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Preface to the first edition

In some ways I am surprised that a book of this nature, dis-
cussing widely varying theoretical approaches to the past, can
be written. In an important article, David Clarke (1973) sug-
gested that archaeology was losing its innocence because it
was embracing, in the 1960s and 1970s, a rigorous scientific
approach, with agreed sets of procedures, models and theo-
ries. The age of unreflecting speculation was over.

However, archaeologists have always claimed to be rigor-
ously scientific. Indeed, I argued (Hodder 1981) that archae-
ology would remain immature as long as it refused to debate
and experiment with a wide range of approaches to the past.
In grasping positivism, functionalism, systems theory and so
on, and setting itself against alternative perspectives, archae-
ology remained narrow and out-of-date in comparison with
related disciplines.

But over recent years, alternatives have emerged, largely
from the European scene (Renfrew 1982), and one can now
talk of Marxist and structuralist archaeology, as well as of
processual, positivist approaches. Certainly such alternatives
existed before, on the fringe, but they did not constitute a dis-
tinctive approach with a body of practitioners. The older nor-
mative and culture-historical schools also continue to thrive
today. While many of these developments, and the erosion
of the old ‘New Archaeology’ debates, have far to go, archae-
ology is now beginning to lose its innocence and is gaining
maturity by being fully integrated into wider contemporary
debates. This book seeks to capture this new spirit of debate
and to contribute to it from a particular point of view.

At the same time, it seems to me that far from becoming
submerged within other disciplines, archaeology has, through
the wider debate, become better able to define itself as a dis-
tinct and productive area of study. The debate picks out the
differences from other disciplines as well as the similarities.
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Preface to the first edition

Archaeology is neither ‘historical’ nor ‘anthropological’. It
is not even science or art. Archaeology’s increasing maturity
allows it to claim an independent personality with distinctive
qualities to contribute.

Archaeology no longer has to be ‘new’ and unidirec-
tional, presenting a unified front. It has the maturity to allow
diversity, controversy and uncertainty. From catastrophe the-
ory to sociobiology, it is all being applied to the archaeolog-
ical past. But through this onslaught a more reasoned genre
emerges, recapturing the old and redefining the new to form
a distinctive archaeological enquiry.

It has become difficult for any one person to grasp the va-
riety of approaches now present in the discipline, and this is
my excuse for the inadequacies in my own account. In partic-
ular this difficulty contributes to the limited coverage given
here of the approaches offered by ecology or palaecoeconomy.
Ecological approaches are examined here in relation to sys-
tems theory in chapter 2, but for wider-ranging discussion the
reader is advised to turn to the excellent accounts provided,
for example, by Bailey (1983) and Butzer (1982). I have nec-
essarily adopted a particular standpoint from which to view
archaeology. This position is outlined in chapter 1, which
concentrates on the nature of cultural meanings and on ma-
terial culture as meaningfully constituted. Where ecological
paradigms have contributed to this debate they have been dis-
cussed, but the majority of the work which might fall under
that heading is outside the scope of this volume.

That this book is possible is due to the explanatory efforts
of numerous researchers, some of whose work I have tried to
capture and summarize here. I can only thank them for their
inspiration and apologize in advance for any inadequacies of
understanding on my part. The criticisms that I have made
of their work will, I am sure, be returned in good measure.

While some of the ideas described in this volume were aired
to a generation of Cambridge undergraduates, the text ini-
tially took form as the content of a graduate seminar course
at the State University of New York, Binghamton, in the
spring of 1984. The group of students and staff was lively,
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Preface to the first edition

critical and keen to contribute. The text owes much to the
members of the seminar. It was tried out on them and it took
shape through their enthusiasm. I thank them, and particu-
larly Meg, for the opportunity and the stimulation.

The final writing was possible while I was a Visiting Lec-
turer at the University of Paris 1-Sorbonne in 1985. The con-
genial environment and the critical comments of my friends
and colleagues there were invaluable in the preparation of
the final manuscript. In particular I wish to thank Serge
Cleuziou, Anick Coudart, Jean-Paul Demoule, Mike Illett,
Pierre Lemonnier and Alain Schnapp.
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Preface to the second edition

The first edition was written as a personal account in an un-
certain world in which post-processual approaches had hardly
had any impact. It represented my musings in the dark. Since
that time there has been so much other publication (espe-
cially the books by Shanks and Tilley 1987a and b, Leone
and Potter 1988, Gero and Conkey 1990, Tilley 1990a and b,
Bapty and Yates 1990) and so much evaluation in relation to
processual archaeology (e.g. the debate in Norwegian Archae-
ological Review 1989, Watson 1986, Earle and Preucel 1987,
Preucel 1990) that the book needed to be brought up to date
and my views tempered with the opinions presented in the
literature.

The book still falls short of presenting a unified post-
processual position since there are many diverging points of
view now being expressed in theoretical archaeology. Initially
post-processual archaeology was held together in the critique
of processual approaches. This critique is now well established
and post-processual archaeologists have turned more to the
construction of the past. In doing so differences have become
more stark but the discipline has been enlivened by the vari-
ety of perspectives. Nevertheless, the number of substantive
post-processual interpretations of the past remains relatively
small although several are about to appear (e.g. Hodder 1990a;
Tilley 1990b). As more work is done so the differences and
arguments will be brought into focus.

In the 1980s archaeology saw the gradual emergence of
studies concerned with interpreting past cultural meanings in
relation to such issues as power and domination, history and
gender. In this move archaeology was taking part in wider
changes in the humanities and social sciences. As Trigger
(1989, p. 776) has noted, ‘in anthropology and the other so-
cial sciences there has been during the 1980s a renewed ap-
preciation of the complexity of behaviour and an increasing
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interest in the idiosyncratic, the particular, and the contin-
gent’. Archaeology is involved in this new contextualism and
such developments are likely to increase in the 1990s (Watson
1986). Yet we have not escaped the ‘colossal, polyhyphen-
ated, multi-systemic monsters’ (Ingold 1986) which stalked
the pages of processual archaeological writing. The attractions
of a distanced, number-crunching method brought us first
catastrophe and then chaos theories. Science-based funding
of archaeology threatens to nudge archaeology not towards a
fruitful integration with science (see chapter 9) but towards a
narrow scientism. Nevertheless such trends are increasingly
being countered by integration of science, humanism and cri-
tique, by a vibrancy and variety of theoretical position and
by social engagement.

People have often asked me the meaning of the pictures
on the front cover and frontispiece of this book. Perhaps
it is best to leave the pictures open to multiple readings in
the way described in chapter 8. But my own comments may
serve to open up the meanings rather than to close them. I
was attracted to the Mags Harries work partly for reasons
described at the end of chapter 9, and partly for superficial
reasons like the newspaper embedded in the pavement - a pun
for ‘reading the past’. Also, the scatter of artifacts, durable
on the pavement, seemed an appropriate metaphor for an
archaeology brought into the present and made active. But
somehow it was the fleeting foot that was most evocative,
like Magritte’s feet which are set below a poster on the fence,
amongst stones and dirt, but uncertain and in the process of
transformation. The boots of the archaeologist, feet of clay,
often appear bogged down in the reality of the past. Would
that foot simply pass by leaving an empty trace or would the
boots be filled with the person of the archaeologist and with
the meaning of the past? It is my hope that the archaeology
of the 1990s will grasp the issue of interpretation more fully
and more critically, and this book is my contribution to that
task.
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Preface to the third edition

In this second revision we have decided to make major
changes, removing some chapters, adding new ones, and com-
pletely revising others. In reading through the text published
in 1986 and revised with minor changes for the 1991 edition,
it was clear that the book no longer adequately discussed the
contemporary theoretical field in archaeology. There have
been so many changes that we felt that substantial revisions
were needed in a book which attempts to comment on the-
ory in archaeology from a particular point of view. There
has been a burgeoning in the discipline of discussions of post-
structuralism, agency theory and neo-evolutionary theory,
and whole new branches of theory such as phenomenology
have emerged. It seemed necessary to cover and comment
on these areas of debate, as well as to respond to the many
changes and developments in debate within feminist archae-
ology (third-wave feminism), historical approaches (such as
cultural history), theories of discourse and signs (semiotics,
dialogical models) and so on. The book is now longer and cov-
ers more ground. It thus can still be used as an introduction
to archaeological theory in general terms. But it retains a dis-
tinctive position, based on a commitment to meaning, agency
and history, and it reviews the theoretical debates from that
position.

The book has always catered to a rather hybrid audience
and we have sought to rewrite so as to respond to a number of
different interest groups. On the one hand, we have tried to
write for undergraduates in archaeology and anthropology,
and we believe that the book offers a still relatively short and
understandable account at that level. We have also continued
to provide a wide range of examples for students in different
parts of the world. On the other hand, the book seeks to
contribute to theoretical debate by arguing from a particular
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Preface to the third edition

position, and it thus also talks to those directly engaged in
theoretical research.

For the new cover illustration we have again turned to
Magritte. L'art de la conversation seems full of ambiguity - it
needs a careful reading and it can be read in various ways. Is
the conversation between the two figures, or is it with the
monument, Stonehenge-like, that hides words in its stones?
Is the past, the words set in stone, to be read, and is reading
like a conversation? The figures seem dwarfed and yet they
stand there, trying to work it out. In this book we too have
tried to work out how to make sense of the monuments and
artifacts that survive from the enormity of the past. We have
tried to contribute to the conversation.

We would like to thank Cambridge University Press for
its continued belief in this book. Scott Hutson would like
to acknowledge conversations with Byron Hamann, Arthur
Joyce, Rosemary Joyce and Lisa Stevenson that have con-
tributed to some of the perspectives in this third edition.
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1 The problem

Many people are becoming increasingly aware that the so-
called New Archaeology of the 60s and early 70s was flawed.
Though the New Archaeology met resistance from its incep-
tion, a tradition of substantial epistemological critique began
more than thirty years ago (Bayard 1969; Kushner 1970; Levin
1973; Morgan 1973; Tuggle et al. 1972). However there is
little consensus as to the nature and scale of these flaws. It
can be claimed that the New Archaeology actually inhibited
the development of archaeology itself by trying to subsume
it within other realms of study, such as anthropology and
the natural sciences. In fact, within anthropology, the type
of materialist, neo-evolutionary approach from which New
Archaeologists drew inspiration had already lost much of its
ground to interpretive, symbolic and structural approaches.
Despite David Clarke’s insistence on ‘archaeology is archae-
ology is archaeology’ (1968), his own approach, based on the
importation of ideas from statistics, geography and the in-
formation sciences, has not led to a viable and distinctive
archaeology.

Despite the great methodological contribution of the New
Archaeology, many of the central concerns of the pre-New
Archaeology eraneed to be rediscovered if an adequate archae-
ological discussion is to take place. Of course, the traditional
approaches themselves had flaws, and these have to be dealt
with. But the older approaches do not have to be thrown out
totally, in the way that the New Archaeology sometimes re-
jected ‘normative’ archaeology (Flannery 1967; Binford 1962;
1965).

Our own route to this viewpoint was substantially drawn
by the ethnoarchaeological fieldwork reported in Symbols in
Action (Hodder 1982a). The three main ideas which devel-
oped out of that work, all of which have parallels in pre-New
Archaeology, were (1) that material culture was meaningfully

1



Reading the past

constituted, (2) that agency needed to be part of theories of
material culture and social change, and (3) that despite the in-
dependent existence of archaeology, its closest ties were with
history. We wish now to summarize these three ‘problems’.

Cultural meanings and context

Schiffer (1976; 1987) has already argued that cultural trans-
forms affect the relationship between material residues and
the behaviour of the people who produced them. Symbols in
Action showed further the importance of these ‘c-transforms’,
as Schiffer called them.

At first sight such realization offers no threat to archae-
ology as a generalizing scientific discipline. Schiffer showed
how one could generalize about c-transforms. For example,
it can be shown that as the duration and intensity of use of
a site increase, so there is more organization and secondary
movement of refuse away from activity areas. In Hodder’s
work in Baringo it became clear that material culture was of-
ten not a direct reflection of human behaviour; rather it was
a transformation of that behaviour.

For example, it had earlier been suggested that the stylistic
similarity between objects increased as interaction between
people increased. In fact, at the borders between ethnic groups
in Baringo, the more interaction between people, the less
the stylistic similarity. But, again, such findings can be in-
corporated within New Archaeology because it is possible
to generalize and state the ‘law’ that material culture distinc-
tiveness is correlated with the degree of negative reciprocity
between groups (Hodder 1979). So the more competition be-
tween groups the more marked the material culture bound-
aries between them.

Another case in which it became clear that material cul-
ture was neither a simple nor a direct reflection of human
behaviour was burial. Binford (1971) had suggested a general
correlation between the complexity of mortuary ceremoni-
alism and the complexity of social organization. As Parker

2



The problem

Pearson (1982) elegantly showed, in a study of modern and
recent burial practices in Cambridge, such generalizations
failed to take into account the cultural transformation of the
relationship between burials and people. Even a highly differ-
entiated society of the type found in Cambridge today might
choose to bury its dead in an ‘egalitarian’ fashion.

Once again such work does not necessarily result in the
final spanner being thrown in the works of New Archaeol-
ogy. It might be possible to find some law-like generalizations
about why societies represent and express themselves differen-
tly in burial customs. For example, at early stages in the devel-
opment of a more highly ranked society, social status might
be exaggerated and ‘naturalized’ in death, while at later stages
the social ranking might be ‘denied’ in burial variability.

But in the case of burial practices, such generalizations are
unconvincing and the force of the notion that material cul-
ture is an indirect reflection of human society becomes clear.
Moreover, if we conceive of material culture as active — and
the grounds for doing so are strong, as we will argue later -
then the term ‘reflection’ misrepresents the relation between
material culture and society. Rather, material culture and so-
ciety mutually constitute each other within historically and
culturally specific sets of ideas, beliefs and meanings. Thus,
the relation between burial and society clearly depends on
attitudes to death.

Much the same can be said of cultural boundaries and refuse
deposition. Whether a particular artifact type does or does
not express the boundary of an ethnic group depends on the
ideas people in that society have about different artifacts and
what is an appropriate artifact for ethnic group marking. The
relationship between refuse and social organization depends
on attitudes to dirt. Thus even short-term camps may have
highly organized rubbish and long-term camps may allow
refuse build-up of a type that we today would find abhorrent
and unhygienic.

These cultural attitudes and meanings about material cul-
ture seemed to frustrate the generalizing aims of the New
Archaeology, since all material culture could now be seen
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to be meaningfully constituted. If material culture, all of it,
has a symbolic dimension such that the relationship between
people and things is affected, then a4/l of archaeology, eco-
nomic and social, is 1mp11cated

The problem then becomes, not ‘how do we study sym-
bolism in the past?’, but ‘how do we do archaeology at all?’.
Within New Archaeology the methodology to be employed
in interpreting the past was ‘hard’ and universal. Simplisti-
cally put, one could correlate material culture patterning with
human patterning, and ‘read off’ the latter from the former by
applying general laws and Middle Range Theory. Ultimately
material culture could be seen as the product of adaptation
with the environment, both physical and social. So, if one
kept asking why the material culture patterning is as it is, one
was always taken back to questions of material survival. With
such a ‘reductionist’ approach one can always predict what
the material culture means, what it reflects, in any environ-
mental context.

But to claim that culture is meaningfully constituted is ul-
timately to claim that aspects of culture are irreducible. The
relationship between material culture and human organiza-
tion is partly social, as we shall see below. But it is also
dependent on a set of cultural attitudes which cannot be pre-
dicted from or reduced to an environment. The cultural rela-
tionships are not caused by anything else outside themselves.
They just are. The task of archaeologists is to interpret this
irreducible component of culture so that the society behind
the material evidence can be ‘read’.

How does one go about such ‘reading’? It is often claimed
that material objects are mute, that they do not speak, so
how can one understand them? Certainly an object from the
past does not say anything of itself. Handed an object from
an unknown culture archaeologists will often have difficul-
ties in providing an interpretation. But to look at objects by
themselves is really not archaeology at all. Archaeology is
concerned with finding objects in layers and other contexts
(rooms, sites, pits, burials) so that their date and meaning can
be interpreted.



The problem

As soon as the context of an object is known it is no longer
totally mute. Clues as to its meaning are given by its context.
Artifacts are found in graves around the necks of the skeletons
and are interpreted as necklaces. Objects found in elaborate
non-settlement contexts are termed ritual. Clearly we can-
not claim that, even in context, objects tell us their cultural
meaning, but on the other hand they are not totally mute.
The interpretation of meaning is constrained by the interpre-
tation of context.

In Symbols in Action, the emphasis on context led to dis-
cussion of burial, style, exchange, refuse discard, settlement
organization. All these realms of material culture could now
be seen as different contexts in relation to each other. Artifacts
might mean different things in these different contexts, but
the meanings from one realm might be related, in a distorted
way, to the meanings in other realms. The ‘reading’ of the
archaeological record had to take such cultural transforma-
tions 1nto account.

A number of problems and questions arose from such a
viewpoint. First, what is the context? Context itself has to
be interpreted in the data, and the definition of context is a
matter for debate. Is the context of a particular artifact type
found in cemeteries a part of the body, the grave, a group
of graves, the cemetery, the region, or what? How does one
decide on the boundary which defines the context?

Second, even assuming we can construct meanings from
contextual associations, similarities and differences, are these
cultural meanings in people’s minds? Certainly much of the
cultural meaning of material objects is not conscious. Few
of us are aware of the full range of reasons which lead us to
choose a particular item of dress as appropriate for a given con-
text. But do we need to get at the conscious and subconscious
meanings in people’s minds, or are there simply cultural rules
and practices which can be observed from the outside? Do
we simply have to describe the unconscious cultural rules
of a society or do we have to get at people’s perceptions of
those rules? For example, is it enough to say that in a partic-
ular cultural tradition burial variability correlates with social
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variability or that burial is organized by a culture/nature
transform, or do we need to understand people’s attitudes
to death, getting ‘inside their minds’?

The third question has already been touched upon. To
what extent can we generalize about ideas in people’s minds?
Certain general principles concerning the relationships
between structural oppositions, associations, similarities, con-
texts and meanings are used in interpreting the past and the
world around us today. Even the notion that meaning derives
from contextual associations is a general theory. To what ex-
tent are such generalizations valid? And further, what is the
aim of archaeology? Is it to provide generalizations? If we say
that meanings are context dependent, then all we can do is
come to an understanding of each cultural context in its own
right, as a unique set of cultural dispositions and practices.
We cannot generalize from one culture to another. Even if
there are some general propositions we need to use in interpre-
ting the past, these are, by their very general nature, trivial -
hardly the focus for scientific enquiry. To what extent can
we generalize about unique cultural contexts, and why should
we want to generalize in any case?

