology and ultimately become archaeo-
logists. This point has been made in relation to palaeontology, where
Mitchell (1998: 282) has argued that while the cultural status of the
dinosaur is driven and influenced by its scientific status, scientists are
influenced — maybe even driven — by the myths, metaphors, and images
that surround the objects they study.

The notion that representations are not simply by-products of acade-
mic research is a view that other cultural historians have developed in
relation to the investigation of how science and culture interact. In his
analysis of the representation of prehistoric animals in film, Mitman
(1993) accounts for the scientific community’s neglect of popular culture
in terms of a diffusionist model of knowledge creation. According to this
model, knowledge is created by scientists and then reused or diffused
into popular culture — thus it is seen as a one-way process. Another
author who challenges the separation of popular culture and science is
Mitchell, who has examined the proliferation of dinosaur imagery in the
twentieth century. He states that “the dinosaur image is not, then, simply
a popularisation of scientific understanding, a mere vehicle for reporting
and representing scientific knowledge. The visual image is also a key
element in the process of scientific thinking and discovery as such, not
just as a descriptive afterthought or afterimage, but as constitutive

Archacological Representation 265

element, a speculative, theoretical construction” (Mitchell 1998: 55). A
similar argument was made in relation to the production of reconstruc-
tion drawings of our hominid ancestors in their inferred habitats, where
it was demonstrated how the images constituted theories about human
evolution (Moser 1992).

Archaeological representation as a new field of inquiry

In the 1980s questions concerning archaeological representation started
to be addressed in the context of examining the socio-political dimen-
sions of archaeological practice. North American archaeologists in par-
ticular highlighted how politics and social values shaped representations
of the past in both the academic and popular realms. People such as
Mark Leone, Tom Patterson, and Joan Gero explored different aspects
of how the discipline was represented to wider audiences. While Leone
(1981) addressed the aspects of representation in museum displays,
Patterson (1986) looked at the way class shaped accounts of the past,
and Gero (1985) discussed the gendered dimensions of presenting
the discipline. With socio-politically orientated studies it became clear
that the ways in which knowledge was constructed were contingent
on numerous social factors. With this established, it became possible
to consider the role of popular representations in the production of
knowledge.

The fact that the topic of representation is slowly gaining recognition
in archaeology is evidenced by a growing body of literature on the
many different genres of communicating the past. At this stage the
majority of work examines the role of illustration (see below); however
there is a growing literature on museum display and site presentation
that is sensitive to representation issues in archaeology (e.g. Arnold
et al. 1998; McManus 1996; Stone and Molyneaux 1994; Walsh 1992).
In addition to this, work has also been done on film (Piccini 1996;
Serceau 1982; Solomon 1998; Wyke 1997), popular magazines (Gero
and Root 1990), literature (Evans 1983; Girdwood 1984; Landau 1991),
souvenirs (Beard 1992), re-enactment (Sansom 1996), and children’s
books (Burtt 1987). Most recently, the topic of computer and multi-
media representation has been delineated. Besides examining the issues
associated with GIS and interpretation, researchers are beginning to
consider the implications of virtual reality and the three-dimensional
reconstructions of sites (Forte and Siliotti 1996; Higgins et al. 1996;
Dingwall et al. 1999).
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When it comes to the development of a general theory of archaeo-
logical representation, it is the work on the visual images of the past that
has most clearly demonstrated the way representations influence scien-
tific thought. During the last decade a number of authors have docu-
mented how images function in relation to the research process (e.g.
Gifford Gonzalez 1993; James 1997; Moser 1992, 1993, 1996, 1998;
Moser and Gamble 1997). While progress has been made in outlining
the major areas of visual production in archaeology and their general
significance (e.g. Molyneaux 1997), we still need to know exactly how
representations make their own statements and create knowledge about
the past. In Ancestral Images the crucial role of reconstruction drawings
in shaping ideas about human origins was demonstrated (Moser 1998).
Here it was shown that from classical times a visual vocabulary for
explaining our origins was created. This vocabulary quickly became a
powerful iconographic tradition that has had an everlasting impact on
our consciousness. When seeking to account for human evolution, sci-
entists of the twentieth century found it difficult, if not, impossible to
avoid being influenced by the visual concepts set up by those working in
pre-scientific traditions. The reason why images have been so successful
in accounting for human evolution is that the artists and illustrators
working in classical, medieval, Renaissance, and antiquarian traditions
singled out a set of potent symbols or icons that communicated the
essence of our primal existence. Archaeologists have not discarded these
visions but continue to slot their ideas into the established pictorial
frameworks.

Visual culture and the concept of representation

A general characteristic of contemporary society is our fascination,
indeed obsession, with the visual. Our attempts to make sense of the
world and communicate with each other are increasingly made through
the growing range of visual technologies. When it comes to learning
about the past, we have always relied heavily on pictorial representation
to help us imagine the lives of our distant ancestors. The visual portrayal
of ideas about the past has played a key role in the quest to understand
the past, and illustrations have had tremendous power in disseminating
ideas throughout society and fixing them in popular culture. Thus, rep-
resentation in archaeology can be defined as the production of meaning
through a visual language of communicating the past. Meaning is not
constructed through words and then visually portrayed; rather it is
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created through a set of pictorial conventions that are laden with sym-
bolic content.

What has changed, as a result of the growing dominance of visual
culture, is that the visualization of the past in media other than two-
dimensional illustrations has become very prolific. Multimedia educa-
tional resources, computer games, interactive virtual reality displays,
movies and reproduction merchandise have also begun to contribute to
the way we understand the past. In order to make sense of these devel-
opments it is important to understand the broader impact of such visual
technologies on society. Much is currently being written about visual
culture, and all of it shows how central the visual world is in producing
meanings. Investigating the trend in postmodern culture to increasingly
communicate through the visual, scholars such as Mirzoeff (1998: 5)
state that “Western culture has consistently privileged the spoken word
as the highest form of intellectual practice and seen visual representa-
tions as second-rate illustrations of ideas. Now, however, the emergence
of visual culture as a subject has contested this hegemony.” The signifi-
cance of images is relatively straightforward — as Rogoff (1998: 15)
asserts, “images convey information, afford pleasure and displeasure,
influence style, determine consumption and mediate power relations.”
The visual mode of communication thus becomes key in the production
of meanings about our past, present, and future.

Before addressing the question of how representations construct
meaning in archaeology, it is important to look at how archaeological
representation is related to research in other disciplines. Work on the
concept of representation has been undertaken in both the social studies
of science and cultural studies. In the former, scholars have looked at
how scientific knowledge is shaped by different forms of representation
such as lab reports and illustrations (e.g. Lynch and Woolgar 1990;
Baigrie 1996; Jones and Galison 1998). In cultural studies, scholars have
highlighted representation as a key concept in the study of culture, defin-
ing it as being about the communication of ideas using language, signs,
and images (e.g. Hall 1997). In both areas representation is seen as being
a process that involves the production of meaning via the act of describ-
ing and symbolizing.