These questions are also relevant in relation to the second
problem that derived from Symbols in Action.

Individuals and agents

Material culture does not just exist. It is made by someone. It
is produced to do something. Therefore it does not passively
reflect society - rather, it creates society through the acts of
social agents.

The question of agency arises from an older dialogue about
the place of the individual in society. On the one hand we have
John Donne’s famous words, ‘No man is an island, entire of
itself, every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the
main.” We concur and stress that we need to explore how
society affects the individual. Yet Donne’s view ultimately
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says that individuals are of little significance in the tide of
human history. On the other hand J. S. Mill, a classical
individualist, said ‘Men are not, when brought together, con-
verted into another kind of substance.’

In the New Archaeology, the possibility of agency was
avoided, argued out of social theory. As Flannery noted
(1967), the aim was not to reach the individual Indian be-
hind the artifact, but the system behind both Indian and ar-
tifact. It is argued by the processual school in archaeology
that there are systems so basic in nature that culture and indi-
viduals are powerless to divert them. This is a trend towards
determinism - theory building is seen as being concerned
with discovering deterministic causal relationships. There is
a close link here between discarding notions of cultural belief
and of agency. Both are seen as being unassailable through
archaeological evidence, and both are unpredictable and in-
hibit generalization.

In the 1980s, a number of authors reacted against the trend
towards determinism in the New Archaeology (Hodder 1986;
Shanks and Tilley 1987a, b). However, in their passion to
re-construct the relation between structure and agency, some
writers uncritically erected a particular version of agency that
privileged only a certain form of agent, namely, the individ-
ual. Critical and philosophical scholarship has documented
that the ‘individual’ is a very recent construct, tied closely to
the development of modernity in the West (Foucault 1970;
Handsman and Leone 1989). People in other cultures and
at other times may be constructed in a very different way
from the individual subjects of our own society, which means
that the notion of agency should not be restricted to ‘the
individual’.

By emphasizing agency in social theory we do not mean
to suggest that we should identify ‘great men’ and ‘great
women’; but that each archaeological object is produced by
an individual (or a group of individuals), not by a social sys-
tem. Each pot is made by specific actors forming the shape,
inscribing the design. Archaeology thus raises in acute form
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the problem of the relationship between agency and society.
What is the relationship between the individual pot and the
society as a whole?

Within the New Archaeology this central question was
simply bypassed. Individual pots were examined solely as pas-
sive reflections of the socio-cultural system. Each pot, each
artifact could be examined to see how it functioned for the sys-
tem as a whole. For example, the pot reflected status and thus
helped to regulate the flow of energy and resources within the
system. In addition, the system was seen as developing ‘over
the long term’. Thus individual instances of variability which
did not act for the good of the system as a whole would be of
no significance for the long-term survival of the system and
would in any case hardly be visible archaeologically.

These two notions - the overall adaptive system and the
long term - led to a rejection of the individual in archaeo-
logical theory. As a result, material culture became a passive
reflection of the social system. Whatever agents had in their
heads when they made a pot, the only thing that was im-
portant was how that pot functioned in the social system.
What the individual was trying to do with the object became
irrelevant.

The ethnographic work reported in Symbols in Action
showed the inadequacy of this view. For example, in a Lozi
village, pottery similarities did not passively reflect learning
networks and interaction frequency. Rather the pottery style
was used to create social differences and allegiances within the
village; it was produced to have an active role. Similarly, some
artifacts indicate social boundaries in Baringo, in Kenya, but
spears, for example, do not. This is because spear styles are
used by young men to disrupt the authority of older men.
They play an active role.

That material culture can act back and affect the society
and behaviour which produced it can readily be accepted
within processual archaeology (Rathje 1978, p. 52). In par-
ticular, town and house architecture clearly channels and acts
upon later behaviour. On the other hand, material culture
cannot of itself do anything: if it does ‘act back’ on society it
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must do so within the frameworks of meaning within the so-
ciety itself. The way in which material culture acts on people
is social; the action can only exist within a social framework
of beliefs, concepts and dispositions.

Material culture and its associated meanings are played out
as parts of social strategies. Agents do not simply fill predeter-
mined roles, acting out their scripts. If they did, there would
be little need for the active use of material culture in order to
negotiate social position and create social change. We are not
simply pawns in a game, determined by a system - rather, we
use a myriad of means, including material culture symbohsm,
to create new roles, to redefine existing ones and to deny the
existence of others.

It could be argued that processual archaeology is indeed
concerned with individual variability. After all, did it not
react against normative approaches and emphasize the im-
portance of situational adaptive behaviour? The question of
whether processual archaeology escaped a normative position
will be discussed throughout this volume. For the moment it
is necessary to set the scene by clarifying some of the mean-
ings given to the term normative in archaeology. First, it is
often used to refer to the culture-historical approach. In this
context it sometimes has pejorative connotations; it refers to
descriptive culture history. This is not the sense in which we
will use the term in this volume. Second, ‘normative’ refers
to the notion that culture is made up of a set of shared beliefs.
The implication is sometimes present that the shared ideas
(the norms) hinder situational variability. Third, there is a
prescriptive component to norms — they indicate what should
be done. In this sense norms refer to rules of behaviour. Of
course one can be critical of the normative approach (in the
first sense) while still being interested in norms in the second
and third senses, but both these latter meanings of the word
give little in the way of a role to individuals as social actors. A
more general critique of normative positions will be required
in this volume.

The renewed emphasis on agency in archaeological inter-
pretation is not designed to argue that prehistoric change was
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the result of ‘free will’ or that particular individuals in the
past can or should be identified. Rather, the aim is to inte-
grate both meaning and agency into archaeological theory.
Our interpretations of the past need to incorporate cultural
meanings, intentions and purposes (see above). Societies are
not purposive (Shanks and Tilley 1987a, p. 124), but indi-
vidual agents are. It is certainly possible to argue that the
purposes, meanings and intentions are themselves always al-
ready structured within historical trajectories, but the notion
of agency allows for the ability of individuals to transform
the structures in concrete situations. Positioned subjects ma-
nipulate material culture as a resource and as a sign system in
order to create and transform relations of power and domi-
nation. Determinism is avoided since it is recognized that in
concrete situations contingent situations are found and struc-
tures of meaning and of domination are gradually restructured
(Giddens 1979; Bourdieu 1977). Johnson (1989) has provided a
constructive critique of discussions of the dialectical relation-
ship between structure and agency in recent archaeological
writing. He notes that theoretical accounts have not been
backed up by applications which include a truly reflexive re-
lationship between social structure and human agency. (In
chapter 5 we will discuss structure and agency in greater de-
tail.) Detailed small-scale studies of variability are needed in
order to examine the link between individual, meaningfully
constituted events and long-term structures. Johnson’s own
example derives from historical archaeology and is part of a
wider trend towards small-scale historical studies (e.g. Ladurie
1980; Le Goff 1985; Duby 1980; see also chapter 7) but similar
small-scale methodologies are relevant in prehistoric contexts
(Hodder 1987a and b) where the opposition between individ-
ual event and long term structure is accentuated.

Historical context

In the reaction against culture history and normative ar-
chaeology, processual archaeologists turned to anthropology.
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Ultimately the main reason why the New Archaeology never
really took hold in Europe to the extent that it did in America
may be that in Europe archaeology is intellectually and ad-
ministratively (in universities) closely linked to history, not
anthropology. In American processual archaeology, the new
approach was to be cross-cultural, looking at systems in re-
lation to their environments and producing universal state-
ments. In effect a timeless past was produced. System tra-
jectories were examined, but time was sliced into segments
and attention was focussed on the cross-cultural regularities
in changes from type a to type b (for example from mobile
hunter-gatherers to settled farmers).

While the discussion so far in this chapter has implied that
cross-cultural laws which are more than trivial are unlikely
to exist, what is the possibility of historical laws - that is
generalizations valid through time in a particular context?
Since action in the world partly depends on concepts, and
since concepts are learnt through experience in the world,
in which one is brought up and lives, it is feasible that long-
term continuities in cultural traditions exist, continually be-
ing renegotiated and transformed, but nevertheless generated
from within. Part of the aim of archaeology may be to iden-
tify whether such long-term continuities exist, and how they
are transformed and changed.

It was noted earlier that an emphasis on cultural meanings
is here taken to imply that culture is not reducible to material
effects. In explaining why a cultural form has a specific mean-
ing and use, it is necessary to examine its previous associations
and contexts, its diffusion and sequence. While diffusion and
cultural continuity are social processes, the pre-existing cul-
tural form also influences what comes after. This is because
human beings can only perceive and act through a cultural
medium which they both create and live within. As Childe
(1936) put it, man creates traditions, but traditions make the
man - man makes himself.

It might be thought that there is a danger here of a new type
of reductionism. Rather than reducing cultural behaviour
to survival, there is the possibility of an infinite regress as
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cultural forms are interpreted in terms of previous cultural
forms, backwards until we get to the first stone-tool ever
made, in the temporal mists of the Palaeolithic. While it will
rarely be necessary to go to such historical lengths, it is diffi-
cult to see why one should want to deny the importance of
culture-historical work. There is something in all of us of the
decisions made in the flaking of the very first hand-axe. Only
archaeology can achieve this grand design. But even when we
get to the origin of some idea it is not reduced to something
outside itself. The cultural form remains created, specific and
irreducible.

While it may ultimately be desirable to trace the creation
of the present out of the distant past, the transformations of
meaning over such time periods are considerable. More fre-
quently we can gain adequate insight into cultural meanings
by examining the more immediate historical context.

It is important, therefore, to examine where things come
from. This was the focus of culture history within traditional
archaeology. We now have to see the diffusion of traits as a
social and meaningful process; the associations of an item in
another or in a previous cultural context affect the use of that
item within a new context. Diffusion is thus explanatory, not
descriptive, as is so often claimed.

While placing an emphasis on cultural meaning and the
simultaneous maintenance and active ‘invention’ (Hobsbawn
and Ranger 1984) of cultural traditions we do not wish to
argue that history consists only of conceptual structures and
we do not wish to claim an idealist history (see p. 20 and
chapter 7). Environmental and technological constraints and
social relations of production also structure change. They
contribute to the historical potential for social transformation
and they provide the resources with which change can be
built. The split between the ideal and the material is best seen
as an historical dialect in which the material resources and
relations are meaningfully embedded so that neither the ideal
nor the material are privileged.

While it is argued that archaeology should reassert its
European ties with history, it is also important to see the
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differences between archaeology and history. To the extent
that historical explanation can be defined by its reference to
antecedent contexts and events (an inadequate or incomplete
description, as we will argue in chapter 7), archaeology is
part of history. Yet archaeology is about material culture not
documents. The writing of ink on paper is itself one type
of material culture, and the inference of meaning from such
evidence is equivalent to that for material objects in general.
In this sense, history is part of archaeology. Even though
historical documents contain considerably more contextual
information when we recognize the language they are writ-
ten in, the process of inference is still one of giving meaning
to the past material world. Of course, in those cases where
texts are readable, the archaeological record should not be
considered impoverished in comparison with the historical
record. Texts record the voices of select segments of the pop-
ulation, depending on the (often low) rates of literacy in the
past, therefore putting the archaeologist in an excellent and
sometimes unique position to uncover the actions of the less
powerful (Deetz 1977).

This archaeological approach has become influential in a
number of disciplines. Prompted by, among other things, the
recognition of ruptures between self and other, whether the
other is conceived of as cultural, psychological or historical, a
wide variety of writers, including Freud, Foucault, Lacan and
Benjamin, have claimed an affinity towards ‘archaeological’
approaches or expressed their methods using archaeological
metaphors (see also Shanks 2001).

Conclusion

In the course of this volume we hope to discuss the problems
raised in this first chapter. The aim is to meet the challenges
posed to archaeology by a recognition of the importance of
cultural meaning, agency and history. In summary, we can see
that such recognition has effects in the three central areas of
archaeological debate. These are (1) the relationship between
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material culture and society - how material culture relates to
people, (2) the causes of change — what causes social, economic
and cultural change, and (3) epistemology and inference - how
archaeologists interpret the past.

1 Bebaviour-material culture

It has always been recognized that the relationship between
behaviour and material culture is the central difficulty to
be resolved in archaeology. The problems in this relation-
ship were early recognized in the only partial correspondence
discovered between material ‘cultures’ and ‘peoples’ (Childe
1951).

The contribution of processual archaeology was an at-
tempt to think systematically about the relationship between
behaviour and material culture. In much early work the dom-
inant theme was: behaviour — material culture. Material
culture was the passive by-product of human behaviour. This
view is seen in the matrilocal residence hypothesis (Longacre
1970) and in theories about the relationship between popu-
lation and settlement area (Naroll 1962) and between style
and interaction (Plog 1978). The attempt by Binford (1983)
to identify Middle Range Theory, insofar as this can be ap-
plied to cultural processes, recaptures the same desire for
secure, unambiguous relationships, essentially equivalent to
Schiffer’s (1976) laws, between material culture and human
behaviour. More recently, as was shown above, this cross-
cultural approach has been extended (Rathje 1978) to include
the notion that material culture acts back upon society, form-
ing a two-way relationship: behaviour <> material culture.

In this book we wish to go further and argue that the re-
lationship between behaviour and material culture depends
on the actions of people within particular culture-historical
contexts.

behaviour «— material culture
T
agency,
culture,
history
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There is thus no direct, universal cross-cultural relation-
ship between behaviour and material culture. Frameworks
of meaning intervene and these have to be interpreted by the
archaeologist. This endeavour must be undertaken by all of
those who want to examine the past as archaeologists, even
if we are mainly interested in economics and social organi-
zation rather than symbolism. Even if we want to say that
the economy at a particular site was based on hunting many
wild animals because of the high percentage of wild animal
bones on the site, we need to make some assumptions about
attitudes towards animals, bones, and waste. For example,
we need to assume that people ate, or discarded the residues
from the animals they ate, on sites (rather than eating and dis-
carding off sites, throwing bones in rivers where they would
not survive archaeologically, or burning the bones to ash).
Whatever we want to say about human behaviour in the past,
cultural meanings need to be assumed. In chapter 9, we will
discuss the suggestion, grounded in phenomenology and psy-
chology, that material culture plays such a fundamental role
in constituting culture, agency and history that our existence
as subjects cannot be intelligibly disentangled from the mate-
rial world in which our behaviour is embedded.

2 Cause-effect

The second major area of research is the causes of social
change. Again, simple notions of cause — effect (technolog-
ical change leads to population increase, for example) have
been replaced by cause <> effect relationships through the in-
troduction of systems, feedback loops, multiplier effects and
multiple causality. Most archaeologists today would accept
that the causes of social change are complex, involving many
different factors - economic, social and ideological - and there
have recently been many interesting attempts to relate these
factors into complex interlocking systems (chapter 2).
Within such work, however, there remains the notion that
causes have effects which are to some degree universal and
predictable. On the other hand, the central importance of
the individual perception of causes leads to a different view.
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cause <> effect
agency,
culture,
history

Causes in the form of events, conditions and consequences
(intended and unintended) in the world cannot have social
effects except via human perception and evaluation of them.
Thus land erosion may be a cause with the effect that people
abandon their village and disperse. But the fact of land erosion
does not by itself determine any particular response because
there are many ways of dealing with or avoiding or preventing
land erosion. How land erosion or its effects are perceived,
and how the possible responses are evaluated, depend on how
land erosion is involved in individual social strategies within
particular culture-historical contexts.

This is saying more than that ideology is important in hu-
man adaptation and that it functions in various ways. Within
most archaeological discussion of ideology, the belief sys-
tem is seen as a predictable response of the adaptive system
(chapter 2); it is claimed here, however, that the particular
content of the postures and practices that are constructed
within historical channels is the medium through which adap-
tation occurs. Thus causes (social or physical) do not have
social effects; rather, an historical tradition reproduces itself
in relation to events in the world.

3 Fact-theory

Through much of the early development of archaeology an
empiricist stance was maintained, in which the facts were
seen to speak for themselves - ‘let the pots speak’. Thus Colt
Hoare, a British archaeologist writing in the 18th century,
said that we speak from facts not theory. It was held that
by staying close to the facts certain things, though by no
means all things, could be known with security. As we shall
see later, this is a simplification of a complex set of beliefs
held by archaeologists prior to the emergence of processual
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archaeology (Wylie 1989a, b; 1993). But in general, inference
could be seen as following the design: data — theory.

More recently an alternative view has been emphasized,
in which data are collected in relation to a theory. The
hypothetico-deductive approach involved deducing from a
theory various implications, and testing these implications
against the data. Binford’s (1967) smudge-pit example pro-
vides a good illustration of this procedure. Renfrew (1982) has
depicted the relationship between theory and data as data <
theory. Fact and theory confront each other but each changes
in relation to the other (Wylie 1993).

Binford and Sabloff (1982) have in fact suggested that the
relationship between theory and data is so close that data
are observed within theory, and that therefore observational
data are really theories (in Binford and Sabloff’s terms the
observational data are paradigm dependent). Thus, while all
the approaches mentioned above would argue that the real
world exists separate from our observations of it, more and
more of the observational process is seen as being theory
dependent. The bare bones that are left are the facts in the
real world which we can never observe.

The problems of observation raised by post-positivist phi-
losophy can be exemplified in the diagrams shown in Fig. 1.
Before we can measure and compare such objects we have to
decide what they are. For example, if we decide to measure
the front faces of all such boxes, which is the front face? Or if
we decide to measure the length of the rabbit’s ears, we have
to be able to differentiate between rabbits and ducks.

Such problems are particularly acute in the study of prehis-
toric art, but they pose a major difficulty for all archaeology
since before one can measure or count, compare or contrast,
one has to form categories (types of pots, contexts, cultures
and so on). These categories are formed through the process
of perception.

The solution followed by Binford and Sabloff (1982) is to
invoke Middle Range Theory. They argue that independent
instruments of measurement can be brought in to test the
relationship between material culture and the society which
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Fig. 1. The relationship between data and theory. (A) Which is the
front edge of the box? (B) Is this an image of a duck or a rabbit?

(C) Do you see a face or a person playing a horn? B and C from Mind
Sights by Roger Shepard, © 1990 by Roger Shepard. Reprinted by
permission of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.

produced it, and that in this way one can ‘objectively’ test be-
tween paradigms. This answer is inadequate (a) because what
one measures depends on perception and categorization, and
(b) because there can be no independent instruments of mea-
surement since methodology is itself theory dependent.
Although it will be argued in this volume that the real
world does constrain what we can say about it, it is also clear
that the concept of ‘data’ involves both the real world and
our theories about it (see chapter 8 for discussions of objec-
tivity and relativism). As a result, the theories one espouses
about the past depend very much on one’s own social and
cultural context. Trigger (1980), Leone (1978) and others (see
also Arnold 1990; Conkey 1997; Handsman and Leone 1989;

18



The problem

Kehoe 1998; McCafferty and McCafferty 1994; Tilley 1989b)
have shown with great effect how changing interpretations
of the past depend on changing social and cultural contexts
in the present. Individuals within society today use the past
within social strategies. In other words, the data-theory re-
lationship is conceived and manipulated within cultural and
historical contexts.

Fact «— theory
T
agency,
culture,
history

Towards the end of this volume we wish to examine the
varied implications of the realization that there can be no
‘testing’ of theory against data, no independent measuring
devices and no secure knowledge about the past. It seems
to us that most archaeologists have shied away from these
problems since at first sight they seem destructive: the whole
fabric of archaeology as a scientific discipline, accepted since
the early development of archaeology, is threatened. We wish
to argue that the problems need to be faced if archaeology is
to remain a rigorous discipline and if archaeologists are to be
socially responsible.
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2 Processual and systems approaches

In chapter 1 the question was posed: how do we infer cultural
meanings in material remains from the past? In this and the
following chapters various approaches to achieving this end
will be discussed. The search is for an approach that takes ade-
quate account of agency in an historical and cultural context.

It is necessary first to make a distinction between two broad
classes of approach followed by archaeologists, which we shall
term materialist and idealist. We shall see later that these terms
have numerous senses within different schools of thought;
for the moment we wish to give them provisional but precise
meanings.

For Kohl (1981, p. 89) materialism ‘accords greater causal
weight to a society’s behaviour than to its thoughts, reflec-
tions, or justifications for its behaviour’. This kind of ma-
terialism is considered ‘vulgar’ because thoughts, reflections
and justifications - the ‘superstructure’ — are said to be wholly
determined by the productive economic behaviour that forms
the ‘base’ of society. In the materialist scheme, productive
capacity and behaviour is influenced only by technology and
environmental limitations (see chapter 4 for other forms of
materialism). This definition needs to be extended to include
the nature of inference within materialist approaches. In this
book we mean by materialist approaches those that infer
cultural meanings from the relationships between people and
their environment. Within such a framework the ideas in
people’s minds can be predicted from their economy, technol-
ogy, social and material production. Given a way of organiz-
ing matter and energy, an appropriate ideological framework
can be predicted.

By idealist we mean any approach which accepts that there
is some component of human action which is not predictable
from a material base, but which comes from the human mind
or from culture in some sense. In chapter 1, we referred to
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the viewpoint that culture was not entirely reducible to other
variables, that to some extent culture is what culture is. In in-
ferring cultural meanings in the past, there is no necessary
relationship between social and material organization of re-
sources on the one hand and cultural ideas and values on the
other.

The distinction made above is equivalent to Gellner’s
(1982) identification of ‘covering law’ and ‘emanationist’ con-
ceptions of causation. The former limits itself to the world of
experience and seeks causality in the pattern of similar expe-
riences, the regular associations, the observed laws; the latter,
on the other hand, postulates inner essences, normally hid-
den from view, which lie behind and bind together visible
phenomena.

In this chapter, we wish to examine some recent approaches
to recovering past cultural meanings which in our view are
often materialist, and ‘covering law’ in nature. They are
all ‘processual’ in that they claim to view culture not as
normative, but as an adaptive process. Processual archae-
ology, though deriving from the New Archaeology of the
1960s and 1970s, has spawned various offspring or reactions
termed neo-evolutionary, behavioural and cognitive proces-
sual archaeology. These approaches will be evaluated in terms
of their approach to cultural meanings. But we wish to
focus first on one approach that has long been of interest
to processual archaeologists — the use of systemic adaptive
theory. Kohl (1981, p. 95) argues that there is no necessary
relationship between materialism and systems analysis. In
practice, however, systems analysis has been the vehicle for
the application of models emphasizing ecology and econ-
omy, based on predictable law-like relationships. We intend
to illustrate these points by taking a number of represen-
tative examples. It must be emphasized that these examples
are chosen precisely because they are good examples within
the framework used. In criticizing them we do not criticize
the authors and their work, only the framework which they
have adopted (for other examples see Conrad and Demarest
1984; Earle 1990; Jochim 1983; Braun and Plog 1982).
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The article by Trubitt (2000) on changes in economy and
society at Cahokia in the Mississippi River Valley in the
12th and 13th centuries A.D. is our first example of the
way in which systemic approaches incorporate the ideational
subsystem, including ritual and monumental architecture.
Demarrais ez al. (1996) also show the ways ideologies change
through time in relation to other subsystems. They examine
sequences of change in Neolithic and Bronze Age chiefdoms
in Thy, Denmark, in the Moche state of north coastal Peru,
and in the Inka empire of Andean South America.

Much recent work on symbolism and style has as its start-
ing point an article by Wobst (1977). This important and
creative work shows the way in which style can be linked
to processes of information exchange, and Wobst relates the
information exchange sub-system to flows of matter and
energy. Wobst explains style by its functioning in relation to
other variables, and we will therefore describe his approach
as systemic.

An equally important and influential article is that by
Flannery and Marcus (1976) in which ideology is seen to
play a part in regulating the social and economic sub-systems
throughout long periods in the Oaxaca valley, Mexico. They
show the way in which the Zapotec cosmology can be seen
as a means of organizing information about the world.

A materialist approach to culture?

On the surface, the two recent articles (Trubitt 2000 and
Demarrais et al. 1996) seem to diverge from the older stud-
ies (Wobst 1977 and Flannery and Marcus 1976). Whereas
the earlier cases see style, symbolism, ideology and cultural
meaning as conferring adaptive advantage, the later articles
focus explicitly on strategies of political actors. In fact, the
‘dual-processual’ approach favoured by Trubitt was offered
in direct contrast to neo-evolutionary theory (Blanton ez al.
1996, p. 1). However, all four cases retain a systemic, material-
ist approach, and, when pressed, will reduce cultural meaning
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to adaptive considerations. Trubitt attributes a decrease in
monumental construction and an increase in status differ-
entiation and craft production at Cahokia to a switch from
corporate political strategies, in which social inequality is
downplayed, power is corporate and ritual activity expresses
communal goals and ideologies, to network political strate-
gies, in which individual leaders monopolise power and build
networks of support through prestige goods exchange. In this
model (see also Blanton et al. 1996), both the form (collective
representations at massive, collectively built monuments) and
the content (themes of fertility, renewal and cosmic order) of
ritual are precipitates of the political strategy. The political
strategies themselves are in most cases determined by material
conditions. Trubitt’s goal is not to determine what may have
motivated the change from corporate to network strategies
at Cahokia, but in passing she notes that declines in pop-
ulation may have caused this shift, forcing leaders to try
new strategies to gain followers. Likewise, though Blanton
et al. declare that the dual-processual approach transcends the
materialism/idealism divide, old-time materialist factors such
as population size (‘scale limitations’) and environmental fac-
tors predict, in most cases, which of the two strategies will be
pursued.

A similar pattern is seen in Demarrais et al.’s example.
Their three case studies in the materialisation of ideology span
the upper rungs of the neo-evolutionary ladder (chiefdom,
state, empire) and each of the three culture’s locations on the
ladder in part determines the nature of ideological strategies
(Demarrais et al. 1996, pp. 19-20). The authors envision ide-
ology as a central element of cultural systems (p. 15), though
in their case studies, ideology responds rather directly to
environmental and political factors. For example, in Thy,
changes in ideology were determined by local environmental
factors and external technological factors. During the Pastoral
Warrior Period (2600-1800 B.C.) the lack of a local ma-
terial resource that could be monopolised prevented early
strong warriors from building chiefdoms. The development
of warrior chiefdoms and their associated ideology depended
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upon the non-local development of bronze technology and
its introduction to Denmark (copper and tin were not locally
available). Bronze-working was sufficiently difficult to pre-
vent all but ambitious chiefs and their attached artisans from
mastering it. In the Inka case, ideological strategies were a
direct adaptation to the problems of communication and the
challenge of establishing authority over geographically dis-
persed and culturally, linguistically distinct subjects (p. 27).
Demarrais et al. attend to the specific contents and meanings
of these different ideologies to some degree, but by casting ide-
ology as an adaptive strategy, they reduce ritual and meaning
to a mere function of other subsystems.

Wobst clearly states that he is concerned not with the pro-
duction of artifacts but with their use lives. He is concerned
with the adaptive advantage that artifacts provide in informa-
tion exchange. ‘Learned behaviour and symbolizing ability
greatly increase the capacity of human operators to interact
with their environment through the medium of artifacts. This
capacity . .. improves their ability to harness and process en-
ergy and matter’ (p. 320). In looking at the adaptive advantage
style may convey, Wobst suggests a number of cross-cultural
generalizations. For example, artifact style gains in value if
the potential receivership is neither too close socially (since
emitter and receiver will be acquainted) nor too distant (since
decoding of the message is unreliable). Thus, as the size of
social units increases so that there is more interaction with
socially intermediate receivers, artifact stylistic behaviour will
increase. Another generalization is that ‘the less an artifact is
visible to members of a given group, the less appropriate it is
to carry stylistic messages of any kind’ (p. 328).

Such work concentrates on material functions and reduces
symbolic behaviour to utility and adaptation. General state-
ments are derived suggesting predictable relationships be-
tween economy and society: for example Hodder suggested
(1979) that material culture boundaries are more marked
where there is increased negative reciprocity between groups.
In the same vein Wobst suggests in relation to Yugoslavian
folk costume that ‘in areas of strong inter-group competition
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one would expect a higher proportion of people wearing hats
that signal group affiliation than in areas with relatively stable
homogeneous populations’ (p. 333).

Flannery and Marcus (1976) suggest a broader context for
such generalizations. They show the way symbolism and
ritual can be seen as part of human ecology, following the
ecological stance of Rappaport (1971). Their concern is with
the way ritual regulates the relationship between people and
environment; the Zapotec cosmology is seen as a way of
giving order to and regulating natural events. Ritual blood-
letting, using sting-ray spines, shows to other members of
a community that a farmer is making a loss and needs the
support of gifts of maize. Human ecosystems involve the ex-
change of matter, energy and information.

To what extent can these materialist systemic approaches
explain cultural meaning, ideology and ritual? The first point
to be made is that they are not intended to explain the
‘becoming’ of cultural production. As Wobst clearly states,
his interest is in the use and functions of artifact styles, not
their production. This is a difficulty of all functional, adaptive
explanations, where the ‘cause’ of an event is also its ‘effect’.
Thus in explaining how something like sting-ray spine blood-
letting came about, we refer to a later effect, the regulation of
resources. This temporal inversion is, however, recognized
by most systems theorists, and answered by saying that ar-
chaeologists can only look at adaptive advantage over the long
term, at what is selected for survival. Within this view there
is little concern with why something was produced.

Thus, almost by definition, most of the cultural variabil-
ity dug up by archaeologists is ruled out of the court of
explanation. We cannot explain why a sting-ray spine is
used, why blood-letting is used rather than other artifacts
and rituals. Reference is made only to gross characteristics of
cultural behaviour - Trubitt’s monumental mounds, Wobst’s
increases and decreases of stylistic behaviour. In most cases
we cannot explain why a particular ritual, or why a ritual
at all, is used for a particular function, since other things
could presumably have done the same job equally well. The
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difficulty is made clear if we start, not from the adaptive func-
tional end, but from the decoration, the particular squiggle
painted on a pot. We can hardly say that squiggles on pots
are determined by adaptive advantage. There is a poverty to
systemic arguments which do not allow us to explain specific
cultural variability. A great amount is left unaccounted for.

How are the ideational meanings assigned in these studies?
Is the imputation of meaning achieved critically? Many ar-
chaeologists retain an empiricist view and are sceptical of the
ideational realm, which is often equated with the speculative
and non-scientific, and prefer to talk of material functions
rather than ideas which were in people’s minds in the past.
However, in our view it is impossible to discuss function to
the exclusion of the ideational realm, for at least three reasons.

First, the notion of ‘function’ assumes some ‘end’, or
several ‘ends’ which are in some way ranked in order of im-
portance. For example, if one is discussing whether barbed
or unbarbed arrowpoints are more efficient in fulfilling their
function(s), one has also to discuss what these functions were,
and their relative importance. Such ‘ends’ might be to wound
or kill a person or animal, from near or far, quickly or slowly,
with or without the possibility of reuse of the same imple-
ment, and so on. And of course the implement may have
important symbolic meanings which could affect its use and
killing potential. These various ‘ends’ are produced within a
matrix of cultural meanings.

Second, before we can talk of the functions of an object,
we normally produce categories of objects — points, barbed
points, pots and so on. However, in producing these cat-
egories, the archaeologist automatically embeds them with
meaning. In so far as they are always in at least partial
conformity to our current linguistic and perceptual codes,
categorisation schemes inevitably carry with them a contem-
porary and contingent sense of order (often a far cry from
notions of meaning and order shared in the past; Shanks and
Tilley 1987, pp. 16-18). For example, from the 17th century
to the present, dramatic shifts in the way in which species
were classified were contingent not upon new discoveries,
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but upon mutations in the meaning of history: each muta-
tion caused natural historians to see the objects of classifica-
tion differently. For instance, when a 17th-century notion of
history as visibility was replaced by a 19th-century notion
which prioritised the hidden and the invisible, dissections
gained importance and classification was reorientated towards
internal anatomy as opposed to external structure (Foucault
1970 [1966], pp. 125-38). Thus, the ways in which we clas-
sify are fully constituted by the system of meaning through
which we relate to the artifacts. Systems of meaning in mod-
ern western archaeology tend to privilege form/shape as a
basis for classification (Miller 1985b, pp. 51-74). Dunnell
(1986, p. 158) speculates that this is so because ‘shape seems
a natural descriptive dimension, one that does not have to
be rationalized to English speakers . Even when we attempt
to expunge such a ‘bias’ from the process of classification
by deploying sophisticated statistical methods such as nu-
merical taxonomy, our own systems of meaning intervene
because we still select the ‘appropriate’ variables and statisti-
cal algorithms (Dunnell 1986, p. 184; Hutson and Markens,
in press; Read 1989, p. 184). Even the order in which artifact
classes are listed in catalogues may contain hidden narratives
about which functions are perceived to be the most important
(Spector 1993; Hodder 1999a, p. 53). In sum, as an artifact’s
function is a product of its position within a classification,
that function is already laden with the structures of meaning
that underlie the logic of that particular classification system.

Third, the hypothesis concerning function is always based
on an assumption about the meaning of an object. Even to call
an object an axe is to assume that people in the past saw it in
the same light as we do today - as an object used to cut down
trees. Function and meaning are inextricably linked; this is
particularly clear when we discuss the social functions of ob-
jects. Such social functions depend on a conceptual meaning
which we often impose covertly and uncritically.

For example, Demarrais et a/. claim that burial monuments
communicate social identity. In their Early Farmer Period,
communal burials are said to emphasise group identity. In
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the subsequent Pastoral Warrior Period, a shift to low burial
mounds that mark the graves of individual men and women
is said to emphasise individual identity (pp. 20-1; see also
Tilley 1984). Then, in the Early Bronze Age, the tradition
of individual burial mounds established in the prior period
continues, but now these mounds have the added function
of dividing the landscape into cultural regions owned by lo-
cal chiefs (p. 22). Beyond a consideration of Hodder’s anal-
ogy of burial mounds and houses (1990a), there is little at-
tempt to understand attitudes to death. Burials may have
communicated social identity, but they may have had other
meanings: whatever conclusion we make involves an attempt,
sometimes unacknowledged, to ‘think ourselves into’ prehis-
toric attitudes to burials. In looking at other contexts of the
Thy archaeological record as presented in Demarrais et al.
we notice that the switch to individual graves coincides with
the beginning of a tradition of burying men with weapons
of destruction (daggers, swords, battle axes) as opposed to
agricultural tools such as axes for clearing forests. The use of
individual graves and weapons as burial offerings continues
into the Early Bronze Age despite discontinuities such as the
appearance of chiefs, which triggered differentiation in the
size of graves, and change in the material used for weapons
(metal replaces stone). In the face of these discontinuities, the
continuity of single graves with weapons suggests long-term
historical meanings that could be taken into account when
discussing how weapons or graves functioned to consolidate
chiefdoms. As a further example of this point we can return
to Wobst’s Yugoslavian head-dresses. He uses these to sup-
port the general statement that more visible cultural items
carry messages to larger social units - the head-gear is highly
visible. But there are many visible ways of using the body
to show social group allegiance at a distance, particularly, for
example, posture, trousers, coats etc. Wobst may be correct
in his reconstruction, but if he is it is because he has correctly
hypothesized the indigenous perceptions concerning which
aspects of the body are important in marking social affilia-
tion. The head-dress may be highly visible but it may not
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have been perceived as highly visible, or it may have been
perceived to have meanings not primarily related to identity
display.

Hodder (1984a) made a related point about the megaliths of
Europe. These monumental burial mounds have been widely
accepted as territorial or group markers (Renfrew 1976),
legitimating competition over resources by reference to the
ancestors. Now while this may seem perfectly reasonable, it is
important to recognize that the theory about the social func-
tions (competition, legitimation) is based on a theory about
what the tombs meant (ancestors, the past). Clearly, they
could have been perceived in a different way, in which case
their social function might have been different. An apparently
materialist, covering law argument is based on the imputation
of perceptions inside the culture. A similar point can be made
about the archaeological identification of ‘prestige’ items.

Within the covering law, systemic approach, cultural
meanings are imposed, but always from the outside, without
adequate consideration. The assignment of cultural meanings
is normally based on Western attitudes, which are implicit
and undiscussed. It is assumed that burials, rituals, head-gear
and pot decoration have universal social functions, linked to
their universal meanings; objects are wrenched out of their
context and explained cross-culturally.

The partition of cultural systems into various sub-systems,
which is the starting point for all systemic analyses, is itself
based on a Western view of the world. The divisions made
between subsistence, trade, society, symbolism may not be
appropriate for past societies. The division, based itself on
a covering law, may appear to give equal welght to all the
sub-systems, but in practice, as we have seen, the ‘material’
sub-systems are given dominance. Flannery and Marcus try to
give a more important role to ideology, arguing that systems
must be seen to work within a cosmology, bracketed by and
organized by a set of cultural beliefs. But even here the ideol-
ogy has a passive regulative role, working for the good of the
system as a whole, and over the long term. Any systems anal-
ysis involves making assumptions about cultural meanings,
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and we have seen that in archaeology these assumptions are
often materialist in character.