Social studies of science have yielded an excellent array of studies on
palaeontological imagery, which is one of the major areas of popular
presentation. Rudwick (1992), Rupke (1993), and Mitman (1993) have
all redressed the neglect of pictures as agents of meaning, showing how
dinosaur iconography has had a deeply formative influence in con-
structing knowledge of prehistoric times. They dismantle the notion
that popular culture is divorced from science by tracing the history of
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illustrative traditions and outlining their close connection to research
assumptions and biases. Most recently, as noted above, Mitchell has
looked at the proliferation of dinosaur images in all areas of popular
culture, including shopping malls, theme parks, advertisements, sitcoms,
and cartoons. He explains the cultural significance of the dinosaur in
contemporary society by examining the underlying meaning of all the
images that surround us. His justification for this quest is well explained:

the most difficult problem with the cultural meaning of the dinosaur is
resisting the temptation to settle for quick and easy answers. People
assume, quite rightly, that it takes a great deal of special knowledge and
training to interpret the fossil remains of a dinosaur. But they assume, quite
wrongly, that the traces of popular fascination with dinosaurs can be
explained with a bit of common sense. (Mitchell 1998: 10)

After examining the ways in which the dinosaur is consumed in popular
culture, he asserts that it is a central cultural icon of the twentieth century
that has emerged as the global symbol of modern humanity’s relation to
nature (1998: 77).

Cultural and art historians have contributed to the delineation of the
theory of representation by outlining the symbolic power of representa-
tions. As Hall (1997: S) states, representations signify — “they are the
vehicles or media which carry meaning because they operate as symbols,
which stand for or represent (i.e. symbolise) the meanings we wish to
communicate.” [ would add that they also communicate meanings that
we may not be aware of or wish to convey. These ideas have much
relevance for archaeological representation, where distinct languages
making use of symbols and a variety of other conventions are used to
define the past and the archaeological profession.

The conventions of archaeological representation

In this chapter I identify the conventions of archaeological representa-
tion, as it is by understanding these that we can understand how repre-
sentations construct knowledge. For example, visual images do not only
have a common-sense meaning (i.e. this picture shows a hairy man with
a spear), they carry a message and thus require interpretation.
Archaeological representations “make meaning” because they employ
devices that are not used in written and verbal communication. These
devices can be described as conventions that appeal to our sense of rea-
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soning in ways that text does not. The issue is not so much what repre-
sentations are (e.g. pictures, films, displays) but how these genres actu-
ally communicate. For instance, in looking at a museum display, it is not
the subject of the display that requires understanding, but how the
arrangement of material culture produces particular meanings about
that subject. Similarly, in looking at a picture of life in the Neolithic for
example, it is not the theme of the picture that demands our interroga-
tion as much as it is the methods by which the picture convinces us of
the inevitability of that theme. Representation is not a straightforward
practice in the sense that it constitutes its own language; representations
utilize a range of conventions that make up this language. By assembling
a range of conventions in a representation a whole system of making
meaning has been developed by illustrators. I suggest that the key con-
ventions characterizing archaeological representation are iconography,
autonomy, longevity, authenticity, singularity, dramatism, and persua-
siveness. These findings are based on my analysis of pictorial recon-
structions; however, they can be revised in relation to other types of
representation, such as films.

Iconography

In 1548 a beautiful woodcut featuring the theme of prehistoric life was
published in a German translation of Vitruvius’ book De architectura
(Agure 11.1). This vivid picture, which is full of activity and excitement,
reveals how fire had already taken on an important iconographic role in
the depiction of the past. The wild flames of the fire are placed right in
the centre of the picture as they carry so much meaning in the explana-
tion of our evolution. In 27 Bc Vitruvius had written about the brutish
existence of the first humans before they learnt to work together. He
identified the discovery of fire as being critical to this transformation,
suggesting that the taming of fire by humans facilitated the invention of
speech. When Vitruvius’ ideas were brought to life by illustrators of the
sixteenth century, they singled out the visual motif of fire and it quickly
became a key icon in the visual language of the past. The frequent
repetition of this motif in the many different illustrated editions of
Vitruvius’ book indicates that the illustrators of the time found it a
useful device for communicating a particular point or meaning. By
highlighting the flaming fire in scenes of humanity’s primitive beginnings,
illustrators were constructing their own vision of the past. Through their
efforts fire became an icon that signified the turning point in the history
of human culture. Reuse of this icon in other images ensured that fire
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Figure 11.1 The discovery of fire (from Vitruvius 1548)

came to convey an essence of what it meant to be civilized. Subsequent
artists appropriated the motif and 500 years later the visual icon of fire
still conveys this idea.

So what do we mean when we refer to the creation of icons as a con-
vention of archaeological representation? Essentially, illustrators through
time have actively created visual motifs in relation to ideas expressed
about the past. These motifs have taken on a distinctive meaning, becom-
ing icons that communicate an essence. Such icons are successful in con-
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veying meaning because they are frequently repeated and also because
they function like stereotypes. Because representations are distinguished
by their aim to compress as much information as possible into a single
picture, they reduce information to its barest essentials. In effect they act
as a summary that is instantly recognizable. [cons are thus very useful
as a means of communicating something immediately and effectively.
Iconographic images of the past are particularly useful at evoking a
familiar concept that has already been established in other images. In
this sense only limited visual details are required in order to get the
message across. Indeed, only a vague resemblance to the subject in ques-
tion is required in order to communicate the meaning desired. While
the iconographic aspect of representations helps to make ideas more
comprehensive because they require no explanation, it also leads to the
constraint of concepts and ideas, pushing understandings of the past in
particular directions.

Autonomy

The stunning painting of an ancient Pict that was produced by
Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues around 1585 is a prime example of
the autonomous nature of representations (figure 11.2). Representations
don’t simply replicate ideas expressed in academic discourse, they
construct their own meanings and have a life of their own. This image
was thought to convey the ideas of the classical authors on the appear-
ance of the early Britons; it was also thought to be influenced by images
of New World Indians. While these elements can easily be identified in
the picture, it is clear that the artist does far more than just sum up
current views of historic ancestors. For instance, the decision to deco-
rate the figure from head to foot in flowers is based on the assertion that
ancient Picts tattooed their bodies. Rather than portraying this idea with
a few simple lines and patterns, Le Moyne de Morgues has paraded his
artistic skill in depicting flowers by featuring lavish specimens in great
detail. Thus, while certain elements of the picture can ostensibly be
seen as being historically inspired, their impact derives more from their
artistic success.

In addition to historical and ethnographic sources, the artist drew on
a wide variety of other materials for inspiration, including costume draw-
ings, botanical illustration, and not least his own imagination. The result
was a unique vision, which was a very important attempt to reconstruct
prehistoric life and had a great impact on subsequent conceptions of the
ancient Britons. Le Moyne de Morgues created a visual idea, which has
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Figure 11.2 A Young Daughter of the Picts (ca. 1585), painting by Jacques Le
Moyne de Morgues (Yale Centre for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection)

become an entrenched tradition in the history of visual representation.
Images of naked, decorated “Celts” draw on this original vision, which
clearly had a life of its own apart from academic discourse and schol-
arly inquiry. What we can see from this example is how artistic conven-
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tions, and the desire t produce a visually successful composition, can
contribute to the creation of knowledge about the past.

Longevity

In a striking engraving of the ancient Germans published by Philip
Cluverius in 1616, we can see how the general image of a primitive
naked warrior was beginning to persist as a visual idea (figure 11.3). One
of the key features of representations is their longevity, which refers to
the way in which images replicate or recycle aspects of earlier images.
Thus, while this picture introduced a seventeenth-century audience to
the lives of ancient Germans, it was showing them something they were
already familiar with. The nakedness, primitive fur garments, and spears
were all established pictorial conventions that had been used in other
iconographic traditions. For example, classical iconography had utilized
the motifs of nakedness and fur garments as signifiers of outsider status.
Longevity refers to the way in which the meanings of these motifs
were transported into “new” images seeking to present knowledge about
different topics. Cluverius’ work was very significant in the history of
antiquarianism because he was the first scholar to produce a compre-
hensive set of engravings describing life in ancient Germany. Despite
the detailed rendering of different tribes wearing distinctive regional
dress and holding different weapons, the images retain elements of earlier
images.

The longevity of representations relates to the fact that iconic images
are extremely difficult to replace; they persist and live on despite being
disproved, updated, or replaced. Also connected to longevity are the
problems associated with recycling. Once created, representations are
recycled and reproduced in many other contexts. This may be explained
by the visual “success” of a particular picture, i.e. because it is dramatic
and eye catching, but also because it is much easier to use something
that already exists rather than create something entirely new. This is
especially the case for visions of the past, where a basic repertoire of
pictorial motifs that communicated primitiveness, wildness, and lack of
civilization was effectively created very early on.

Authenticity

An unusual illustration of ancient Britons published by Joseph Strutt in
1779 was specifically aimed at correcting previously inaccurate pictures
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Figure 11.3 Ancient Germans (from Cluverius 1616)

of the past (figure 11.4). This picture marked an important step in the
development of reconstructions as explanatory devices as it placed a
premium on authenticity. A concern with authenticity has since become
one of the key features of the success of archaeological representations.
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Figure 11.4 Figures of ancient Britons (from Strutt 1779)

This refers to the way in which representations incorporate as much
detailed evidence as possible. Items of dress and personal adornment,
armor, and hairstyles all become important in reinforcing the authentic-
ity and thus believability of a picture. While the concern with authen-
ticity already existed before Strutt (1779) produced his images of ancient
life, what changed was the introduction of a particular artistic conven-
tion to better convey the “reality” of the past. Strutt was an engraver
and historian who expressed great frustration at the quality of pictures
of historical ancestors that were becoming popular in history books in
the late eighteenth century. He noted the tendency to portray one generic
vision of an ancestor and so invented the “composite reconstruction,”
in which a range of ancestors are pictured together in one scene. This
device, together with meticulous detail on costumes and armor, was
thought to enhance the reliability of his interpretation, but a paradox
exists in the sense that temporal and regional difference has been falsely
compressed into a single image.

The attribute of authenticity thus refers to the way in which “accu-
racy” is emphasized in archaeological representations, yet illusion is used
to achieve this. Representations are usually defended as being authentic,
but by combining information from different sources, they create a pas-
tiche that is completely artificial. Furthermore, the authentic tone of
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representations is reinforced by the artistic convention of realism. The
pictures we see of our ancestors are often so detailed in their execution
that they are accepted as if they were photographs. The result of this is
that even though we have not experienced the past we are so convinced
by the image that we feel as if we have actually seen it.

Singularity

The violent scene depicted in Henri Cleuziou’s book of 1887 captures a
moment of the past that we have seen in numerous images (figure 11.5).
One of the most captivating aspects of representations is the way in
which a precise moment in time is depicted in order to convey some
essence of what life was like in the past. The singularity of representa-
tions refers to the way one view or one vision is selected, often leaving
us with a very limited way of looking at the past. In this picture we can
see why the moment of combat between an ancient hunter and wild
animal is so popular as a vision of antiquity. However, this moment is
very singular and leaves out so much else that could be told about our
early existence. Clearly, the theme of “man versus beast” is chosen to
capture the essence of life as it was in distant times because it is so engag-
ing and active. The struggle for occupation of the cave is also symbolic
of our forebears’ quest to conquer the animal kingdom and dominate
the evolutionary process.

The nature of representations is such that they typically present one
view of the past. Single images are used to sum up key perspectives
on a topic, but they suggest one interpretation rather than showing
alternative ideas about what may have happened. Associated with the
convention of singularity is the construction of a standard sequence of
images, which together portray a story. In this practice images function
as a snapshot that is part of a greater narrative.

Dramatism

The painting entitled Un rapt by Paul Jamin of 1888 uses a highly dra-
matic scene to tell the story of prehistoric France (figure 11.6). Drama-
tism is a characteristic of many representations, ensuring they have a
long-lasting impact on the viewer. The nature of representations as highly
visual documents ensures that they are constructed to shock and enter-
tain their viewers. Pictures have strong emotional associations, and they
can speak to us directly by capturing aspects of human experience which
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Figure 11.5 “Man the conqueror of the cave bear” (from du Cleuziou 1887)

are not as effectively communicated via words. The image of a young
woman being abducted by a brutish man, who is in turn being attacked
by another man, has a high emotive content. The fact that the picture
illustrates prehistoric life is almost of secondary importance, as the scene
would attract attention whatever period was being portrayed.
Representations, such as this scene of struggle, have a sense of
immediacy and impact that renders them extremely powerful forms of



Figure 11.6 Un rapt (1888), painting by Paul Jamin (© photo du Musée des
Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Reims)
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Figure 11.7 Cro-Magnon Artists (1924), mural by Charles Knight (courtesy
American Museum of Natural History Library)

argument. For instance, we are so beguiled by the activity taking place
in the scene that we absorb the details that make up the picture in a
gratuitous manner. Garments, personal items, and artifacts are reduced
to being props in an ostensibly artistic vision. But props such as
these are critical in presenting the past and defining how people once
lived. We accept such details as if they were unproblematic, not realiz-
ing how the accumulation of details in representations lends to their
authenticity.

Persuasiveness

The mural of ancient artists produced by Charles Knight for the
American Museum of Natural History in 1924 is a highly persuasive
representation because it is full of familiar ideas about art and gender
(Agure 11.7). One of the most important qualities of representations is
their inherent plausibility and thus persuasiveness. Because representa-
tions embody some of our most basic assumptions about the past they
immediately appeal to our sense of reason. For instance, because scenes
of men in their studios had dominated pictures of artistic production
for so long it was difticult to conceive of the past in any other way.
Knight's vision of the specihc contexts in which prehistoric art was
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produced was informed by current views on art and craft production
more than by any evidence found at archaeological sites. The ascribing
of gender roles was also based on society’s views of the sexual division
of labor.

The persuasiveness of representations lies in their ability to be so
immediate. Images of distant times do not require labored efforts in order
to be understood because they rely so heavily on accepted interpretive
frameworks. Such frameworks are typically drawn from our own expe-
rience and thus they seem plausible. By slotting archaeological evidence
into these familiar pictorial compositions, illustrations contributed to the
construction of particular theories about past lifeways.

Conclusion

Different representational practices characterize different disciplines.
In the case of archaeology, illustrative traditions are central. From the
initial point of unearthing archaeological deposits, the archaeologist
makes sense of the past by visually representing it. At the other end of
this spectrum there are communicators and consumers of archaeologi-
cal knowledge, seeking to explain the past through visual summaries of
information. Their summaries, often climaxing in a three-dimensional
recreation of ancient life, are so easy to absorb that they immediately
become ingrained in our consciousness. Representations are successful
in achieving this because they blend scientific knowledge with accepted
or assumed frames of reference. Thus, popular presentations go beyond
simply fulfilling our desire to “see” the past to playing a role in our
“academic” construction of the past. For instance, the assumed frames
of reference embodied within representations (which are often ideas
about gender relations, the nature of evolution, or domestic lifestyles)
are subconsciously transferred into theories, explanations, and accounts
of humanity’s past.