We have argued so far that ecosystemic approaches are in-
adequate partly because they do not give sufficient weight to
non-material forces and to particular historical meanings. But
we should equally eschew idealist accounts which give little
significance to material forces. The symbolism of a sign de-
rives partly from its relationships to other signs in a structure
(Shanks and Tilley 1987b, p. 74). All meaning, therefore, has
as abstract, conceptual component. But in practice, in con-
crete situations, signs can come to have new meanings. The
material, external world impinges on symbolic structures in a
number of ways (Hodder 1989a). Material objects derive their
functional meanings largely from such factors as weight, hard-
ness, friability, distribution and ease of access. The objects
which are used for particular tasks depend on these factors as
well as on technological and ecological processes and struc-
tures. Much material culture meaning comes about pragmat-
ically through use and experience, always embedded within
and helping to constitute the structured systems of signs. Arti-
facts embody the dialectic between the material and the ideal.
Systems applications in archaeology have not provided a bal-
anced probing of this dialectic.

Agency

As a result of the passive view of ideology within most sys-
tems analyses, agents play little part in the theories - they only
appear as predictable automata, driven by covering laws. In
the examples discussed, individuals appear controlled by rit-
uals according to universal expectations; there is no sense in
which they actively manipulate and negotiate ideologies.
This point is evident in relation to style. Wobst concen-
trates on style and information exchange: the only thing that
matters is whether a message is emitted and received effi-
ciently. Certainly the organization of information as studied
by Wobst could be said to be active in that the information
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aids the organization of energy and resources, but since there
is no interest in such work in the production of style, one is
left with the impression that agents are situated passively in
pre-existing roles and that the material symbols simply allow
such roles to be organized efficiently. There is little idea here
that agents have to create roles in action and in the competent
manipulation of the symbolic world - one has the impression
that ‘other things being equal’ it is simply a matter of follow-
ing the rules. Active people play a minor part in such theories.

Another aspect of the systemic approach to ideology is that
individuals appear to be easily fooled. They are easily duped
by the dominant ideology, and they easily accept the legit-
imation of control. Rituals appear which legitimate control
within groups. Presumably everybody is duped by, or at least
accepts, the new ideology without being able to penetrate its
raison d’étre.

It is perhaps surprising that, although the whole of the
New Archaeology or processual archaeology was based on the
rejection of normative archaeology, the systemic covering law
approach is itself normative, in the sense that the beliefs and
rituals, the meaning of style, are all rules shared by members
of social communities. There is little indication that different
people or sub-sections in society might view the same thing
(a ritual such as blood-letting, or burial display) differently.
Wobst in particular discusses the way in which style allows
members of a group to evaluate how closely a given individual
is subscribing to the behavioural norms of the group. Head-
dresses are seen as having a common significance throughout
the society in which they are worn.

History and time

If, within the systems approach, each society has a set of
norms which regulate relationships with the environment,
how does social change occur? The way in which time is
treated is distinctive. Cultural development is broken up into
temporal phases, and adaptation with the environment is
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assessed for each phase separately. The difficulty thus becomes
one of explaining the move from phase « to phase b. This may
be done by arguing for a new environmental, economic con-
text necessitating social and ideological change, or by arguing
for internal problems and pathologies leading to change,
it is unclear how a particular resolution to the new problems
is found. Of all the choices available, including retraction
and stability as opposed to growth, how is one choice made?
Systems theory in archaeology has been concerned to exam-
ine the functions of things which already exist. By disregard-
ing production, creation and innovation, by only looking at
the adaptive qualities of a system, we cannot explain how that
system developed; neither can we explain how people come
to accept the new system. How did the new ideational sys-
tem, the social legitimation, come about? Where did the new
system of beliefs come from and why did people accept them?
In order to explain system change, it thus becomes neces-
sary to see how phase b is generated out of phase 4. If we
can understand the social and ideological structures in phase
a, then we can begin to examine how the change to phase &
was produced and given meaning. Our analysis of systemic
changes must thus take historical meanings into account. The
choices about system trajectory are formulated within a pre-
existing but changing cultural framework. The systemic anal-
ysis which most closely meets these requirements is that of
Flannery and Marcus, who achieve an interpretation which,
despite the shortcomings mentioned above, has many con-
textual components. The Zapotec cosmology is understood
as being unique and historically particular. Rather than im-
posing modern Western notions of satisfying or maximizing
strategies, Flannery and Marcus suggest the Zapotec had a
‘harmonizing ethic’ in which a particular relationship with
the cosmos underlay ritual, society and economy.

The Zapotec world was an orderly place in which human
actions were based on empirical observations, interpreted
in the light of a coherent body of logic. Once that logic is
understood, all Zapotec behaviour - whether economic,
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political or religious — makes sense as a series of related
and internally consistent responses based on the same set
of underlying principles. In other words, one very non-
Western metaphysic regulated exchanges of matter, en-
ergy and information. (p. 383)

While this view is highly normative, it certainly defines a
framework within which social and economic change can be
explained and understood. The Zapotec metaphysic is the
medium for social change in relation to a changing human
and physical environment.

Behavioural archaeology

One of the outgrowths of processual archaeology that did
not adopt a systemic approach is behavioural archaeology.
Behavioural archaeologists ‘seek to explain variability and
change in human behavior by emphasizing the study of rela-
tionships between people and their artifacts’ (Schiffer 1996,
p. 644). This explicit interest in people and material culture is
strengthened by a careful attention to the relational and spa-
tial context of artifacts and an ambitious commitment to the
entire range of human activities, including communication,
ritual and religion (Rathje and Schiffer 1982; Walker 1998).
Despite such promising goals, the behavioural approach, like
the systemic and materialist approaches documented thus far,
falls short of recognising the importance of meaning, history
and the active potential of material culture.

The chief flaw of behavioural archaeology is its failure to
recognise that material culture is meaningfully constituted.
For example, the regularities that behavioural archaeologists
have found in people-artifact interactions silently contain
modern western assumptions about the meaning of artifacts.
These assumptions ignore the possibility that these artifacts
may have had different meanings for people in the past. Thus
the McKellar hypothesis, which states that when an activity
area is frequently cleaned, only the smallest refuse from that
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activity will remain (McKellar 1983), works only if the mean-
ing of refuse and the meaning of cleaning are the same for both
the archaeologist and the people in prehistory conducting the
activities.

The confusion over meaning may reside in the refusal to
conceive of culture as a causal agent in the explanation of vari-
ation and change (Schiffer 1996, p. 647). By ‘culture’ Schiffer
means learned behaviour: that which is the object of cultural
transmission. In practice, behaviourists occasionally do con-
ceive of culture as a causal agent. For example, with reference
to pottery production, Schiffer and Skibo (1997, pp. 33-4)
state that the community in which ‘the artisan learned the
potter’s craft’ influences the technical choices of production.
Despite such examples, most variation in material culture is
said to result from attempts to achieve high values on be-
haviourally relevant performance characteristics (Schiffer and
Skibo 1997). Though Schiffer (1999) claims to have renounced
a definition of performance that includes optimisation, the
discussion of the potter’s decision-making process is fraught
with maximisation and rationality. The potter is seen as a
tinkerer, experimenting with various alternatives, settling on
whatever combination will solve the most problems (Schiffer
and Skibo 1997, p. 40). This approach reduces the artisan’s
final product to a mere reflection of the functional expecta-
tions — or ‘situational factors’ - of its consumers. Material
culture is thus a passive ‘effect’. While admirable in its recog-
nition of the agency of the potter as a tinkerer, this approach
goes too far in that direction, giving the potter total and
unrestricted latitude for experimentation. In responding to
a particular technical problem, the potter does not possess
in her cognitive repertoire the entire universe of alterna-
tive solutions. Rather, in any particular place and time, only
some solutions populate the realm of what is thinkable; many
choices are settled unconsciously by the potter’s learned
dispositions and thus do not even present themselves as
‘choices’. The specificity of each choice and the specific nature
of each artifact is a product of a long history of meaningful
perception.
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The behavioural approach declares itself to be sympathetic
to history and idiographic studies (Schiffer 1996, p. 644).
However, Schiffer’s diachronic study of radio technology
treats history as a series of causes and effects. It may be true
that progress in the development of radio technology at the
turn of the century was caused by a need for longer-distance
ship to shore radio communication, but until it is made clear
why the desired distance of ship to shore communication
changed and why this particular solution for adapting to the
new distance was chosen over others, little has been explained.
Schiffer’s diachronic study of radios also falls prey to the same
weaknesses as his consideration of the causes of variation in
pottery form. The replacement of the vacuum tube radio by
the more expensive transistor radio in the 1950s is explained
by its performance characteristics (better battery economy),
but also by a conspicuously cultural phenomenon - ‘the
cachet of “modernity”” - that Schiffer’s own cultureless,
meaningless, approach forbids him to explore. Finally, the
insistence that all inference must be grounded in already
known interactions between people and objects (Walker
1998, p. 250) denies the possibility of historical particularity
and the prospect that the past can be unique.

The difficulty with ignoring meaning is clearest in be-
havioural archaeology’s approach to the study of ritual be-
haviour. Walker (1998) states that archaeologists should avoid
attending to symbolic evidence and symbolic variability when
exploring ‘ritual prehistory’. Artifacts thus have no meaning
beyond their physical interactions with people. However,
Walker attempts to show that certain artifact deposits in the
American Southwest are the remains of ritualised violence
against witches. Such a claim relies on exceptionally mean-
ingful Pueblo worldviews regarding witchcraft, its connec-
tions with death and environmental problems, and a logic of
retribution through ritualised violence. Even the smallest of
Walker’s interpretations, such as designating an archaeologi-
cal object as ‘ritual’ or ‘sacred’, impute symbolic meaning. In
fact, symbolic meaning, as we shall later argue, imbues every
artifact and every activity. Rather than deny the importance
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of symbols and meaning yet, like Walker, surreptitiously
attribute meaning in the same breath, we need to make sym-
bolism and meaning a conscious subject of inquiry. If Walker
is correct in his identification of ritual violence, then the phys-
ical residues of this violence would have communicated strong
values about witchcraft, yet values lie outside the purview of
behavioural archaeology.

Measuring and predicting mind: cognitive
processual archaeology

Flannery and Marcus derive the Zapotec metaphysic from
historical and ethnographic sources. How is this to be done
for prehistoric societies for which there is no cultural conti-
nuity into the present? As implied by Gellner’s description of
the covering law approach, the methods most closely linked
to systems archaeology are modelled on the natural sciences.
Ritual, social organization and ideology are seen as having
universal cross-cultural relationships with the material, ob-
servable world; we can therefore infer the ideology from mea-
surable archaeological data, and we can do this with security.

A different perspective on ancient mind has been artic-
ulated by Renfrew (1983b; 1993; 1994a) in his attempts to
develop a cognitive processual archaeology. Renfrew sets out
to examine the ways in which symbols were used, rather
than search for the meaning or metaphysics of past symbolic
systems. As much as Renfrew seeks to avoid intuitive leaps
towards meaning, ascertaining the function of symbols nec-
essarily involves assumptions about their meanings. As we
commented above, the ends towards which symbols - or any
other ‘tool’ for that matter - function are always produced
within a matrix of cultural meanings. For example, Renfrew’s
claim that the system of weights found at Mohenjodaro shows
a notion of equivalence of materials (1983b, pp. 13-14), or
that an Upper Palaeolithic burial communicates with the
supernatural (1994a, p. 8), can only be correct if we intu-
itively accept that materials are meant to be understood as
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commodities and that death means transcendence, neither of
which is always the case. More recently, Renfrew (1998) ex-
amined the iconography of terrestrial transportation in later
European prehistory in order to show how ‘cognitive con-
stellations’ - symbolic representations of groups of associated
ideas and concepts - function to illustrate and reinforce the
social ethos. Renfrew succeeds in detecting a number of en-
during symbolic associations, not the least of which is the
horse and rider, which has survived over two thousand years
and is still seen today in Western equestrian statuary. How-
ever, to assume that a dominant ethos will be depicted in art
is to attribute a certain meaning to the act of representation,
namely that representation is reserved only for communi-
cating values. It is quite possible, on the other hand, that in
some societies, art is not about communication of an ethos;
social values may be reinforced through other media. Fur-
thermore, Renfrew gives no explanation as to why certain
symbolic concepts endure for millennia while other concepts
or ideas fail even to become ‘cognitive constellations’. If we
accept that the reproduction of a dominant ethos is never a
given, a more compelling treatment of the cognitive constel-
lations that support such an ethos will have to ask what that
ethos is and explain the historical contexts and struggles that
enable it to endure.

Perhaps the fundamental difficulty underlying Renfrew’s
cognitive archaeology is his reaffirmation of old dichotomies
such as function/symbol, etic/emic and subject/object.
Ultimately such dichotomous thinking pervades not just
Renfrew’s ideas on what we can and cannot know about the
past, but also his ideas on how we claim to know what we
do. Despite flirting with the idea that data cannot be fully ob-
jective, Renfrew’s cognitive processual archaeology regresses
to an absolute objectivity: “The material record of the past,
the actual remains, may indeed be claimed as value-free and
lacking in observer-induced bias’ (Renfrew 1989, p. 39). Ironi-
cally, this unreconstructed objectivity ‘in which the data have
the last word’ is nearly inverted in Renfrew’s approach to
the study of religion (1994b, p. 51), in which he suggests
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that investigation will be advanced by his own definition of
religion, which is claimed to have nearly universal correlates.
Elsewhere, Renfrew (1994a, p. 10) claims that his own per-
sonal experience does not differ radically from that of other
humans. Renfrew’s unmitigated objectivity coexists uneasily
with his latent subjectivity. Both are undermined by the dis-
cussion in chapter 1 of the relation between fact and theory
and will be discussed at greater length in chapter 9.

Despite its different goals, Renfrew’s cognitive archaeology
shares with Flannery and Marcus’ approach a systemic under-
standing of the relationship between mental constructs and
the material, observable world. Renfrew suggests six ways in
which symbols structure human life and human affairs. The
cognitive system thus has functional relationships with a va-
riety of activities — measurement, art, production of architec-
ture — that can be studied through their material remains. To
recover cognitive processes from material signatures, Renfrew
has repeatedly called for the development of secure networks
of inference.

Such a direction appears to imply that there are some uni-
versal measurements of mind. The natural science model is
clear, but the internal tension within this view is distinctive.
On the one hand, Renfrew, here, and Binford and Sabloff
(1982), argue for independent yardsticks for measuring the
past; on the other hand they accept that the past is perceived
within our own social and cultural matrix. Renfrew also
claims, in line with Flannery and Marcus, that ‘each culture
has its own “helix of interaction”, its own historical trajec-
tory, to use the terminology of systems thinking’ (p. 25). The
development of ideas, he claims, will be different in each con-
text; each history will have its own cognitive phylogeny. For
Renfrew, ‘mind’ is the formulated concepts and the shared
ways of thought which, within any specific cultural matrix,
are the common inheritance of all its citizens as participants
(p- 26).

There is an internal contradiction within this natural
science-derived and historically relative point of view. On the
one hand ‘we’ in the present and ‘they’ in the past have our
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own cultural matrices, our different ways of thought within
which ‘we’ and ‘they’ perceive(d) the world of things and
objects. On the other hand there is postulated a universal
method and coherent theory which relates ways of thought
to material objects. How can my coherent theory and explicit
methodology about the relationship between the material and
the ideal be applied to another culture with its own cognitive
processes and ‘cognitive phylogeny’?

There is no problem of inference within the systemic and
processual approaches as long as one remains fully materialist.
As long as one says, ‘I can predict ideas, thought and cogni-
tion from the economic base using a covering law, and the
economic base can be objectively perceived and measured’ ,
there is no difficulty. But as soon as one says this, the lack
of humanism is apparent; and in discussing ‘mind’ Flannery
and Marcus and Renfrew have sometimes adopted a norma-
tive and partially idealist position within which cognition
and perception are not universally determined by the ma-
terial base, but are partly historically contingent, based on
particular cultural phylogenies. As soon as one admits some
cultural relativity in this way an insuperable contradiction
emerges. It is no longer possible to have a universal natural
science theory and method which will allow secure inference
and prediction from one historical context to another.

It will be necessary, then, in the quest for an adequate ar-
chaeology of mind, to ditch decisively the natural science,
covering law approach. We shall see that the inferential
procedures followed routinely by archaeologists include re-
constructing past cultural matrices ‘from the inside’. The
implications of the collapse of the natural science model in
confrontation with mind will be shown later in this book to
be far-reaching.

Neo-evolutionary archaeology and mind

One area far from collapse is evolutionary archaeology.
Though most case studies in this area focus on subjects such as

39



Reading the past

tool technology, demography and subsistence, archaeologists
have also applied evolutionary approaches to rather ‘ideotech-
nic’ domains such as ceremonial architecture, carved mon-
uments, ceramic style and Upper Palaeolithic cave painting
(Ames 1996; Bettinger et al. 1996; Graves and Ladefoged 1995;
Mithen 1996a; Neiman 1995; 1997; Rindos 1986; Shennan
and Wilkinson 2001). For example, Shennan has recently at-
tempted to use models of population size and genetic trans-
mission of information to explain Upper Palaeolithic/Late
Stone Age cultural innovations such as the emergence of per-
sonal adornment, musical instruments, complex forms of art,
and new stone, bone, antler and ivory tools. Briefly, Shennan
uses simulations to show that cultural innovations result in
greater adaptive fitness for individuals in large interacting
populations as opposed to small ones. Thus, although the first
modern humans were capable of cave painting and musical in-
novation, these innovations did not ‘catch on’ (were not suc-
cessfully transmitted) until the size of interacting populations
reached the level at which such innovations became adaptive -
approximately 50,000 years ago. Since Shennan treats cul-
tural innovations as mutations, and since mutations are only
transmitted to others when the population is large enough,
there is no room in his account for intentionality or meaning.
Shennan appears to understand that innovations such as mu-
sical instruments are not ‘adaptive’ in a strict biological sense,
so he instead uses the term ‘attractive’. However, it is difficult
to understand what sort of innovation would be considered
attractive when these innovations have no meaning.
Evolutionary psychology takes a somewhat different ap-
proach. Mithen (1996a, pp. 80-2; 1998a, p. 10) uses a holis-
tic, evolutionary, ecological perspective on the ancient mind.
This approach attends to all facts of ancient life - art, reli-
gion, economy - and does not divorce cognition from the
rest of society. At the centre of Mithen’s explanations of
past behaviour is a rather progressive understanding of adap-
tation which takes into account individual decision-making
and the importance of creativity (1996a; 1998a). Mithen’s
interdisciplinary focus has produced a number of ambitious
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and thoughtful explanations (1996a, b; 1998b). Nevertheless,
as seen in a recent analysis of Palaeolithic handaxes, evolu-
tionary psychology falls prey to some of the same problems
addressed above.