The significance of the theory of archaeological representation is that
it draws attention to a key problem in the construction of disciplinary
knowledge. This problem concerns the way in which visualizations of
the past have become intimately linked with knowing or understanding
the past. The process or mechanisms by which this blurring of bound-
aries occurs (i.e. representations = knowledge) need to be unraveled so
that we can clearly distinguish seeing and knowing. The conventions
identified here inform us of some of the ways in which representations
make meaning. More specifically, they reveal how visual images are an
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extremely powerful means of explaining the past because they allow us
to experience it.

The field of archaeological representation is based on the premise that
archaeological knowledge is not simply established by archaeologists
and then filtered down into the popular realm, as if these were two
separate activities where one is a result of the other. The idea that the
knowledge we create “filters down to the masses” and ends up in a
Hollywood movie or museum display suggests that we are the only
ones who create meaning about the past. This is a false and indeed
dangerous assumption; representations are not inconsequential to the
development of intellectual arguments, they are an integral part of the
research process.
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Culture/Archaeology

The Dispersion of a Discipline
and its Objects

Michael Shanks

Archaeology — two cultural locales

The museum and landscape - these are two of archaeology’s cultural
locales. Most of us will have made a visit to one of the great interna-
tional museums. Somewhere like the Louvre in Paris. Its galleries display
artifacts, mostly old, and many from archaeological sites. They are on
display because, by some at least, they are considered worthy of atten-
tion. They have exhibition value. Why? It is difficult to dissociate the
museumn from art, from artifacts held to represent aesthetic and cultural
achievement (Shanks and Tilley 1992: ch. 4). The finest examples of their
kind. Paradigms. For people everywhere to admire, wonder at. And here
in an old royal palace in Paris, Walter Benjamin’s capital of the nine-
teenth century (Benjamin 1983).

The Venus de Milo stands ritually encircled by visitors, solitary, punc-
tuating the pattern in the marble floor of the gallery. It was acquired after
a scramble on the part of several aristocrats to grab it after it first turned
up on a beach of a Greek island. It was an adventure story rivaling those
of Indiana Jones (Shanks 1996: 150). Winckelmann, aesthete and art his-
torian, loved sculpture like this, though he didn’t know the piece, and
was more interested in Roman copies of Greek sculpture. But he epito-
mizes that romantic shift to a new way of looking and appreciating art
and the Greeks (Shanks 1996: 56-8). In a fundamental reevaluation of
art history and the cultural significance of art works, he reenergized the
classical tradition. In a lyrical prose he celebrated the aesthetic wonders
of fragments left in the Vatican collection. His archaeology was simul-

CulturelArchaeology 285

taneously historical and transcendent. With Winckelmann we look back
to the Greeks and their works, or what is left of them, to experience
those human cultural values which escape time itself. We still live with
the remains of this cultural ideology of Hellenism (Morris 1994).

And the tension between historical provenance and universal value is
there also in works from times other than ancient Greece. Islamic and
Chinese ceramics may fill galleries too, on the basis of their attestation
to the same transcendent cultural values.

Places then of cultural pilgrimage, these museums in the capital cities
of the modern nation state (Horne 1984). Cultural treasure houses built
upon the desire to acquire and own a transnational heritage, the right to
which modern imperial states considered theirs by virtue of global reach
and power. So often this heritage has been seen as Graeco-Roman. The
nineteenth-century European states competed to acquire the best; their
museums are less able to do so now, but the art market remains a deter-
mining force in the field of cultural value, dominated by corporate and
institutional capital, such as the immense resources of the Getty
Foundation.

The art object is at one interface of archaeology and culture. But
another romantic, Herder, and again at the end of the eighteenth century,
complained of this association of cultivation with universal human value
or progress and western culture, writing instead of cultures in the plural,
in an appreciation of the works and values of other societies. This antici-
pates an anthropological sense of culture as way of life. It was probably
Tylor’s book Primitive Culture of 1870 which formalized this use, though
tying it to evolutionary models of human development, from primitive
to civilized.

Ethnic or national identity is also found on display in the museum,
signified by archaeological artifacts. The Venus de Milo is simultaneously
for all humankind, and (ancient) Greek. We find galleries in the Louvre
of Roman, Egyptian, Celtic, Assyrian works (of art), alongside French,
Italian, British painting and sculpture. Behind the classification and
ordering is the equation of cultural work and some essential quality of
identity.

Not in the Louvre, but in many other museums, we may be able to
look upon the works of peoples categorized according to a more spe-
cialized and archaeological meaning of culture. Gordon Childe is asso-
ciated with this sense of culture as recurring sets of associated artifacts
or traits held to represent a people or society (discussed by Renfrew and
Bahn 1996: 443-5). It emphasizes the expressive or stylistic components
of identity over issues of value. In prehistoric archaeology and in the
absence of written sources, these cultures may be named after “type”
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sites, regions, or artifacts — the Mousterian culture of the Middle Palae-
olithic period (after le Moustier); the Bronze Age Beaker folk (after a
type of ceramic vessel); the TRB (Trichterbecker) culture group (another
class of ceramic); the Wessex culture (a region of southern England). That
such “culture-historical” interpretation is now academically discredited
has not been fully accepted. Many archaeologists still orient their work
around this concept of culture. Culture-historical classification of archae-
ological remains, particularly prehistoric ones, is still the norm.

For archaeologists it is not enough that their collections of artifacts
make cultural sense, whether it is in terms of artistic value or marker of
identity; they must also be linked to a place, a setting. The key term here
is landscape and the pivotal concept mediating archaeology and culture
is identity.

The equation between people, their culture, and the land they inhabit
is central to the time-space systematics of the discipline of archaeology,
as just outlined. It is an equation crucial to the coherence of the new
nation states of modern Europe. It is encapsulated in the cultural attach-
ment to land so characteristic of romantic nationalism.

Johannes Fabian (1983) has convincingly clarified the dependence of
anthropological knowledge upon travel and encounters with other cul-
tures in other lands. This confrontation between western Enlightenment
reason and a cultural (and colonial) other was transposed upon time and
history — those cultures that help us understand who we are live over
there and back then, while we are here and now.

But landscape is a complex articulation of inhabitation, place, and
value. It is a term as complex and ideologically charged as culture
(Williams 1976: 76-82). It should not be forgotten that the roots of the
term still lie in the notion of an aesthetic cultivation of the view or aspect.
Landscape painting and architecture improves upon nature according to
particular aesthetic or cultural values. This submission of place to reason
and imagination imbricates time and history. The landscape genre in the
hands of Claude Lorrain and Poussin, the myriad of landscape painters
from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, landscape architects like
Repton, Uvedale Price, and Capability Brown, was always explicitly or
implicitly a relationship to history and sensibility to be found in land
itself (Smiles 1994). History — ancient monuments and ruins, classical,
medieval, prehistoric. Sensibility — attitudes to the land which refer back
to ideologies of the Roman campagna and classical pastoral. History and
sensibility — a celebration of the rural, often over the urban and indus-
trial, those scarring features of modernity.

Stephen Daniels (1993) has shown how the aesthetic of landscape has
been central to the construction of national identity in Britain and the
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United States. Powerfully affective, it provides a deep cultural milieu,
mapping out values and attachments. Landscape provided a basis for
locating new communities of nationhood in a kind of collective cultural
memory of belonging. Memory has come to need the earth; for there are
places where memories are stored, places which carry the mark of time.
These are monuments and landforms which give history and shape to
human communities, nations included. Consider, for example, the legacy
of this concept of landscape in Britain. The English countryside is one
of interwoven traces and layers of previous inhabitation, punctuated by
monuments and the relics of times gone by; a particular cultural ecology
of narratives, plants and creatures, geology, language, music, customs,
architectures, traces, archaeological sites, and finds. It is where the
English belong and find their roots, though others may appreciate its
beauties.