Kohn and Mithen (1999, p. 524; Mithen 2001) argue that
‘handaxes were products of sexual selection: they were used as
reliable indicators of a potential mate’s quality by those of the
opposite sex’. This argument seems to allow for expressions of
agency and creativity in the manipulation of material culture,
as in Wiessner’s ‘assertive style’ (1983; 1985), but owing to
the evolutionary framework the space for agency disappears.
Because handaxes are said to be indicators of good genes,
individual action is reduced to and determined by genetic
makeup. But there is no good explanation as to why handaxes
are even tied to genes: those not genetically blessed with ex-
traordinary dexterity might still learn to knap. Nor is there
any allowance for the possibility that factors in mate choice
are shaped by socially contingent, non-adaptive preferences.
Kohn and Mithen’s argument accounts for the specificities
of many handaxes - elaborately crafted to demonstrate the
skill of the knapper, symmetrical because symmetricality is
attractive, unwieldy and unused because they function purely
as objects of social display - though one may ask why han-
daxes and not some other shape or type of artifact became
the preferred focus of the sexual gaze. The highly developed
aesthetics of the handaxes might imply that they have mean-
ing beyond courtship. Finally, unsupported statements like
‘males tend toward display, so conspicuously impractical han-
daxes were most likely made by males’ (Kohn and Mithen
1999, p. 523) reveal gender trouble. In our view, the natural
science origins of neo-evolutionary archaeology constrain its
ability to move beyond measurement and prediction in dis-
cussing meaning, agency and history. An adequate account of
why some material culture items become ‘attractive’ and are
successfully transmitted takes us into the realms of power,
social action, meaning - a world which extends beyond the
natural sciences and beyond the covering law inferential pro-
cedures most commonly attributed to the natural sciences.
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have equated systems theory and processual
approaches in archaeology with Gellner’s covering law ap-
proach. A relationship between systems analysis and law-and-
order models has been specifically denied by Flannery (1973),
who argues that the analysis of processual inter-relationships
does not necessitate the imposition of covering laws.

There is certainly a sense in which systems thinking is con-
textual. The aim is to examine the way in which a particular
set of components is related into a whole. It might be thought
that the method, or way of thinking, does not involve any
universal laws; however, as with all methodologies, this one is
theory-bound. It certainly is difficult to represent other view-
points, such as Marxist notions of contradiction, conflict and
dialectic, within a systems framework. Equally, the method
does not allow for a structuralist conception of society of the
form culture:nature::male:female.

The very method does assume some specific general prin-
ciples. In particular it assumes that societies can be divided
into sub-systems - separate types of activity. For example,
we would find it difficult to decide whether a ‘meal’ today
was in the economic, social or ritual sub-system, or which
parts of the ‘meal’ should be in which sub-system. We would
certainly be highly suspicious if it were claimed that ‘meals’
were in the same sub-system in all societies. In addition it
is assumed that explanation of one type of activity (such as
ritual) always involves reference to something outside itself
(another sub-system such as the social sphere). We explain
one thing by its functions in relation to something else. We
would again find this unsatisfactory in relation to an English
‘meal’. While the utilitarian, social and ideological functions
are part of the explanation of the ‘meal’, it seems to us that the
meal must partly be understood as belng organized in ways
that are not reducible to external functions.

While the notion of functionally related sub-systems is
a clear cross-cultural theory, it is not necessarily the case
that systems theory is materialist: there is no necessity for
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the material base to be primary. However, in practice, as
we have seen, it does tend to have a dominant role in rela-
tion to which society and ideology function. This underlying
viewpoint is identical to Hawkes’ (1954) ladder of inference.
An important aspect of processual theories in archaeology
is that they have allowed movement up this ladder in a
systematic fashion. For Hawkes, the technology and to a
lesser extent the economy of past systems were attainable,
but higher up the ladder, social organization and religion
were largely beyond reach. Daniel (1962, pp. 134-5) ac-
cepted that artifacts are the product of the human mind
but said that there is no coincidence between the material
and non-material aspects of culture. Systems theory pro-
vides a method for bringing the social (Renfrew 1973) and
the ideational (Renfrew 1983a) into the domain of feasible
study, because systematic links between the material world
and these less visible aspects of life could be predicted. For
example, links have been demonstrated between subsistence
categories and burial practices (Binford 1971), between stress
and ‘generalized feather-waving’ (Johnson 1982, p. 405), and
between increased production and increased ritual (Drennan
1976, p. 360).

Systems and processual theories may have bridged the
credibility gap in relation to archaeological study of the
ideational realm, but in this chapter we have tried to show
that they have not taken us very much farther along the
road. The approaches are not able to account for the great
richness, variability and specificity of cultural production,
and agents and their shared thoughts are passive by-products
of ‘the system’. Human activity is timeless, the product of
systemic inter-relationships rather than being historically de-
rived. Above all, the processual approaches have led to an
internally self-contradictory epistemology. No wonder alter-
native approaches are now being sought.

Underlying all the criticisms that have been made of sys-
tems and processual analysis in this chapter is the implica-
tion that such analysis occurs only at a ‘surface’ level. The
procedures involve measuring directly sizes of settlements,
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numbers of figurines, population infill and expansion and so
on. All these ‘observable’ data are then inter-related, and in
computer simulation a set of mathematical equations may be
applied. Abstract theories (such as the primacy of the material
base) are of course accommodated to the data, but the impres-
sion that is gained is that all is as it seems to be. If the term
‘structure’ is used at all in such analyses it is equivalent to the
term ‘system’.

But throughout this chapter there have been intimations
of another level of analysis. Why is the system or sub-system
the way it is, why the sting-ray spine, why burials and not
hoards to display social rivalry, why feather-waving and not
pot-smashing, and what structures the ‘meal’? There is per-
haps an order or structure behind these cultural choices that
systems theory is not allowing us to approach.

And we have begun to see the importance of interpreting
symbolic meanings rather than just ascribing symbolic func-
tions. For example, we cannot discuss the social functions
of tombs without also discussing what they meant. We need,
then, to turn to an approach which looks at structure and at
the meaning of signs.
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When Edmund Leach (1973) suggested that archaeology
would soon turn from functionalism to structuralism, follow-
ing the path of social anthropology, he was clearly unaware
that structuralist archaeology already existed. In particular
the work of Leroi-Gourhan (1965), similar in some respects
to that of Levi-Strauss, had been widely debated. Certainly
structuralism has never dominated the discipline, but its
wide-spread attraction cannot be denied (Anati 1994; Bekaert
1998; Bintliff 1984; Campbell 1998; Collet 1993; Deetz 1983;
Helskog 1995; Hill 1995; Hingley 1990, 1997; Huffman 1981,
1984; Kent 1984; Lenssen-Erz 1994; Leone 1978; Miller 1982a;
Muller 1971; Parker Pearson 1996, 1999; Richard and Thomas
1984; Schnapp 1984; Small 1987; Serensen 1987; Schmidt
1997; Tilley 1991; Van de Velde 1980; Wright 1995; Yates
1989; Yentsch 1991). These various articles, in addition to
those to be discussed in this chapter, suggest that one can
now talk of a structuralist archaeology.

Yet why has the analysis of ‘structured sets of differences’
been so slow to arrive and so slight in impact? Why has struc-
turalism never formed a major coherent alternative in archae-
ology? The first answer to these questions is that structuralism
is not a coherent approach itself, since it covers a great vari-
ety of work, from the structural linguistics of Saussure, and
the generative grammar of Chomsky, to the developmental
psychology of Piaget and the analysis of ‘deep’ meanings by
Levi-Strauss. In archaeology this variety is reflected in the
differences between the formal analyses of Washburn (1983)
and Hillier ez al. (1976), the Piagetian accounts of Wynn (1979;
and see Paddaya 1981), and the Levi-Strauss type of analyses
conducted by Leroi-Gourhan (1965; 1982).

The second answer is that, linked to this variability, some
structuralist approaches in archaeology could fit within pro-
cessual archaeology, almost unnoticed, and working towards
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the same ends as New Archaeology. Fritz (1978), for example,
discusses the adaptive value of spatial and symbolic codes. In-
deed there are many close similarities between systems analy-
sis and structuralism, and we shall see below that the criticisms
of both run parallel. The most obvious similarity between the
two methods is that both are concerned with ‘systemness’.
The emphasis is on inter-relationships between entities: the
aim of both systems and structuralist analysis is to provide
some organization which will allow us to fit all the parts into
a coherent whole. In systems analysis this structure is a flow
diagram, sometimes with mathematical functions describing
the relationships between the sub-systems; the system is more
than, or larger than, the component parts, but it exists at the
same level of analysis. Although in structuralism the struc-
tures exist at a deeper level, the parts are again linked to a
whole by binary oppositions, generative rules and so on. In
both systems and structuralist analysis it is the relationship
between parts that is most important.

A further similarity between systems theory and structural-
ism is that both sometimes claim to involve rigorous analysis
of observable data. In some types of structuralist archaeology
(particularly that which we shall describe as formal analysis)
the structures and conceptual schemes are thought to be em-
pirical and measurable. In systems theory there is a close link
to positivism, in that by measuring covariation between vari-
ables observable in the real world, the system can be identified
and verified. While positivism is an ‘ideology’ expressed by
some structural and formal analysis in archaeology, we shall
see that, as in systems analysis, the apparent ‘hardness’ of the
data and rigour of the method are illusory.

A third answer to the question of why structuralism never
offered a coherent set of alternatives in archaeology lies in
the fact that while some types of structuralism (such as for-
mal analysis) were perceived to be rigorous and ‘hard’, other
types (particularly work modelled on that carried out by
Levi-Strauss) were perceived to be ‘soft’ and unscientific. In
particular, it was thought that it would be impossible to ver-
ify hypotheses about structures of meaning, especially since
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much structuralist analysis outside archaeology has concerned
myths. Archaeology, with its dominant perception of itself as
positivist and materialist, could scarcely launch itself with any
confidence into such an arena. As Wylie (1982) has shown,
all types of archaeology involve moving beyond the data in
order to interpret them, and structuralism is no different in
this respect. Yet the dominant archaeological perspective of
science was antithetical to structuralism.

Given these three reasons for a sceptical reaction in ar-
chaeology to Leach’s claims, the type of structuralism that
could most easily be placed within processual archaeology,
and which will be discussed first here, was formal analy-
sis, which purports to describe the real world rather than to
divine inner essences.

Formal analysis and generative grammars

With the structural linguistics of Saussure, the sign itself is
seen as arbitrary and conventional. In other words any sym-
bol (a bead, duck, arrowhead) could be used to signify a
chief; there is no necessary relationship between the signifier
(the bead) and the signified (chiefness). Because of this ar-
bitrariness, Saussure’s analysis of meaning concentrates on
structured sets of differences. Thus the bead, indicating ‘chief-
ness’, is contrasted with the lack of bead, or presence of an-
other item, signifying ‘non-chiefness’. Analysis is of form not
content.

Formal analyses in archaeology are best exemplified by the
work of Washburn (1983), who has concentrated on the way
symmetry rules can be identified and compared within and
between cultures. Examination of pottery designs, for exam-
ple, can produce classifications not based on design motifs,
but on the way the motifs are organized in symmetrical rela-
tionships. The main types of symmetry recognized are shown
in Fig. 2. The concern is not, then, with whether a comma, tri-
angle or star are used as the design motif, since ethnographic
research (cf. Hardin 1970) has shown that design content is
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Fig. 2. Types of symmetry and repetition of design. (A) Translation.
(B) Bifold rotation. (C) Horizontal mirror reflection. (D) Slide
reflection. Source: Washburn 1983.

not a good indicator of group affiliation. Design structure is
thought to be a more stable measure of cultural groupings.

Symmetry analysis is in many respects non-generative. It is
concerned with examining pattern as it exists, static, on a pot
surface, and identifying underlying structure. On the other
hand symmetry can be described as a rule which generates pat-
terns. Chomsky emphasized ‘rule-governed creativity’, and,
in an analysis of calabash decoration amongst the Nuba of
Sudan, a generative grammar was claimed (Hodder 1982a),
following the analyses published by Faris (1972).

To talk of a design grammar or language is to note the
origins of structuralist analysis in Saussure’s structural lin-
guistics. In the Nuba case the grammar was derived from a
cross motif (Fig. 3:1). Both ‘words’ and ‘grammatical rules’
were suggested and shown to be able to produce a wide va-
riety of calabash decoration, from highly organized designs
(Fig. 3:10) to apparently ‘random’ designs. Thus, the band
of bow-tie motifs in Fig. 3:15 can be produced by taking the
triangle ‘word’, and attaching another at the angle (not at the
side): »4. This ‘bow-tie’ motif is then, according to another
rule, rotated though units of 90° to produce YX»4 etc. In all
the calabash designs depicted in Fig. 3, the rules are kept to:
the ‘words’ join at the angles (not at the sides) and so on.

48



Structuralist, post-structuralist and semiotic arc/oaeologies

%ﬂg@m&m
i
# 3

i % &

D I 2 e Yy YT IO
13 14 15 16

LonE

Fig. 3. Nuba designs using a grammar derived from a cross motif

(1). The ‘words’ of the grammar are the triangle, line and diamond in
the cross, and the ‘rules’ include joining words at angles rather than
sides, and rotation in units of 90°. Source: Hodder 1982a.

Washburn (1983, p. 138) claims that symmetry analysis al-
lows systematic and objective measurement and comparison
of designs through time and across broad areas. Formal anal-
yses of settlement structure (cf. Hillier er al. 1976; Fletcher
1977) appear to offer a similar promise. In all these cases it
appears that we can describe structures and test them rig-
orously against the data. Statistical tests can be carried out
(Fletcher 1977) and the grammars simulated on a computer
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(Hodder 1982a) to see whether they really do generate the
observed patterns. Such work, then, appears not to involve
risky leaps of faith: apparently no meaning is assigned and
there is much scientific rigour. The analysis is purely formal.
As a result such work can easily be placed within positivist
New Archaeology - it offers no threat, particularly when
linked to systems interpretations (see below).

Is it really the case, however, that formal analyses do not
involve the imposition of meaning, that they are not con-
cerned with content? Let us take as an example Washburn’s
analysis of the chevron design <<<<<<. Her concern is to elim-
inate ‘subjective design labels’ such as ‘chevron’ (1983, p. 143),
and she prefers instead ‘Class 1-110: one dimensional designs
generated by horizontal mirror reflection’. Washburn sug-
gests that the chevron design has been generated by placing
an horizontal axis through the ‘chevrons’ and seeing the up-
per part as a mirror reflection of the bottom part:

LKL = - -:— - = horizontal mirror reflection

An alternative analysis would be to take the units of design
not as the individual slanting designs but as the chevron:

<K<K =8 8 8 8 = horizontal mirror reflection

Washburn attempts to avoid such ambiguities by defining the
unit of analysis precisely as the smallest asymmetrical element
(such as the comma). However, clearly lines and circles can-
not be fitted into such a scheme, and the definition is itself
arbitrary: while it may assist objective analysis, it may hide
other levels of symmetrical relationships as in the chevron
example above. Equally, the axis along which symmetry is
sought is an interpretation, not a description, of the data. Put
another way, the symmetrical analysis is a description within
a set of interpretive decisions. Thus, such analyses do involve
giving meaning to content - they are not just formal descrip-
tions to aid comparison. To perceive a mark on a pot as ‘a unit
of analysis’, or as a ‘design motif’, is to give meaning to that
mark, to interpret its content, and, whether we like it or not,
it involves trying to see the design as prehistoric people saw it.

50



Structuralist, post-structuralist and semiotic archaeologies

We shall return to this latter point later in this volume,
but for the moment it is important to recognize that the sub-
jectivity lying behind Washburn’s supposed objectivity in no
way detracts from her work. Rather such subjectivity is a
necessary component of all archaeological analysis. We have
seen the pervasiveness of the problems of perception in post-
positivist philosophy (pp. 16 to 19). All archaeological anal-
yses are based on subjective categories (pot types, settlement
sites, etc.) and unobservable structural or systemic relation-
ships (positive and negative feedback, exchange relationships
and so on). In the imposition of Thiessen polygons on a set-
tlement pattern, for example, we can never be sure that our
‘units of analysis’ (the sites or nodes in the settlement pattern)
are really comparable. We have to give them meaning (as set-
tlement sites, towns, cities) before we can suggest systemic
and structural relationships between or behind them.

The ‘hard’ nature of formal analysis is thus illusory. That
symmetry analysis, for example, can be slotted into archae-
ology without threat is because the whole of archaeology is
guided by the same ideology of positivism, as a result of which
there has been very little attempt to push beyond the symme-
tries in pottery decoration to the content of the message(s).
The interpretation of symbolic meaning has been minimized
in favour of direct links between symmetry and processes
of social interaction. For example, Washburn suggests that
‘identity in design structure seems to be indicative of homo-
geneous cultural composition and intensity of cultural inter-
action’ (1983, p. 140). This may well be a fruitful hypothesis,
‘tested’” within ethnographic interpretations and successfully
applied to archaeological data (:bid.), but by linking design
form to society in this direct way we overlook the very real
possibility that design structure may have different mean-
ings in different cultural contexts. To what extent can we
assume that subjectively defined design structures will have
universal social implications? A properly rigorous and hence
scientific analysis needs also to examine the symbolic mean-
ings which mediate between structure (of design) and social
functions.
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Structuralist analysis

When we ask for the meaning of the symmetries or other
formal structures, when we consider whether the symmetries
in the pottery decoration are transformations of those in the
organization of settlement space, or in burial practices, and
when we relate such structures to abstract structures in the
mind, we begin to move from formal to structuralist analysis.

It could be argued that the assignment of concepts to parts
or wholes of structures, as in the work of Leroi-Gourhan
(1965; 1982), differs not at all from the assignment of mean-
ing to marks scratched on pots when defining design motifs.
Perhaps the only difference is that the assignment of mean-
ing in the latter type of work, as exemplified by Washburn’s
careful and persuasive analyses, is masked within objective
science. The earlier work of Leroi-Gourhan, on the other
hand, involved a self-conscious attempt to assign meaning.
At the same time, the Leroi-Gourhan type of work is poten-
tially more ‘scientific’ in the sense that it does involve bring-
ing one’s ‘meanings’ out into the open rather than applying
them covertly.