Those tensions noted in the concept of culture, between universal
human values, the qualities of particular cultures, and the aspiration to
cultivated intellectual or artistic activity, are here present also in land-
scape. Images of land the world over, photographs and paintings, are
generated from the same aesthetic models. A place may qualify for the
status of world heritage site on the basis of universal criteria or values
applied without reference to geography or time. Yet narratives of iden-
tity may be considered to lie in the land itself, in an attachment of land,
language, culture, and people. In spite of social mobility and diaspora,
land may still provide a basis for belonging, and the notion of aborigi-
nal folk culture, deeply rooted in place, remains potent (see the comple-
mentary arguments in Chris Gosden’s chapter).

The concept of culture — a contested field

It was only in the eighteenth century that the concept of culture began
to acquire its present-day meanings (Williams 1976: 77-8). It first
referred to cultivation, to being cultivated, possessing civilized traits and
values. As indicated, it was only later that culture came to have a plural
sense of a way of life, a sense which led to its anthropological use,
formalized in the discipline in the twentieth century (Kroeber and
Kluckhohn 1952).

Association with value has been retained in a recruitment of the term
in ideological positioning associated with the class organization of the
modern industrial state. Many intellectuals and academics from Thomas
Arnold onward have set up an opposition between the high cultural
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values of a canon of works, often entrusted to an educated elite, and the
cultural artifacts of and produced for the industrial working classes, con-
sidered transient. It is certainly the case that more and more resources
have been dedicated to the production of popular cultural artifacts.
Adorno and Horkheimer (1979) coined the term “culture industry” to
refer to this articulation of economic and cultural interest. Dominated
by the production of Americanist cultural goods by transnational
mega-corporations like Sony and Disney, the culture industry spans the
globe and popular consciousness. Mass or popular culture has often
been derided or considered as an ideological expression of the false con-
sciousness of the industrial masses (contra Swingewood 1977). It is the
issue, for example, of the difference and respective values or qualities
of a play by Shakespeare and an episode of the American TV series
Baywatch, reputedly the most watched TV program in the world. The
prehistorian Grahame Clark explicitly invoked the distinction when he
proposed (1979, 1983) a direct correlation in human history between
great cultural work and elite social groups, the corollary being that egal-
itarian societies invest in the lowest common cultural denominator and
fail to produce cultural works of lasting value.

This highlights the role of the cultural critic (Adorno 1981). Some
intellectuals and academics have seen their role as cultural policemen or
guardians, upholding values, judging and condemning work not consid-
ered worthwhile. This implies a position for the critic outside of society.
Other cultural critics have reacted against the polarization of art and
popular culture. It has also been a significant issue in modernist fine and
applied arts, focusing upon the nature of the art object. It is encapsu-
lated in the disputes over the value of some gallery pieces that make no
reference to traditional artistic media, skills, and qualities. In 1917, as
one of the founding acts of modernism, Marcel Duchamp placed a urinal
in a gallery exhibition. This could be considered a work of art, in that
it was an artist that placed the artifact in an art gallery. But, of course,
this “readymade art” provoked a hostile reaction from those who
believed art was their high culture. The general point is that when culture
is understood as a discourse of excellence, preserving timeless and uni-
versal human treasures, it actually translates class and other forms of
social inequality into cultural capital. This is a form of value monopo-
lized by certain elite groups, such as those who patronize art and its
galleries. Hence criticism of cultural value has raised awareness of eth-
nocentrism and the involvement of social power in the construction of
knowledge and understanding. So in the museum it is often western
culture that is valued and on display and other cultures are seen through
western eyes.
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Cultural Studies grew as an interdisciplinary field from the 1950s,
bracketing value under an anthropological suspension of judgment,
instead of polarizing high and low culture. This opens up the study of
all kinds of cultural artifacts other than those claimed as works of art.
So Richard Hoggart (1957) pioneered with his study of popular working-
class culture in Britain. No longer were only great works worthy of study
and interpretation (Turner 1996). This has led to a broad interdiscipli-
nary interest in culture operating under a definition such as the follow-
ing. Culture: the social production and reproduction of meaning, the
social sphere of making sense which unites production and social rela-
tions; a field of signification through which a social order is communi-
cated, reproduced, experienced, and explored. The interest in systems of
meaning and signification is part of the “linguistic turn” in the human-
ities and social sciences to issues of culture and communication (for
anthropology, see Leach 1976).

Archaeology and the concept of culture

Archaeology may make references to art and humanity. It has an inter-
est in classical civilized culture, primitive other or older cultures. The dis-
cipline has developed its own culture concept uniting material relics with
peoples of the past. Archaeology has thus been an important part of the
interplay and evolution of the references and meanings of the culture
concept.

More generally, it is clear that archaeology and anthropology were
central to the cultural development of the advanced capitalist nation
states of the nineteenth century. Political revolution (Britain in the
seventeenth century, France and the United States at the end of the
eighteenth) and the threat of it accompanied the forging of a new form
of political unity through the industrial nation state (Hobsbawm 1990).
From the beginning nation states have been founded upon a fundamen-
tal tension. On the one hand, they have invoked, as unifying force and
legitimation, Enlightenment ideas of popular will and sovereignty, and
universal human rights. And the form of the nation state itself has been
exported globally from its origins in early modern Europe. On the other
hand, they are all locally circumscribed, each independent of similar
polities on the basis of regional, ethnic, linguistic, and/or national iden-
tity and history (Turner 1990). Archaeology and anthropology, disci-
plines formalized at the beginning of the nineteenth century, offered
powerful ways of working on these new cultural issues.
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A crucial factor in ideas of national identity was the imperialist and
colonial experience of travel and other cultures (Pratt 1992). Both
archaeology and anthropology have been powerful media in these cul-
tural geographies of the imagination. Ethnography confronted the indus-
trial west with its alternative and provided a foil or difference, against
w hich western nations might understand themselves. Archaeology pro-
vided material evidence of folk roots of the new state polities, while also
attaching the imperial states to the cultural peaks of history measured
by artistic values and encapsulated in objects acquired, often from
abroad, for the museums. This has been one of the main cultural suc-
cesses of archaeology — to provide the new nation states of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries with histories and origin stories rooted in the
material remains of the past (Diaz-Andreu and Champion 1996). Myths
of ancestry were articulated in new national narratives, stories of belong-
ing and common (civilized) community (the latter particularly identified
with Graeco-Roman culture). Both archaeology and anthropology
provided specific symbols and evidences used to create exclusive and
homogeneous conceptions of identity rooted in national traditions, con-
ceptions of race, ethnicity, and language. Moreover, archaeology pro-
vided an extraordinary immediacy apparently accessible without
academic training — finds which could be displayed to speak for them-
selves in the new museums, the cultural treasure houses of imperial
power, repositories of ancestral remains. Many archaeologies around the
world continue to perform this role of providing material correlates for
stories and myths of identity and belonging (Trigger 1984; Kohl and
Fawcett 1995; Olivier and Coudart 1995; Meskell 1998).

Culture contested

Conceptions of modern identity are still dependent upon the idea of the
nation state and upon the formation of nation states in the nineteenth
century. But recent history shows clearly their instability. They often have
no obvious cultural justification in geography, history, race, or ethnicity.
Nation states are social constructions (Anderson 1991; Bhabha 1990).
Growing out of the demise of old empires, nation states have frequently
been connected with Enlightenment notions of human rights and ratio-
nal government (democracy and representation), relying on these to
unify people around a common story of their national identity. Such
unified history and culture has always failed to cope with diversity. The
distinction between nation and nation state has frequently collapsed
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into contention, with ideas of self-determination and freedom, identity
and unity colliding with the suppression of diversity, domination, and
exclusion that overrides a genuine egalitarian pluralism (Chatterjee
1993).

The tension between universal political and cultural forms and values,
and local cultural textures, has shifted emphasis in recent decades.
Nation states now have less power and agency, which is in stark con-
trast to the ever-increasing influence of structures and movements of cor-
porate and transnational capital. In a period of rapid decolonization after
the Second World War this globalization is about the transformation of
imperial power into supranational operations of capital, communica-
tions, and culture. This postcolonial world is one of societies, including
new nation states, that have escaped the control of the empires and
ideological blocs of western and eastern Europe. An ideological unity
is engineered through the culture industry, the mass media, and mass
consumption — a predominantly American culture. And the integrated
resources of the global economy lie behind this (Curti and Chambers
1996, Featherstone et al. 1995; Featherstone 1990; Spybey 1996).

But with international capital, global telecommunications, and world
military order, the nation state continues to be a major structural feature
of this postmodern scene. It remains a major focus of regional cultural
identity. The postcolonial state is heavily and ironically dependent upon
notions of the state and nation developed in Europe, and so too it is
dependent upon the same sorts of ideological constructions of national
identity developed through history, archaeology, and anthropology
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983). Hence a key tension or contradiction in
globalization involves the fluid free market between nations, epitomized
in multinational and corporate capital and based upon ideologies of the
free individual operating beyond boundaries of any one polity, and ide-
ologies of difference, ideologies of local identity. Here the nation, nation
state, and nationalism remain potent.

And here archaeology remains a vital cultural factor, in the context
too of ideas of heritage. For the crucial cultural issue is the ways local
communities engage with these processes of globalization. And the ways
they do compare with the ways colonized communities dealt with impe-
rial colonial powers; the interpenetration of local and global cultural
forces is a feature of modernity since at least the nineteenth century. It
is not simply a one-way process of influence, control, dissemination, and
hegemony, with an American western homogenized culture taking over
and supplanting local identity. It is not just top-down dominance, but
a complex interplay of hegemony, domination, and empowerment. The
key question or issuc is the way external and internal forces interact to
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produce, reproduce, and disseminate global culture within local com-
munities. To be asked is to what extent the global is being transformed
by peripheral communities; to what extent, by appropriating strategies
of representation, organization, and social change through access to
global systems, are local communities and interest groups empowering
themselves and influencing global systems.

Here then is a broad context for the interface of archaeology and
culture. There is the part archaeology plays in the construction of
national and cultural identities (Rowlands 1994). A key is an encounter
with materiality and regional focus, the ruins of a local past, setting the
homogenization of processes like nationalism, colonization, and imperi-
alism against the peculiarities of history and geography. This is about the
relation between local pasts and those global methods, frameworks, and
master narratives which may suppress under a disciplinary and cultural
uniformity the rich pluralism and multicultural tapestry of peoples and
histories. So what is now termed “world archaeology” (in relation to the
mission of the World Archaeological Congress) implies questions of
whether genuine local pasts (Shanks 1992: 109), implicit in local and
distinct identities, are possible. Archaeology’s focus on obdurate remains
suggests the possibility of a material resistance to the ideologies of a
homogeneous world uniform in its accommodation with the commod-
ity form and principles of the global market.

Theories of culture connect with this postcolonial and postmodern
scenario. Conspicuously it has not been possible to locate culture in
essential or universal values or identities, yet any concept of culture
remains inseparable from value and identity. Culture is therefore best
treated as something which is constructed, emergent from social prac-
tice, and changing; it is not a unified body of symbols and values.
Historian E.P. Thompson preferred to think of culture less as a whole
way of life, more of a “whole way of struggle.” Being about values and
identities, often in crisis in a modern world of change and dislocation,
invoked in ideologies of the state and the maneuvers of class hegemony,
culture is always political and contested.

Definitions and uses of the concept vary quite considerably, as I have
tried to show. This is part of its contested character. Less something that
is easily defined, culture is a field of debate, a field of discourse. Accord-
ingly cultural criticism and interpretation may be treated as historically
specific and interventionist, raising consciousness, forging new cultural
meanings, provoking dispute, rather than standing back detached behind
eternal verities.

This discursive component is prominent in poststructuralist cultural
critique. The unity of the human subject has been challenged, the indi-
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vidual, subjectivity, and agency decentered and dispersed, through lan-
guage, text, and discourse. Primary foundational narratives and ideolo-
gies have been subject to withering critique. Two targets relevant to
discussion here have been essential and proprietorial notions of culture
and identity. Our identities are not something inherited or acquired, as
essential qualities of our character or life, but are perpetually recon-
structed in relations with others and with cultural artifacts. Postcolonial
theory, closely allied to poststructuralist thought, has, as Gosden shows
in chapter 10, similarly attacked these same notions of culture. This has
occurred through its focus on culture contact in colonial settings, the
insistence that contact and border zones do not display the sort of fric-
tions and relations we are led to expect from theories of fixed, stable,
and coherent cultural identities.

Anthropological and archaeological theories of culture lend strong
support to this thesis of hybridity and articulation. Woolf has raised
profound questions of the stability and coherence of cultural identity in
the Roman Empire (Woolf 1998). Anthropologist James Clifford (1988,
1997) has elegantly explored syncretic culture in his studies of art, travel,
tourism, and identity. And the traditional Childean concept of culture
has been displaced by appreciations of the subtleties of style, function,
and artifact design (after Shennan 1978; Conkey and Hastorf 1990; Carr
and Neitzel 1995).

To return to that other cultural locale of archaeology, consider how
landscape is a syncretic field. The space of landscape is at once cultural
and natural, connecting values, modes of perception and representation,
experiences, artifacts, histories, natural histories, dreams, identities, nar-
ratives, memories in networks of cultural ecology. Everything that goes
with living in a place. Though historically layered and composed of tracks
and traces, landscape is beyond simple conceptions of depth and surface,
beyond the linearity of chronology, narrative, and physical cartography.
Lived meaningful inhabitation, of varying time depth and subject to
varying degrees of fragmentation and loss through time, landscape is a
multitemporal and complicated, folded cultural topology. Any practice of
“deep mapping,” which might aim to capture this complexity, must itself
be hybrid, syncretic, diverse (Pearson and Shanks 1996, 2000).

Archaeology — a mode of cultural production

Let me now pull together some implications of this discussion of culture
and landscape for archacologists and their discipline. The orthodox line
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is to sparate archaeology from culture, while recognizing the impor-
tance of (cultural) context for what archaeologists do. This is to take
that distanced standpoint of the academic or intellectual following the
methods and practices of their discipline. I wish to oppose this stand-
point and separation of discipline and culture. While it maintains a dis-
ciplinary or discursive unity, it leaves unaccountable the work and works
of archaeologists, other than as epistemology and method (cf. also
Shanks 2000 on cultural politics).