Too often, however, structures have been identified and
compared in archaeology without an adequate consideration
of meaning content. This criticism is easily levelled at early
structuralist work (e.g. Hodder 1982b), but persists even in
highly sophisticated studies that have successfully moved be-
yond their structuralist beginnings. For example, in his anal-
ysis of the Swedish rock carvings at Niamforsen from the
3rd millennium B.C., Tilley (1991, pp. 27-8) identifies seven
design classes, one of which is a boat. He proceeds to un-
cover binary oppositions that structure the patterns in which
the seven designs appear; specifically, the opposition between
elks and boats represents such dualities as nature:culture,
inside:outside and land:water (Tilley 1991, p. 105). In true
structuralist fashion, Tilley notes that the specific identity of
the designs - the content - is not important because mean-
ing arises from the relationship between designs, not from
any specific design in isolation: the relation between a design
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Fig. 4. Types of elk-boat associations from different carving surfaces
at Namforsen on which only elks and boats occur. A: nearity; B and
C: opposition; D: linearity and opposition; E: three examples of
merging elks and boats taken from different carving surfaces;

F: linearity, opposition and superpositioning. Reproduced with
permission from Tilley 1991.
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(signifier) and its identity (signified) is arbitrary. However, if
the boat were actually asled, the structure elk:sled::land:water
crumbles because sleds pertain to land, not water. Tilley ad-
mits the ambiguity and variability in boat designs, but never
abandons the boat identification (p. 73). Thus, when he re-
jects this ‘increasingly unconvincing’ structuralist exercise
and moves to a hermeneutic method in the hopes of a bet-
ter accommodation with meaning and content (p. 114), the
boat/sled problem remains. Tilley’s argument that boats un-
derscore that which is out of humanity’s control because they
are subject to wild and restless waters (p. 146) does not work,
of course, if the boats are actually sleds. Tilley’s attempt to
incorporate ideology into the rock carvings is equally ques-
tionable since the interpretation of privileged contact with
distant, maritime populations and their exotic goods depends
on a reading of boats as symbols of such outsiders (p. 164).
In the rock carving example, problems arose from inad-
equate attention to the content of a specific element in a
structural pattern. In the next example we illustrate prob-
lems of interpretation that arise once a structural pattern has
been soundly identified. In his study of the Iron Age settle-
ment of Sollas, in the Hebrides of Scotland, Campbell (2000)
comments on an exceptional assemblage of well-preserved
cattle and sheep remains in burial pits. Campbell noticed
that the cattle were cremated more than any other species,
while sheep were most often inhumed. Data from middens
and residues of pots showed that sheep were often roasted
for food, while cattle were boiled in earthen pots. Cremation
and roasting both involve open-air firing, whereas boiling
and inhumation both involve containment in earth and wa-
ter (inhumation at Sollas involves water because of the high
water table). Thus, in the realm of food, we have the rela-
tionship cattle:sheep::water:fire, because cattle are boiled and
sheep roasted. However, in the realm of burial, the relations
are reversed: cattle:sheep::fire:water, since cattle are cremated
and sheep are inhumed. Having identified these structural pat-
terns, Campbell interprets them as models of the Hebridean
worldview (cf. Douglas 1969, pp. 41-57). Campbell thus
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concludes that this worldview consisted of dualisms such
as death (burial) and life (food), fire and water, above and
below, etc.

Campbell is cautious about these dualisms and draws at-
tention to alternative readings, such as the possibility that a
dichotomy between young and old animals might be more
important than that between cattle and sheep. However, the
most important interpretive problems arise not from inter-
rogating the specifics of his structural models, but from ask-
ing simply ‘of what are they a model?” As mentioned above,
Campbell assumes that these patterns in animal remains have
to do with worldview, but the dualities that Campbell doc-
uments could just as easily refer, for example, to social or-
ganisation in the sense of two opposed moieties. Why should
anyone believe that there is a relationship between animal
remains and worldview? Campbell’s decision to link animals
and worldview springs from two very reasonable premises:
first, a frustration with narrow archaeozoological approaches
that reduce animal remains to the realm of subsistence; and
second, a conviction that ‘transformations’ such as animal
inhumation and cremation are heavily influenced by cosmo-
logical beliefs. We sympathise with these premises, but be-
lieve that the assumption of a connection between animals
and worldview should be open for examination, not taken
for granted. The possibility of a linkage between animals and
worldview could have been strengthened by discussing the
context of animals in other realms of the Hebridean Iron
Age archaeological record or in other time periods if Sollas
is truly unique in terms of its wealth of animal burials. In
his conclusion, Campbell takes a step in this direction by
briefly mentioning dichotomies in pottery and architecture,
but such dichotomies must be explored more thoroughly to
determine whether or not they relate to the dichotomy found
in the animal remains.

The problem of relating one structure to another without
adequate consideration of the meaning content of the arti-
facts involved also appears in discussions of settlement pat-
terns and human burial. For example, Fritz (1978) identifies
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symmetrical relationships in the organization of settlement
in Chaco Canyon. The balanced and unbalanced symmetries
(arranged W-E, N-S) occur at both regional and within set-
tlement scales. The structural arrangements are then said to
be adaptive, relating to hierarchical social structure on the
one hand and symmetrical social relationships on the other.
While there is some concern to give cultural meanings (e.g.
sacred/profane) to the spatial oppositions, the plausibility of
the argument would be increased if more attention were paid
to the content of the settlement space in the Chaco Canyon
context. We must await more evidence about what the various
sites and parts of sites in the settlement pattern were used for.

Parker Pearson (1999) generalises that burials communi-
cate attitudes to the body, and that the way a corpse is treated
reveals the social relationships between and among the liv-
ing. For instance, in Iron Age Britain the different positions
in which offerings are placed in burials of men and women
reflect normative gender relations in which women serve and
men are served. Animal bones (pig for elites, sheep for com-
moners) mark the social status of the deceased and restate
for the living the distinction between ruler and ruled. Buri-
als which deviate from these cosmological rules are explained
away as a response to the need to overcome the pollution
of the corpse in those cases where the mode of death threat-
ened the community at large. We applaud Parker Pearson’s
attention to animal symbolism, spatial orientation of buri-
als and other overlooked structural details, but note that this
approach still succumbs to the unquestioned, systems logic
of the direct relation between burial and social organisation.
There is a potential for fuller consideration of the sensuality
of death (Kus 1992) or the alternative meanings that burial
may carry, such as commemoration, memorialisation and be-
reavement (Chesson 2001; Hutson 2002a; Joyce 2001; Tarlow
1999).

Without some notion of the meaning content of decorative
or spatial elements, it is difficult to see how the structures of
signification can be interpreted in relation to other aspects
of life. But how are the meanings to be assigned? Here we
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can return to the pioneering work of Leroi-Gourhan. He at-
tempted to bracket off the content of the images in Upper
Palaeolithic caves and thus avoid attributing them any su-
perficial meaning. The meaning was to come from the deep
structures that generate the patterns and pairs in which the
images appear, like the co-presence of male and female fig-
ures. However, before turning from the specific content to
the structural relations, Leroi-Gourhan had to make mean-
ingful interpretations of the content, such as his decision to
regard ‘full’ geometric motifs as female, and ‘thin’ motifs as
male (Conkey 1989). In our view, the inadequacies of his work
derive not from the attempt to interpret meaning, since, as
we have seen, we cannot avoid attributing meaning to mate-
rial culture. Rather the inadequacies derive from the general
limitations of the structuralist approach (see below) and the
limited information he had about the Palaeolithic. It can be
argued that Leroi-Gourhan did not devote enough attention
to other sets of Upper Palaeolithic visual imagery (statuettes,
bone cutouts of animal heads, ‘spearthrowers’). Nevertheless,
Leroi-Gourhan had little information available to him regard-
ing the signs used in the parietal art.

There is a limited degree to which the designs can be fol-
lowed through into other cultural domains (burial, artifacts,
settlement space) in order to identify their associations. With-
out more research on the social geography and the historical
contexts in which the cave painters and their art was em-
bedded (Conkey 1984; 1989; 1997; 2001), one cannot easily
identify the particular meanings of these design motifs in the
south-west French Palaeolithic.

To interpret meaning contents one has to be willing to
make abstractions from associations and contrasts in the
archaeological record. This can be done with greater care
and rigour where - unlike the Upper Palaeolithic - there is
more associational information in different types of data. An
example of associational, contextual analysis, in which mean-
ings are assigned and links are made between structures oc-
curring in different activities, is provided by McGhee’s (1977)
consideration of prehistoric archaeological remains from the
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Thule culture of arctic Canada. The initial observation was
that ivory and sea mammal bone are associated with harpoon
heads, while arrowheads are made of antler. In trying to un-
derstand this dichotomy, McGhee looked at the other asso-
ciations of ivory and antler in Thule culture. Ivory was used
for items associated with sea mammal hunting: snow goggles,
kayak mountings, dog trace buckles and so on. Other items
made from ivory are those connected with women and with
winter activities: needle cases, thimble holders, female orna-
ments, small bird-woman figures. Antler, on the other hand,
is linked to land mammals, particularly the caribou, men and
summer life on land. The following structure thus emerges,
based on the contextual associations of antler and ivory:

land:sea::summer:winter::man:woman::antler:ivory

This structured set of differences is supported further by
showing that there is no functional reason why antler and
ivory need to be used for different hunting tools and weapons.
In addition, ethnographic and historic evidence indicates that
the Inuit concept of their environment was centred around
the dichotomy between land and sea. The meat of caribou
and sea mammals could not be cooked in the same pot. Cari-
bou skins could not be sewn on the sea ice. Associations be-
tween women and sea mammals and between land, men and
summer life are also found in historic Inuit mythology. Such
evidence is not of a radically different nature to the archaeo-
logical data; it simply supplies more contextual information
concerning the hypothesized structure and its meaning.
McGhee’s analysis provides a clear example of the way
in which structuralist analysis has the potential for rigour,
when combined with an analysis of context and content (i.e.
that ivory is associated with sea mammals and women in the
Thule culture). It seems reasonable to expect that, as the ‘hard’
nature of archaeological science becomes demystified, some
types of structuralist analysis involving the assigning of mean-
ing will become more common and acceptable. There is an
enormous potential, scarcely tapped at the moment, for care-
ful analysis. For example, it is possible to identify differences
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in the use of left/right, front/back, centre/periphery parts
of houses, settlements, cemeteries, graves, ritual sites and so
on. Other dichotomies between ritual and mundane, life and
death can also be sought. All such structuralist analysis in-
cludes some imposition of meaning content.

A further example of potential interest is domestic/wild in
relation to inside/outside settlement. For example, Richards
and Thomas (1984) have noted that the ‘inside’ areas of Bronze
Age ritual henge monuments in England do not contain bones
of the wild equivalents of domesticated animals even though
all types of wild animal bone occur on the edge of these sites.
Thomas (1988) and Thorpe (1984) have noted regularities in
the placing of pig and cattle bones in British Neolithic tombs
and enclosures. Such ‘structured deposition’ does not only
occur in ritual contexts. In the central European Neolithic
there is a shift through time from the deposition of refuse in
pits along the sides of houses to discard away from houses
towards the edges of the settlements (Hodder 1990a). The de-
position of ‘dirt’ marks salient social and cultural boundaries
between clean and dirty, culture and nature, us and them. The
change in discard behaviour in the European Neolithic is as-
sociated with the increased definition of group boundaries
beyond the household level. It seems that as larger groups
were increasingly well demarcated, so refuse ‘dirt’, initially
used to mark the boundaries around the house, was used to
help define larger entities. (For other work on the symbolism
of settlement boundaries see Hall 1976.)

Critique

Although the concern of this book is to seek an adequate
account of the relationship between the material and ideal, the
contribution of Levi-Strauss is primarily towards a theory of
the superstructure. The relationships with the infrastructure
are not the prime focus of study.

Following the semiological approach to linguistics in the
work of Saussure, which had a major influence on structural-
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ism, the concern is to examine the organization of signs so
that they have meaning. Thus, the word ‘pot’ is an arbitrary
signifier of the concept signified.

SIS

signifter signified object

One studies the relationships between signifiers and between
signifier and signified, but there is little interest in the thing
itself — in this case the real material pot. For a number of
reasons, such approaches do not help us in our search for
the relationships between the ideal and the material (Hodder
19892).

To begin with, the abstract analysis of signs and meanings
that we find in the Saussurean approach is problematic for
archaeology because Saussure was concerned exclusively with
language, whereas archaeologists must also contend with ma-
terial culture. Objects of material culture are not arranged in
alinear, narrative sequence in the sense of words arranged in a
sentence. Also, an object can be seen both as an object, the re-
sult of processes of production and action, and as a sign, since
the object (pot) can itself be the signifier for other concepts.
However, when objects are used as signs, the relationship
between the object and that which it signifies is often not arbi-
trary. For example, when a restaurant uses a pot symbolically
to advertise the traditional or ‘home-cooked’ nature of their
meals, the connection between the pot and a certain culinary
style is not arbitrary. But, because objects are physical objects
as well as signs, the use of objects as signs may be not be fully
conscious. In contrast, words are nothing but signs, and there-
fore cannot avoid drawing attention. The unconscious or
semi-conscious nature of objects as signs introduces ambigu-
ity: in so far as their symbohc nature is not consciously com-
mented upon, such ambiguity may go unnoticed. Finally, ob-
jects, unlike words, contain a materiality that can be fixed in
ways that words cannot. Objects, and perhaps their meanings,
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are thus more susceptible to control by certain factions of
society (Herzfeld 1992; Joyce 1998, p. 148).

This last point is crucial. In seeking the relationships be-
tween structure and action, structuralism plays a necessary
but insufficient role. Since objects (not just words) can be
signifiers, people can affect the signified, the meaning, of a
pot by manipulating those objects. Thus structures are the
media for action in the world, but actions such as the con-
trol and manipulation of objects can effectively change those
structures by altering meaning.

We therefore arrive at the possibility of agency: we see how
people can change structures. Saussure’s semiology and, later,
Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism leave no room for agency, even
when we overlook the problems of adapting their linguis-
tic approach to material objects. Despite granting a speaker
the capacity to use linguistic structures to generate an infinite
number of sentences, the Saussurean model pays no attention
to the actual uses that speakers make of language nor to the
social structures of power that authorise what can and cannot
be said (Bourdieu 1977, p. 25; 1991). In other words, we must
move from the abstract, structured ‘linguistic’ code to dis-
course or ‘situated communication’ (Ricouer 1971; Barrett
1987; Hodder 1989a).

In structuralism and in post-structuralism (Bapty and Yates
1990) there is little room for agency. The individual is passive.
Rather than being determined by adaptive regulatory laws,
the agent is now determined by structures and/or universals
of the human mind. Indeed, Lévi-Strauss was more interested
in the general question of how the ‘savage mind’ works, than
he was in the rich, contested saga of social relations in any par-
ticular ‘savage’ society (Geertz 1973, pp. 345-59). The inade-
quacy of this view can be seen by asking the question ‘what is
good style?’ in relation to design or any structured domain of
activity. To be ‘stylish’ is not simply a matter of doggedly fol-
lowing the rules. O’Neale (1932) found that North Coast Cal-
ifornian Indian basket weavers said that designs were ‘good’
if they were pleasing and well arranged, while badly struc-
tured designs were thought ‘bad’. But such verbal evidence
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simply supports the notion that a structured style exists -
within the structure, or even transgressing it, it is still possi-
ble to be ‘stylish’. A ‘pop star’ such as Boy George or Marilyn
Manson can create a new style and be thought highly stylish
even though no design grammar could ever have generated
their selection of clothes, ornaments and sexual innuendos.
Rather, Boy George and Marilyn Manson create style by us-
ing, playing on and transforming structural rules concerning
clothing. They use structure socially to create new structure
and new society. Of course, neither Boy George nor Marilyn
Manson is independent of the structure of society. Both are
products of (1) late capitalism, which enables the creation of
unique personae through the consumption of commodities
(Jameson 1984), and (2) subcultural tradition in which outrage
is the norm: Boy George and Marilyn Manson stand in a long
line of icons who exploit and depend upon a calculatedly scan-
dalous style for their success and promotion (Hebdige 1979).

Our theories about structure must allow the role of agency.
In much structuralist archaeology the rules appear to make
up a set of shared norms: everyone in society is assumed to
have the same structures, to see them from the same angle and
to give them the same meaning. This is a strongly normative
view which, despite attempts at repair (Bekaert 1998), this
book seeks to question.

Another aspect of the critique is that structuralism is ahis-
torical in three senses, despite Lévi-Strauss’ open concern for
the study of history (1963, pp. 1-30). First, Saussure empha-
sized the arbitrariness of the sign. Any word could have been
used to signify the concept of a pot, and any object or space
could have been used to signify boundedness, sexuality, tribal
group, summer and winter. Such an approach is clearly lack-
ing in a discipline which can follow the way in which signs
come to have non-arbitrary meanings through long-term his-
torical sequences. Second, specific signs are often taken out of
their historic and geographic contexts and arranged abstractly
to reveal deeper structures of opposition. The signs juggled in
Leroi-Gourhan’s study of Upper Palaeolithic cave paintings,
for example, are drawn from 20,000 years of images and many
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different caves. Third, it is unclear how structural changes oc-
cur. Certainly one can always say that change involves struc-
tural transformation and this notion is an important one; but
within the structuralist analyses themselves there is little need
for change, and it is difficult to see why the transformations
occur, why they do so in a certain direction, and why or
how the structures themselves might change radically. This
problem again results from the inadequate linkage between
structure and process and from the minimal role given to the
active individual in the creation of structures.

When pressed to explain differences in structures of
neighbouring societies in South America, Lévi-Strauss (1963,
p. 107) offers a murky account of common foundations that
undergo historical migrations, diffusions and syncretisms. But
he quickly rejects this culture-historical account of change and
difference because it does not ‘correspond to reality, which
presents us with a global picture’. In archaeology, Nash (1997)
locates the source of deep structures of meaning in Jung’s
concept of the collective unconscious. Here, meaning oc-
curs when archetypes — a priori forms that are hereditary
and grounded in the nervous system - imprint themselves
as images on the world, such as the hero, the trickster and
the mother goddess. This account of structure is unsatisfac-
tory because it essentially denies the existence of difference:
meaning is universal in the strongest sense — a part of human
biology unmediated by time or place. Our actual experience
in the social and physical world counts for nothing.

It can be argued that some of the problems discussed
above - trouble with material culture, lack of agency, ahis-
toric tendencies — are caused not by semiotics itself, but by
the particular form of semiotics developed by Saussure. The
semiotics of Charles Peirce, on the other hand, represents a
fruitful approach in archaeology because of its ability to in-
corporate material culture and agency (Bouissac 1994; Capone
and Preucel 2002; Gottdeiner 1993; Maquet 1995; Preucel
and Bauer 2001; Tilley 1991, p. 44; Yentsch and Beaudry
2001). Whereas in Saussure’s approach, signs are arbitrary, in
Peirce’s approach, signs can be both arbitrary (symbols) and
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non-arbitrary (icons and indexes). Icons show a formal rela-
tion to that which is being signified, in the sense of a drawing
of a pot referring to an actual pot. Indexes have an existential
relation to their referent: for example, a crust of grime on the
wall of an empty bathtub is an index of the level of the bath-
water. Preucel and Bauer (2001; see also Capone and Preucel
2002) illustrate the archaeological applicability of these three
types of signs (index, icon, symbol) in a hypothetical discus-
sion of a jade axe in a burial. The axe would be an index of
trade across the area between the site of the axe’s deposition
and the source of the jade. The axe also indexes its particu-
lar spatio-temporal context and therefore references the body
of the burial and other offerings. Indexicality therefore intro-
duces a specific, historic, situated context for material objects.
Owing to formal resemblance, the jade axe is also an icon of
utilitarian axes of the same area. Lastly, the jade axe can be a
symbol of a moiety, in which case the relation between the
signifier (axe) and the signified (moiety) may be arbitrary.
One sign may thus have many kinds of meaning (see Maquet
1995 for additional meanings).

Whereas Saussurean semiotics is dyadic, stressing only the
signifier and the signified, the Peircean approach is triadic, al-
lowing interaction between sign, object and the ‘interpretant’,
which we might define simplistically as the actor, speaker or
interpreter who mediates the relation between the object and
the sign (Fig. 5). Semiotics thus contains a theory of how
signs are related to material objects and the experience and
behaviour of sign users. Semiotics is pragmatic in the sense
that it stresses the connectedness of people and contexts, needs
and results (Preucel and Bauer 2001, pp. 88-9). In this manner,
semiotics contains space for agency and situated communica-
tion. This is important because semiotics has a tendency to
reduce communication to encoding and decoding meanings as
opposed to treating it as an ongoing performance (Joyce 2002,
p- 15). A potential shortcoming includes the issue that not all
material culture behaves as a sign. Rather than pointing or re-
ferring elsewhere, objects may have their own life or may be
inseparable from a subject’s sense of self (see chapter 6). Also,
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Peirce’s model Saussure’s model
Sign Object Signifier Signified
Iconic
/ meanings
Indexical [x].
K —» conventional
meanings
concept(s)
\ Symbolic
meanings

Fig. 5. Meanings of material signs in schemes of Peirce and Saussure.

at certain everyday levels of experience, meaning and object
(or event) simply coincide; there is no semiotic explanation:
things just are as they are (Bekaert 1998, p. 17). Furthermore,
Peirce’s triad supports a problematic dichotomy between ob-
ject on the one hand and sign/interpretation on the other
(Thomas 1998).

Post-structuralism

A very different type of critique is that associated with
post-structuralism (e.g. Tilley 1990a and b; Bapty and Yates
1990; Derrida 1976). In structuralism 51gn1f1ers have meaning
through their difference from other signifiers. But these other
signifiers themselves only have meaning by being opposed to
yet other signifiers in an endless chain of s1gn1f1cat1on Also,

the meaning of a signifier shifts based on the context in which
it is found (Moore 1996, pp. 120-7). It is thus always possi-
ble to deconstruct any structuralist analysis which proposes
a neat closed system of oppositions. Indeed it is possible to
deconstruct any analysis which claims a totality, a whole or
an original meaning, a truth, because these ‘origins’ of mean-
ing must always depend on other signifiers. But the meaning
of the message is open-ended in a second important sense: the
way in which it is received. Roland Barthes (1975) insisted
that the author does not have authority over the meaning of
a text. Instead, the reader introduces other voices and other
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backgrounds, and as time passes between the act of author-
ship and the act of reading, the reader ‘translates into the text
the intervening history of theoretical and sociocultural de-
velopment’ (Olsen 1990). In a similar though subtly different
vein, Foucault (1979) argued that the author is dead. Foucault
meant that the author is not a creative source of ideas because
ideas and the language in which they are conveyed precede
the author. Ideas and language have lives of their own: the au-
thor merely functions as a place holder. An author’s writing
is just one of the many loci at which ideas are reproduced.

Like Barthes and Foucault, Ricoeur (1971, p. 78) also appre-
ciates how ‘the text’s career escapes the finite horizon lived
by its author’ but suggests that some aspects of the author’s
original meaning may be fixed. In other words, Ricoeur ar-
gues that the author does have some control over how people
interpret what he or she writes. With Austin (1962) and Searle
(1970), Ricouer recognises that a statement has many effects.
When a statement is transferred to text and distanced from
the author, the author cannot control the mood of the state-
ment (the illocutionary effect) nor the reaction of the reader
(perlocutionary effect). Nevertheless, the act of writing - of
inscribing the words in some durable medium - ensures that
what is said (alternately referred to as the propositional con-
tent or the locutionary effect) cannot be erased. Thus, part
of the meaning of speech is inscribed in the text; meaning
does not escape the authors’ intentions entirely. Ricoeur’s
work benefits archaeologists because he shows that material
culture fixes part of the meaning of action in much the same
way that text fixes part of the meaning of speech (see also
Hutson 2002a; Tilley 1991, pp. 118-21).

Paul Connerton, Michael Herzfeld and Rosemary Joyce
discuss another way in which meaning can be stabilised:
materialisation (see also Demarrais et al. 1996). Conner-
ton begins with the distinction between ‘embodied prac-
tices’ and ‘inscribed pratices’. Embodied practices are singular
performances and experiences that are inherently short-lived,
such asa dance. On the other hand, inscribed practices, such as
sculpture, leave material traces that transcend the spatial and
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temporal context of their original performance (Joyce 2000,
p- 9). Meaning thus has two temporalities: it is fleeting when
embodied and long-lasting when inscribed. Materialisation,
the inscription of meaning in durable media, is an inscribed
practice that can leave imperishable traces. Materialisation
can be a political strategy because when a particular meaning
is materialised in durable, long-lasting form, that meaning
comes across as permanent. Things that are permanent may
seem natural, and therefore beyond question; uncontestable.
Thus, through materialisation, certain actors can render self-
serving values or opinions as natural, unchanging and good for
everyone. As we will discuss in the next two chapters, such at-
tempts are always resisted. Since the above authors emphasise
the perseverance of alternative readings, their observations on
fixation remain consistent with the post-structural tendency
towards untamability. Yet, unlike a post-structuralism which
radically decentres the individual agent, the recognition that
meaning is embedded in political strategies — that meaning is
not always wild - reconciles our goal of searching for meaning
and the role of agency in its constitution in the past.

In sum, the meaning of structures in the past is unstable
in two senses: (1) meaning is dispersed along an endless chain
of signification; (2) actions are subject to multiple interpreta-
tions. Post-structuralism focuses not only on the instability
of structures in the past, but also on the systems of power
that order archaeology as a discipline in the present. In other
words, whereas a traditional archaeologist would say that
archaeology is simply about the past, and that the archae-
ological record has the final word on what counts as good
archaeology, a post-structuralist would open the enterprise
and claim that the criteria for evaluating work extends to
a shifting and emergent chain of present considerations. In
defining its boundaries as a discipline, archaeology carves a
space in which only certain things can be said (others are un-
thinkable and, naturally, inadmissible) and only some people
(those with proper qualifications) can speak. Thus, the pro-
duction of statements about the past ‘is at once controlled,
selected, organized and redistributed by a certain number of
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procedures whose role it is to ward off its powers and dangers,
to gain mastery over its chance events, to evade its ponder-
ous, formidable materiality’ (Foucault 1981, p. 52). Archae-
ology is ‘the locus of a struggle to determine the conditions
and the criteria of legitimate membership and legitimate hi-
erarchy’ (Bourdieu 1988, p. 11). Post-structural approaches
to archaeology attempt to identify and decentre the structure
of archaeological practice and to create less absolute, less to-
talised ways of interacting with the past. The former includes
documentation of rhetorical strategies, hiring practices, gen-
der inequities, citation practices and much more (Claassen
et al. 1999; Conkey with Williams 1991; papers in Gero et al.
1983; Hutson 1998; 2002b; papers in Nelson et al. 1994; Tilley
1989; 1990). The latter includes the production of new textual
strategies, ranging from self-reflexivity and dialogue to hyper-
text and the inclusion of semi-fictional vignettes ‘from’ the
past (Edmonds 1999; Hodder 1992; Joyce 1994; 2002; Moran
and Hides 1990; Tringham 1991; 1994). Such approaches have
great power in allowing the critique of absolutes claimed in
archaeological writings and the tracing of the real world ef-
fects which discourses produce (Eagleton 1983).

Verification

Perhaps the major critique of structuralism centres around the
notion of verification. How does one do structuralist archae-
ology with rigour? Structuralism is notoriously linked to un-
verifiable flights of fancy, ungrounded arguments, since all the
data can, with imagination, be seen as transformations of each
other and of underlying structures. Many structuralist anal-
yses do appear rigorous and have been widely accepted. The
perception that one can judge structuralist analyses and decide
that some are better than others implies that procedures for
making plausible arguments can be discerned (Wylie 1982).
The most widespread validation procedure adopted in
structuralist archaeology appears to be to demonstrate that
the same structures lie behind many different types of data
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in the same historical context. The more data that can be
slotted into the same organizing principles, the more plausi-
bility is gained by the organizing principles themselves. As
with systems analysis, structuralist analysis is convincing if it
can draw together, or make sense of, previously unconnected
data. As we have seen, simply looking for pattern (horizontal
and vertical zoning, symmetry and so on) is inadequate — we
also need to make some abstraction about the meaning of the
pattern. Thus, in Deetz’s (1977) convincing analysis of refuse
discard, burlal and pottery styles on historic American sites,

a temporal contrast between abstractions which he calls com-
munal and individualizing ethics can be seen to run through
the study, and to explain a wide variety of different types of
data.

More recently, Parker Pearson (1999) has strengthened his
idea that the orientations of doors in British Iron Age round-
houses relate to symbolic concerns with the passage of the
sun by demonstrating that the same structuring principle ac-
counts for other realms of the archaeological record, such as
the patterned spatial organisation of activities in the round-
house interiors.

David Clarke (1972), in his study of structural relation-
ships in the Iron Age, Glastonbury site, supported his case
by showing the repetition of the same male:female structure
in different living compounds and in different time periods.
Fritz (1978) sought to find the same structure at local and re-
gional levels. Tilley (1984) shows how an abstraction termed
‘boundedness’ can be observed to change at the same time in
both pottery decoration and burial ritual. In an analysis of the
Orkney Neolithic, Hodder (1982a) attempted to show that
structures in settlement, burial and ritual uses of space could
be correlated, although the data were scarcely adequate.

The question of verification of structure — does the struc-
ture relate to the data? - is a conventional one. All archae-
ological analysis involves interpreting the real world in the
process of observation, and then fitting one’s theories to these
observations in order to make a plausible, accommodative ar-
gument - claims to do anything else are illusory. Structuralist
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analysis proceeds by the same principles. For example, in
the analysis of the Nuba art (see above, p. 48), the more art,
and the more varied the art, that the generative grammar
can generate, the more plausible is the grammar. We can ask
whether any designs occur which do not fit the rules. For
example, are the ‘words’ ever joined at the sides rather than
at the angles? In fact —» rarely, if ever, occurs in the art.
The same applies to . These motifs are not allowed by the
grammar, and that they do not occur in the art supports the
grammar itself.

It is important to recognize that the structures need not
be universal, and their proposed universality should not be a
major part of the validation procedure. The structures them-
selves may be quite specific (as in the Nuba use of the cross
design). But it is the meaning content especially that may have
particular historical significance. Thus the Nuba cross is not
just a design structure - it is a highly emotive symbol, with
a strong but particular historical significance which affects
its social use in Nuba art (Hodder 1982a). Part of the valida-
tion of structuralist analyses in archaeology must therefore
concern the abstraction of particular meanings related to the
structures.

In some cases, where there is historical continuity with
the present, meanings assigned to the past appear convinc-
ing. Thus, Glassie’s (1975) identification of certain types of
building, fagades, and room spaces, as ‘public’ or ‘private’,
or his association of asymmetry with ‘nature’ and ‘the or-
ganic’, is convincing because eighteenth-century America is
close to us. We would personally be much less convinced
if asymmetry were related to ‘the organic’ in Kenya or in
prehistoric Hungary. It is when meanings are applied cross-
culturally, without reference to context, that the dangers
emerge. Thus, Leroi-Gourhan (1982) was much more cautious
about identifying ‘male’ or ‘female’ designs in Palaeolithic
caves. But in prehistoric periods where more contextual and
associational data are present, the imputation of meaning can
be carefully constructed. Thus, in the Neolithic of Europe,
Hodder (1984a) has argued that the tombs mean houses on
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the basis of eight points of similarity between them. Contex-
tual and functional associations also allow a commonality of
meaning to be inferred. Clearly we cannot assume with con-
fidence that if an object is found in a male grave it has ‘male’
qualities, or that an artifact found in a ceremonial site has ‘rit-
ual’ meanings, but such assumptions are routinely made by
archaeologists. By careful and critical consideration of con-
text, the meanings can be made plausible.

It might be thought that a dichotomy ought to be pre-
sented between structural and functional explanation, sug-
gesting that an important way of supporting a theory about
the one is to show that the data are not adequately explained
by the other. Certainly, McGhee supports his case by suggest-
ing that there is no functional need for ivory and antler to be
used for different categories of tool and weapon. This type of
argument is dangerous in that it often assumes a primacy of
the material, functional side: the functions are explained first,
and anything left over is ‘mind’. But the argument also falla-
ciously assumes that there is a dichotomy between function
and symbolic meaning. As McGhee’s example shows, an item
may be part of a tool-kit, but at the same time it may be part of
a structured set of categories. As archaeologists, we may take
depositional and post-depositional factors into account and
still find functional associations between objects on our sites.
Such functional linkages play a part in the meanings assigned
to objects - part of the symbolic and cognitive significance of
objects derives from their use. In chapter 2 we saw that the
assignment of function depends on imputing symbolic mean-
ing. Once again we return here to the notions of material
culture as both object and sign, of two-way influences, of a
necessary unity.

A purely hypothetical example may clarify the point (for
a comparable real-world example see Parker Pearson 1999).
Imagine that some prehistoric long houses have been found
in a region. They are all aligned NW-SE, with the entrances
at the SE ends. Two ‘conflicting’ hypotheses are suggested:
either the alignment is because the prevailing wind is from
the NW, or the NW-SE axis has symbolic significance. Both
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hypotheses can be supported in their varying ways, the one by
showing that the prevailing wind was indeed from the NW,
the other by identifying the same structure in other domains.
For example, the same NW-SE axis might be found in burial
and ritual sites, and in other aspects of the use of space in
settlements. But in fact the two hypotheses are not contradic-
tory. In giving meaning to the world around us we commonly
make use of the positions of the sun, moon, rivers, hills, and
wind; equally, the symbolic significance attached to wind and
its prevailing axis will affect decisions about how to arrange
houses and settlements. Thus functional use and environmen-
tal features are parts of the process of giving meaning to the
world, and validation of meaning structures should not de-
pend on ironing out such factors.

We have seen that plausible structuralist arguments can
be made by showing that the structures account for much,
and many different categories of, data. It is also necessary to
ground the structures in their meaning content and in their
context of use. In these various ways one can show, in the
data, that certain arguments just do not hold water. Thus an
item that is supposed to be ‘male’ is found in a female grave,
or a phase of ‘communal’ activities has many ‘individualing’
characteristics, or too many arrowheads are made of ivory. Of
course one could argue that a ‘transformation’ of the structure
has occurred in the cases that do not “fit’, but at some stage
one’s intellectual ingenuity becomes implausible, at least to
others, and different structures are sought to account for the
data.

Conclusion: the importance of structuralist archaeology

In this chapter the emphasis has moved to symbolic codes
and structures of the mind. In the next chapter other types
of structure, technological and social, will be described. The
major importance of all such work in archaeology is that
it takes us to another level of analysis. We are no longer
bound to the quantification of presences, but we are also
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drawn to the interpretation of absences. The system is no
longer all that there is - there are also structures through
which it takes its form. Because the continuous shades of
variation in life overwhelm our capacity to make sense of the
world, we impose these structures to help simplify difference
and organize it into categories we can grasp. We still have
not adequately found the agent in a cultural and historical
context, as the critique above makes clear, but we have come
some way along our road, particularly in the understanding
of culture as meaningfully constituted.

Structuralism provides a method and a theory for the anal-
ysis of material culture meanings. Processual archaeologists
have been largely concerned with the functions of symbols.
As we have seen, function is an important aspect of mean-
ing: the use and association of a pot with its contents, with
the fire on which the pot’s contents are cooked, with tribal
identity and with the social hierarchy, are all important in,
although not determinant of, the pot’s symbolic meanings.
But processual archaeologists have not been concerned with
the organization of these functional associations into mean-
ing structures. Whatever the limitations of structuralism, it
provides a first step towards a broader approach.

Moreover, structuralism, in whatever guise, contributes to
archaeology, of whatever character, the notion of transfor-
mation. Schiffer (1976), of course, has noted the importance
of cultural transforms, but structuralism supplies a method
and a deeper level of analysis. As Faris (1983) points out, ma-
terial culture does not represent social relations - rather it
represents a way of viewing social relations. From work on
artifact discard showing that notions of ‘dirt’ intervene be-
tween residues and societies (Okely 1979; Moore 1982), to
work showing that burial is a conceptual transformation of
society (Parker Pearson 1982), the structuralist contribution
is clear. The rules of transformation can be approached, it is
claimed, through systematic analysis.

A related and equally important contribution is that differ-
ent spheres of material culture and of human activity (burial,
settlement, art, exchange) may be transformations of the same
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underlying schemes, or may be transformations of each other.
Rather than seeing each domain as a separate sub-system, each
can be related to the other as different outward manifesta-
tions of the same practices. The importance of the notion
that culture is meaningfully constituted is clear in this draw-
ing together of the various strands of archaeological data and
analysis.