Instead I propose that we accept that archaeology deals in cultural
artifacts, and its works have cultural effect. Archaeology is a mode of
cultural production in which work is done upon the remains of the
past (McGuire and Shanks 1996). This makes it impossible to sepa-
rate archaeology as a method and epistemology from a cultural context.
On the contrary, the unity and boundaries of the discipline are chal-
lenged, according to those same arguments against essentialism that have
been employed for culture. Archaeology is no more, or no less, than
the work of its practitioners. While the discipline may define and police
its community, values, and principles, its “culture,” and establish an
orthodoxy or integrity, there is nothing essential about this unity or
coherence.

To accept archaeology as cultural work thus requires the dispersion
of its disciplinary subject and object. This is implicit in those interdisci-
plinary fields such as cultural studies, material culture studies, cultural
geography, comparative literature, theory itself. They construct linkages
and translations across diverse disciplinary spaces, turning liminal issues
into primary foci.

Two studies I have undertaken over the last fifteen years can be used
as illustration here. The first was a year of research with Chris Tilley into
the design of beer cans and bottles (Shanks and Tilley 1992: ch. 7). It
was planned as a comparative study of material culture, to try out some
ideas we had developed for understanding the style and design of arti-
facts. A key interpretive tactic was to place beer cans into the context of
alcohol consumption in two modern states of northern Europe — Britain
and Sweden. The results of our study (accounting for the look of beer
packaging) turned out to be less important than what we found out
about ways of understanding cultural artifacts. First, it proved impossi-
ble to demarcate a coherent object of study. It just was not the case that
the design of beer cans could be set in appropriate contexts in order to
reach some understanding. We traced relevant connections with the cans
through the brewing industry (back to the eighteenth century), market-
ing and advertising, the history of packaging, sites of mass consumption,
the culture of drink, class differences, health-related issues, state licens-
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ing/legislation, state interest in alcohol production and consumption,
even yeasts and p asteurization. There was no object and context, simply
networks of connection. Second, it was clear that there could be no
understanding of beer cans which posited a line of creative determina-
tion or agency that had society, culture, and its individuals expressing
themselves (in whatever way) through material artifacts. I couldn’t actu-
ally answer who designed the cans, even though we met with the people
employed by breweries who decided what words and imagery should go
on them. It seemed to be more about norms, expectations, aspirations,
an indeterminate state interest in control (albeit finding very concrete
expression in taxation and legality), and the congeniality of the bar or
pub. These cultural subjects have agency. Who makes culture? It’s not
just people — the beer cans themselves are involved!

I later focused upon a class of “art” objects, perfume jars from an
ancient Greek city. I was ready this time to tackle what Stuart Hall and
others have called the circuit of culture — from production, consumption,
regulation of social life, to representation and identity (DuGay et al.
1997). Rather than methodology I began with a single artifact (one of
the perfume jars) and a principle — to follow whatever connections
I could find engendered by its design and what I term its lifecycle
(Shanks 1998, 1999) — the circuit of culture. Interpretation exploded into
pottery manufacture, techniques of painting, reflections upon pictures
of animals, soldiers and flowers, perfume and its consumption in temples
and graves, experiences of war, mobility and travel (as the pots were
widely exported), homoeroticism and the warrior band. The issue I faced
throughout was containment: where and on what grounds should I stop
exploring? For it was only to create a particular disciplinary interven-
tion (write a book on classical archaeology) that I contained the disper-
sion according to chronology and subject matter (the early city state in
the Mediterranean in the first millennium Bc). The task of historiogra-
phy became just this narrative containment as [ set up the sources to
outline the options facing the pot painter, as well as the shape of archaic
bodies, ideologies of certain kinds of cultural association — men armed,
actually or metaphorically, for war.

The containment was in no way inherent or essential to the perfume
jars that were my initial object of interest. I could have ignored chronol-
ogy entirely, or gone beyond the cultural space of the early Greek state,
while still being rigorously empirical. It could have been quite a differ-
ent story. Of course.

| particularly confirmed for myself that the category material culture
is something of a tautology. [ was dealing with traces of an ancient social
fabric. Division into matters of mind and materiality, or objects and
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cultural signification or value, were specious and distracting. The sol-
diers’ bodies were real, were felt, suffered, trained, enjoyed, and some
have ended as archaeological sources. At the same time these are all cul-
tural dispositions and performances, literally embodying the ideological
conflicts and values, or so I argued, of the early state. The soldiery and
their life as citizens of the new state necessarily involved the accou-
trement of weapons, the artifacts of lifestyle. They were nothing without
these, just as the ideologies of citizenry and war were nothing without
bodies to uphold them. I was dealing with cyborgs. And just as the people
of these cities, from potters to sea captains to slaves, were its historical
agents, so too were cultural factors like a particular experience of travel,
whose elements I tracked through a series of source materials.

So rather than demarcating archaeological methods, objects, and
interests, I traced connections. Cognate terms which can be applied to
this include translation and social linkage, and articulation (Shanks
1999: ch. 1). The historiographical task facing me as archaeologist and
ancient historian was how to write about hybrid forms.

The archaeological

If archaeology is part of the cultural sphere itself, how then are we to
distinguish archaeology? What makes archaeology distinctive? Do we
look to its communities and subcultures? Is archaeology simply its prac-
titioners and their ways of life? Is archaeology the way archaeologists do
what they do?

Under a dispersion of the discipline’s subject and object, I propose
that we think less of archaeology, and instead of the archaeological. This
concerns social fabric itself, the materiality of all of society’s components.
The archaeological is particularly about remnants, morbidity, entropy,
traces, decay, the grubby underside of things, stuff lost or overlooked in
the gaps.

The archaeological has affinities with many of modernity’s founda-
tional experiences. It may even be described as one of (post)modernity’s
root metaphors (on the importance of metaphor, see Lakoff and Johnson
1980). I have already outlined some of these: experiences of immediate
encounter with history in the earth; artifacts collected and owned as
signifiers of identity; delving deep to find authenticity and identity;
metaphors of roots, stratigraphy, subsurface structures finding expres-
sion at the surface; the archaeological component of cultural tourism.
Freud’s archaeological interests are now well documented (Lowenthal
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1985: 252-5), so it would seem appropriate that the archaeological
should provide such a stimulating metaphor for his understanding of the
human psyche. His medical and symptomatic logic of therapy and inter-
pretation of a layered mind has been connected with a broad cultural
field of speculative modelling (Ginzburg 1989; Eco and Sebeok 1983).
This is concerned with traces, tracks, and details and includes forensic
detection, some branches of art history (concerned with attribution of
works to artists through stylistic details), as well as archaeology. The
great classical archaeologist and art historian Sir John Beazley had much
in common with Sherlock Holmes (Shanks 1996: 37-41). A great appeal
of the archaeological is its affinities with the work of the detective (for
the subtlety of this cultural field see Merivale and Sweeney 1999).

The archaeological refers to the social fabric. As1 have tried to indi-
cate through my examples in the last section, the distinction between
social or cultural and material, “the social” and its “fabric,” is not easy
to uphold. The archaeological is quintessentially hybrid. The social is a
world of hybrids (Law 1991). This point is given much significance by
the recent work of anthropologists of science and sociologists of tech-
nology who have radically challenged the orthodox separation of science,
its objects, and the natural world from social relations and cultural
values (for example Mackenzie and Wajcman 198S5; Pickering 1992;
Bijker and Law 1992; Fuller 1997; Latour 1987). In this interdiscipli-
nary development we hear no longer of science applied to society, or of
the social context of technology. Instead science becomes a cultural
achievement, technology has politics, and Edison, rather than inventing
the light bulb, is shown to have engineered a heterogeneous or hybrid
network of artifacts, scientific equations, dreams, capital, political good
will, people, and a laboratory in Menlo Park (Hughes 1983). Bruno
Latour (1993) has even defined modernity in terms of its hybridity,
attributing its scientific and material success to a particular and para-
doxical hybrid politics of representation in both the citizen body and
natural world. His work on science and material culture has led him to
develop an explicit (and evolutionary) archaeology of people, technics,
and knowledge (Latour 1999: ch. 6).

A cultural agenda for archaeology

I end with a checklist of cultural issues which [ consider as archaeolog-
ical. Examples given are meant to make further open connections within
this culture/archaeology.
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Challenging the canon of great works

The values of the art market permeate the world of archaeological
objects. A task is to scrutinize them.

Note should be taken here of strategies in the art world which ques-
tion the transcendence and status of the art object, or locate it in
transient or immaterial forms. This is one of the guiding principles of
modernism. Consider, for example, performance-based art (Goldberg
1998), arte povera (Christov-Bakargiev 1999), installation and concep-
tual art (Art and Design Editorial 1994; DeOliveira et al. 1994).

Difference instead of identity

As has been already well indicated in this volume, postcolonial theory
takes us beyond a plurality of self-contained cultures, by challenging
proprietorial and essentialist notions of cultural identity. The issue con-
cerns constructions of community in the absence of a secure notion of
identity.

Exploring hybridity

The social fabric is one of hybrid forms. Cyborgs are not just a creation
of science fiction. People-object articulations, they are the norm.

Look to borders and mixtures. Consider the implications of genetic
modification and artificial intelligence (Haraway 1991, 1997). Guillermo
Gomez-Pefia and Roberto Sifuentes have created the ethno-cyborg in
their performance-based border art which is about chicano identity
and its ritual/material accoutrements and stereotypes (Gomez-Pefia and
Sifuentes 1996; http://riceinfo.rice.edu/projects/cybervato).

Poetics of assemblage

Exploring hybridity may require a poetics of assemblage (Shanks 1992:
43-7;1999: ch. 1). This is based upon articulation as a process of bring-
ing to expression and connecting what otherwise might remain uncon-
nected or unrealized. It emphasizes how the compositions of things and
cultural identities alike are neither immutable, nor unified.
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We should think of fields rather than objects. Consider a classic of
interpretation in cultural studies — the account of the Sony Walkman by
DuGay et al. (1997). Consider the museum exhibitions curated by film-
maker Peter Greenaway (1991, 1993, 1997) — extraordinary collections
of artifacts grouped through bricolage or montage that present non-
linear histories and dispersed anthropologies (of the body, classification,
flight . . .).

Assemblage relates to collection, and though this is constantly denied,
archaeology is a branch of collecting (Schnapp 1996: 11). Susan Pearce
(1992, 1997) has provided an introduction to the diverse energies of
collection in relationship to personal and cultural identity.

The singular object or artifact, unclassified or unclassifiable accord-
ing to conventional understanding, may break through history and the
ordinary and engender wonder or fascination — this is, for me, the attrac-
tion of the Museum of Jurassic Technology in Los Angeles — an out-of-
time wunderkammer from the pages of Borges (Weschler 1995).

Embodiment and the performative

The social fabric is felt and suffered as well as thought and valued. Atten-
tion is drawn to the embodiment and corporeality of society and culture.

This is now a well-developed field of thought and writing. Consider,
for example, the relevance of the concept of performance. Identity has
been argued to be a performative accomplishment. Social practice as per-
formance is not about the expression or representation of a quality such
as identity. Performance enacts and produces that to which it refers.
So gender, for example, is both a doing and a thing done (Butler 1993).
Performance thus complements arguments against essentialism: it pre-
supposes that the acting self must enunciate itself rather than represent
a given identity.

Concerning the performance of cultural identity, consider how her-
itage interpretation is founded upon performative and theatrical
metaphors — the past is staged for the visitor (Kirschenblatt-Gimblett
1998). Paul Connerton (1989) has linked social memory with the enact-
ment of cultural rituals.

Non-linear histories and deep maps - realizing new
temporal spaces

Rather than reconstruct or resurrect the past, reflections here upon
culture/archaeology suggest a different strategy of creating new articu-
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lations through an indeterminate chronology. Surface and depth are sub-
sumed beneath connectivity. Challenges to depth metaphors of histori-
cal roots and appreciations of the folded cultural topology that is place
and landscape introduce possibilities of flat chronologies, non-linear his-
tories, and deep maps — new conceptions of space and place, temporal-
ity and history.

In academic fields this is the further refinement of critical histori-
ography, cultural geography, and ethnography.

Take, for example, the cultural mappings of modernity made by Alan
Pred (1995). Deleuze and Guattari (1988) and Manuel De Landa (1997)
have written explicit non-linear histories. Paul Carter has explored the
colonization of space in historical Australia through the cultural accre-
tion of mapping, naming, narratives, and textualities in his book The
Road to Botany Bay (1987). Wilson Harris, Guyanese novelist and critic,
makes fascinating use of metaphors of palimpsest and fossil beds in his
understanding of history, race, and culture in the Carribean (Harris
1996).

The lure of the local

How are we to travel and be guided round these new temporal spaces
between global homogeneity and the unique locale?

Lucy Lippard (1997, 1999) has connected these questions with new
art practices and experiences of travel and tourism in two suggestive
compendia.

Against mimesis

Theories of performativity and hybridity mean that we may not be able
to easily represent culture and experience according to orthodox models
of mimesis (by which is meant a naturalistic reproduction of what is
represented).

How are we to write about things and people? Should archaeologists
aim to use all the power of computer-generated virtual realities to rebuild
and repeople antiquity? This grand mimetic dream lies behind many
projects in academic archaeology and heritage interpretation.

Peggy Phelan (1993, 1997) and Elin Diamond (1997) have con-
fronted the topic of mimesis from within performance theory in fasci-
nating reflections upon the representation of performances in academic
writing.
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The return of the real

In spite of the postmodern impulse to surface, simulation and significa-
tion, and empty pastiche supposedly in the place of authentic roots and
history (Poster 1988), many artists are exploring realms and textures of
corporeality and materiality.

Many are profoundly archaeological in their interest in decay, mor-
bidity, historical accretion, patina, ruin, and remnant. Look for exam-
ples in Grunenberg’s (1997) definition of a new gothic sensibility. Damien
Hirst (1997) notoriously explores these issues in many of his works —
the archaeological formation process of rot, the conservator’s practice of
pickling.

In the sphere of popular fascination with forensics read Gordon Burn
(1998) on serial killer Fred West — a real-life horror story of bodies buried
in basements and walls tied together in a suburban history of home
extensions and sexual perversity. It is a gruesome story of mortuary prac-
tices and architectural history revealed in the real excavation of the scene
of a crime.

New modes of engagement and patterns of association

The archaeological community is its own connected culture of
people/things. Models of IT-based hypertext have been proposed as a
critical medium for connecting people, mixed media, sources, and com-
mentaries (for example, Landow 1994, 1997). The internet may provide
spaces where may be constructed experiences and meanings which
engage us intimately, which creatively address the issues of culture/
archaeology in a postmodern and postcolonial idiom. Ultimately the
sphere of culture/archaeology is about the construction of communities,
of whatever kind — how we make ourselves.
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