Thus far, we have given scant attention to one of the
most fertile encounters between structuralism and archaeol-
ogy: historical studies of American material culture (Deetz
1967, pp. 86-93; 1977; Glassie 1975; Leone 1988; Leone and
Potter 1988; Palkovich 1988; Yentsch 1991). We close this
chapter with some of these authors because they provide case
studies (see also Tilley 1991) that retain the structuralist con-
tribution yet situate it within lived and contested contexts.
For example, Yentsch’s study of how hierarchical meanings
in pottery relate to hierarchical structures in the division of
space (public vs. private, male vs. female) in 17th- and 18th-
century American homes goes beyond the simple detection
of these opposed spheres to a consideration of the people
(slaves, women, children, lesser and greater men) who ani-
mate these spaces. Yentsch considers how occupying certain
spaces, such as rooms of a house, and using the pottery types
appropriate to each space produces and reproduces inequality
among members of the same society and same family. Essays
by Palkovich (1988) and Leone (1988) highlight the ways in
which people may have challenged these same meaningful
structures (the ‘Georgian Worldview’ after Deetz 1977) and
the hierarchical system of values they entail. These examples
from American historical archaeology reveal how cosmolog-
ical structures serve the interests of only some sections of
society and how those structures become a medium for con-
flict between different sections. We discuss this concern with
sectional interests and social conflict in the next two chapters.
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The main concern in this chapter is to examine the contri-
bution of Marxist archaeology to the understanding of social
and ideological relations. In considering social structures in
this context, the contrast with processual approaches again
needs to be identified. In this chapter the term social structure
does not mean the pattern of roles and relationships; rather
it refers to the scheme of productive interactions which lies
behind that pattern. However, our concern here is not to de-
bate the full width of Marxist archaeology, which has been
adequately covered elsewhere (Spriggs 1984; Trigger 1984;
McGuire 1992; Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998). Rather, we
wish briefly to outline the types of social structure that have
been identified in Marxist archaeology, before considering
Marxist archaeological discussions of ideology.

Marxist archaeology

Here we return to materialism, although some Marxist ar-
chaeologists would now claim to avoid the materialist/idealist
split (Spriggs 1984). We shall see below that such claims can
rarely be substantiated in archaeology, and the similarity with
processual archaeology is clear in this respect. Rather, it is
in the Marxist incorporation of the notion of structure that
the major break with processual archaeology occurs. This is
not to argue that Marxist archaeology avoids functional ar-
guments, because we shall see below that it does not. What
is new is an additional component, that all social practices
involve dialectical relationships: the development of society
occurs through the unity of opposites. Underlying the vis-
ible social system are relationships which embody incom-
patibilities, which are made compatible and which generate
change. It is thus to the realm of contradiction and conflict
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that we must turn in order to assess the essence of Marxist
archaeology.

Within the structural Marxism of Althusser and those writ-
ers in archaeology influenced by him, the two main types of
contradiction are those between the interests of social groups
(as in the class struggle) and those between the forces and re-
lations of production (to be defined below). In the first type
of contradiction, an important emphasis in Marxism is on
class divisions, in which a dominant class controls the means
of production and appropriates surplus. The interests of the
two classes are contradictory since the expansion of one class
is at the expense of the other. This general notion has been
applied in pre-capitalist societies, to social divisions based on
age, sex, lineage and so on. Thus Faris (1983) suggests that
in the Upper Palaeolithic in Europe men appropriated the
products of the labour of women and maintained a position
of dominance at the expense of women. The notion of ‘struc-
ture’ in such studies, although weakly developed, concerns
the relations of production and appropriation that lie behind
the apparent social relations (between men and women, chief
and commoner etc.).

The second type of contradiction, clearly linked to and
often underlying the first type, is structural incompatibility.
Here the forces of production are in conflict with the relations
of production. One view of these terms and their relation-
ships is provided by Friedman (1974; see diagram below). The
forces of production include the means of production (tech-
nology, the ecosystem: the means by which an environment
is transformed into a product for man) and the organization
of production (the organization of the labour force). The re-
lations of production, on the other hand, are the social rela-
tions which correspond with the forces of production. These
social relations will vary from society to society: for exam-
ple, in some societies kinship orders the forces of production,
whereas in the contemporary West it rarely does. The social
relations of production organize the way in which the envi-
ronment is to be used within the available technology; they
also determine who works and how the product of labour
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is appropriated. In archaeology, as in other areas of Marxist
analyses, major variation occurs in the relative importance
given to the forces and relations of production. In some writ-
ings the forces of production appear to develop on their own,
internally generated, leading to contradictions between the
forces and relations of production. An example of this po-
sition is provided by Gilman’s (1984) account of the Upper
Palaeolithic Revolution. He argues that the Domestic Mode
of Production (Sahlins 1972) characteristic of this period has
internal contradictions: on the one hand local groups need
external alliances in order to survive, but on the other hand
they wish to maintain control of their own resources. More
self-sufficient groups want to move out of the alliance net-
work. As technology improves, each group becomes more
self-sufficient and the contradiction between the alliance net-
work and local production leads to bounded local alliances,
which establish closed circles of mutual aid and limit obliga-
tions to assist others. Although Gilman claims (:bid., p. 123)
that technology does not specifically determine the social
changes, and that the materialist determination is in the last,
not the first, instance, the technological changes do appear
primary (Fig. 6). They are generated as the result of the Dar-
winian selection of primary adaptive improvements in stone-
tools (zbid.).

In such analyses contradictions between the forces and re-
lations of production are generated by changes in the forces of
production, and, as we shall see below, these contradictions

77



Reading the past

improved technology

\

fewer subsistence failures

\

less need for population increase
assistance from
neighbours *
* more neighbours
possibility of *
limiting social need to limit
obligations social obligations

closed connubia

¥

ritual/stylistic
reinforcement of
unstable solidarity

Fig. 6. The relation between technological improvements and social
change over the course of the Upper Palaeolithic, as suggested by
Gilman (1984).

lead to changes in the arena of style and ideology. Such view-
points appear inadequate, particularly if one is interested in
the reasons for technological change and the reasons for the
precise form of the social relations. Thus many Marxists
would now argue that, at least in pre-capitalist social forma-
tions, it is the social relations of production which either
dominate or are in a dialectical two-way relationship with
the forces of production.
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An interesting example of the view that the social rela-
tions dominate is provided by Bender’s (1978) account of the
adoption of agriculture. She suggests that prior to the adop-
tion of farming local groups were competing for domination
through rituals, feasting and exchange. It is these strategies of
social dominance which lead to the need for increased local
subsistence production and hence to more intensive produc-
tion and the adoption of agriculture. Here changes in people’s
relationship with the environment, the forces of production,
are dependent on social relations.

Such notions of the growth of dominance and ranking
in initially egalitarian groups are outlined with clarity by
Friedman (1975) and are developed and applied to the ap-
pearance of state societies by Friedman and Rowlands (1978).
One aspect of Friedman’s model, the prestige goods system,
has now been widely applied in European prehistory (see for
example Bradley 1984; Kristiansen 1979; Frankenstein and
Rowlands 1978; Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998) and parts of
the American southwest and midwest (Bender 1985; McGuire
and Howard 1987; Gledhill 1978). In all such studies the social
relations of production dominate, and ideology in particular
plays a secondary role. There is little discussion of material
culture as meaningfully constituted.

So far we have seen something of the concept of ‘structure’
in Marxist archaeology - that it concerns relations of produc-
tion and appropriation. One of the reasons this structure is
‘underlying’, hidden from view, is that it is masked by ideol-
ogy. We can now return to the main theme of this chapter:
what is the role of ideology in relation to the social structure
in Marxist archaeology?

Ideology

Archaeologists often make use of Marx’s statement, made
in 1859, that the superstructure, incorporating ideology, is
founded on and arises from the infrastructure. Ideology then
functions by masking the contradictions and conflicts within
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and between the forces and relations of production. The dif-
ference between the analysis of structured systems of ideas
and Marxist analyses of ideology can be seen by compar-
ing Deetz’s (1988) account of change in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century North America with the accounts of the
rise of capitalism by Leone (1988) and Paynter (1988). For
Deetz, ideology was a general worldview, whereas for Leone
and Paynter, ideology is connected to a specific means of pro-
duction. Most Marxist archaeology has provided explanations
in which ideology is determined by and functions in relation
to the economy. While a reflexive relationship between base
and superstructure is sometimes claimed, in practice appli-
cations have been largely materialist and functionalist (see
below).

While, in the Marxist approach, ideology is often explained
by reference to its functions, there is a sense in which mate-
rial culture is ‘active’. As in the Wobst view (p. 24), mate-
rial culture acts so that the system can work. However, on
the whole this ‘activity’ is the fairly passive end-product of
functional needs, even though these needs are rather different
from those found in processual archaeology. The distinction
is made clearly by Gilman (1984) in his Marxist reading of
the Upper Palaeolithic transition, in contrast to that made by
Wobst (1976). Rather than seeing Upper Palaeolithic style as
functioning to facilitate cooperation within social groupings
and to identify differences between them, Gilman argues that
style and ritual develop because that cooperation incorporates
inherent contradictions. The desire to break out of alliance
networks and concentrate on retaining production within lo-
cal groups leads to unstable closed connubia. Thus style and
ritual help to create social groupings which would otherwise
be continually breaking down. Material culture here func-
tions by providing a masking ideology, hiding or misrepre-
senting the internal contradictions.

Another important Upper Palaeolithic analysis which in-
corporates a symbolic structure which ideologically ‘hides’
social conflict is carried out by Faris (1983). Faris notes a con-
trast between western European Palaeolithic wall painting
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and mobiliary art. The parietal art mainly depicts big game
animals which require a lot of skill in hunting. The art itself
is skilled and must have involved considerable effort, includ-
ing the construction of scaffolding in some places. In con-
trast, plants and small animals, although these are known
from archaeological deposits to be an important part of the
diet, are not depicted. Female figurines, on the other hand,
misrepresent reality in another way. In this mobiliary art, it
is the mid-body sexual and reproductive parts that are em-
phasized at the expense of arms and facial features - the im-
age is not of a working body. In the art as a whole, then, it
is male hunting activities that are emphasized, even though
such activities probably only produced a portion of the re-
sources consumed. Small animals and plants and female pro-
duction are not represented; the woman appears only as
reproductive.

Faris is careful to identify his own perception biases in
this reconstruction. But here both symbolic form and con-
tent are examined. The structure of signs misrepresents the
role played by women in society - in other words the sym-
bolism acts ideologically to transform the relations of produc-
tion. Male dominance is based on the appropriation of female
labour, and the cave wall art mystifies the contradiction and
prevents conflict. Material culture has to be understood both
as part of an aesthetic tradition, and as part of an ideology
within social strategies of domination.

In both of the above studies of the Upper Palaeolithic, ide-
ology is interpreted functionally in relation to the economic
base (the forces and the social relations of production). A fur-
ther example is provided by Kristiansen (1984) in his study of
the role of ideology in the construction of megalithic burial
in Neolithic Europe. His aim is to determine how ideologi-
cal and cultural norms correspond to their material functions
of reproduction (ibid., p. 77). The megalithic monuments are
seen as representing a ritualized extension of production orga-
nized through the communal lineage structure. Surplus pro-
duction for lineage leaders is transformed into ritual feasting
and ancestor worship.
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In Kristiansen’s study, the materialism is clear, but it should
also be noted that the social reality against which the ideology
is compared can only be accessed archaeologically through
the ideology itself - that is, through the interpretations of
the burial monuments. Thus, as with the processual studies
discussed in chapter 2, the materialism is more apparent than
real. It is certainly not possible to determine the ideology
from the material base since the material base is only known
through the ideology.

A further characteristic of Kristiansen’s study is that the
ideology is the conscious world of ritual. Other studies, such
as that of Leone (1984), have concentrated more on the ide-
ological aspects of the unconscious taken-for-granteds that
are inherent in all aspects of life (Althusser 1977). For Leone,
these ‘givens’ — ideas about nature, cause, time, person — serve
to naturalize and mask inequalities in the social order. Ideol-
ogy disguises the arbitrariness of social relations of produc-
tion, making them appear resident in nature or the past and
thus inevitable. Leone focusses in particular on the layout of
an eighteenth-century garden, recovered by historical archae-
ologists, in Annapolis, Maryland. In the eighteenth century,
social control by plantation owners was being weakened in a
number of ways, and wealthy members of the planter-gentry,
such as William Paca, the owner of the Annapolis garden,
held contradictory beliefs, on the one hand basing their sub-
stantial inherited wealth in part on slavery and on the other
hand passionately defending liberty. To mask this contradic-
tion, Leone suggests that Paca’s position of power was placed
within nature. The ideal of Georgian order in the house and
the carefully laid out garden conform to rules of bilateral
symmetry and perspective. In this way the arbitrariness of
the social order is naturalized, and the gentry is isolated and
distanced from attack on the established order. The balance
and organization of the garden appear convincingly natural
and ordered, thus making the elite the natural centre of social
control.

In this example, once again, the materialist conception
of ideology is clear - the ideology functions in relation to
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growing contradictions within eighteenth-century society.
But the important contribution of such studies to the con-
cerns in this volume, as outlined in chapter 1, is that an at-
tempt is made to examine the way in which structures of sym-
bolic meaning may relate to social structures and systems. In
Leone’s example we are back with symbolic structures, but
now these are linked to social structures via ideological and
social processes. As we saw in chapter 3, in structuralist ar-
chaeology such linkages are not the central focus of concern.

We wish to use Leone’s convincing account of the role of
material culture in ideology (for further examples see Miller
and Tilley 1984) in order to begin a four-point critique of
ideology as discussed in Marxist archaeology.

First criticism

It often appears in the Marxist analyses of the 1980s that ide-
ology is shared by all in society - thus, once again, aspects of
a normative view are retained (see p. 9). In Leone’s Annapolis
study, for example, there is no indication that the same mate-
rial culture may have different meanings and different ideo-
logical effects for different social groups. The extent to which
people are said to be duped by the ideas of the dominant class
is remarkable. The ordering of architecture, street plans, rows
of trees, the training of gardens, disguise the arbitrariness of
the social order. It may be true that the ruling classes them-
selves believe their own ideology, but no evidence is provided
that all members of society make these linkages between gar-
den layout and social order or that they in any way value or
respect the garden. In the late 1980s, however, Marxists suc-
cessfully responded to this critique by embracing theories of
practice. Armed with a more sophisticated understanding of
power relations, newer studies shift from domination to class
struggle. They replace dupes with active social agents who
challenge the ideologies and institutions that oppress them
(see McGuire 1992). We postpone our commentary on these
studies of resistance until the next chapter, which discusses
those ideas of practice, power and agency upon which any
discussion of resistance depends.
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Second criticism

A second, closely related point concerns the tendency in all
Marxist archaeology to oppose ideology and the social reality,
the ‘real’ conditions of existence, the ‘real’ contradictions.
As we have seen, ideologies are described as naturalizing or
masking inequalities in the social order; but ‘inequality’ is
itself a value-laden term and can be described as ideological.
The Marxist notion of false-consciousness implies that people
cannot see the reality of their existence because that reality is
hidden from them by ideologies. But what is the social reality?

For many Marxist archaeologists the social reality is de-
fined as the forces and relations of production. But Marxism
then has to face its own critique, that the Marxist definition
of the social reality is itself ideological. Since reality has to
be perceived and created by the observer, it is itself ideology.
To take the position that Marxism offers ‘the one true science
that can identify objective reality is simply to state a belief.
There is no end to ideology (Giddens 1979, p. 197).

As we have seen in discussing Kristiansen’s study, the prob-
lem of the definition of social reality is particularly acute in
archaeology since material culture serves as both social real-
ity and ideology. Thus the lineage mode of appropriation of
surplus may be identified from burial, but the same burial
monuments are interpreted as ideologies masking social real-
ity. Where, then, is the social reality?

For different social actors, the social inequalities and
contradictions may have different ‘realities’. For Althusser
(1977), whose work has been discussed in archaeology most
fully by Shanks and Tilley (1982), ideology is not distorted
communication, but is functionally necessary in all societies.
Rather than opposing ideology and reality, Althusser seeks
to express ideology as the practical unconscious organiza-
tion of the day-to-day. But it is particularly Foucault’s dis-
cussion of power as ever-present, a constituent of all social
action, that has come to the fore in archaeological debate
(Mlller and Tilley 1984). In Surveillir et punir Foucault (1977)
shows that power is not simply repressive, negative; it is also
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positive, productive of knowledge. It does not just mask, con-
ceal, repress - it also produces reality. Power is not a general
system of domination exerted by one group over another.
Rather, power is everywhere, produced at every moment
in every action. It is present in the ideal as much as in the
material. One can argue that there is an unceasing struggle
in which power relations are transformed, strengthened and
sometimes reversed by the manipulation of symbolic and ma-
terial capital, the two being fully interdependent and difficult
to distinguish.

Following the direction of Foucault, Miller and Tilley
(¢bid.) define power as the capacity to transform, and they
make a distinction between power to and power over. Power
to is the capacity to act in the world and is an integral com-
ponent of all social practice. Power over refers to social con-
trol and domination. Ideology is essential for both types of
power and relates to the interests inherent in power. Though
groups have no interests, actors have interests by being mem-
bers of groups in the sense that culture is public and needs and
wants are socially constructed (Giddens 1979, p. 189; Geertz
1973). To examine ideology is to see how symbolic meanings
are mobilized to legitimate the sectional interests of those
groups. Following Giddens (1979; 1981), there are three ways
in which ideologies function: (1) the representation of sec-
tional interests as universal, (2) the denial or transmutation
of contradictions, and (3) the naturalization of the present, or
reification. These ideas have immediate implications for ar-
chaeologists (Hodder 1982¢; Miller and Tilley 1984). For ex-
ample, if burial remains are seen as ideological naturalizations
of the social order, then burial variability within cemeteries
(how the bones are laid out, the contents of the graves, and so
on) will correlate directly with the structure of the society,
but if burial remains in a particular society deny contradic-
tions, then the archaeological burial data cannot be used to
‘read off’ the social organization. Material culture, then, is a
type of social reality, but it is not the only type. Systems of
value and prestige are integrally related to systems of material
resources in the definition of power.
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Different sectional interests in society develop their own
ideologies in relation to other ideologies and interests. Social
interests and power relations can be seen from many different
points of view within the same society. Interest and power
can be defined in terms other than the control over labour and
material resources. Different ideologies coexist in relation to
each other and the dominant ideology is continually being
subverted from other points of view. Any arena of material
culture use (domestic, ritual, exchange, burial) frequently in-
volves the negotiation of these different meanings/powers in
relation to each other. What may be seen by one group as
an inequality on one dimension may be seen as an equality
on another. William Paca’s garden may have worked well
for William Paca, legitimating his own social interests, but
whether anyone else was taken in by it is less clear. It could
be argued that a material culture statement of this type was
socially divisive. Indeed all ideologies that appear to ‘mask’,
in the process ‘reveal’.

Third criticism

The third criticism of archaeological uses of Marxist ap-
proaches to ideology is that the cross-cultural method applied
usually pays insufficient regard to the specific historical con-
text. It is easy to apply Giddens’ three types of ideology in a
wide range of circumstances. In the examples discussed in this
chapter, notions of prestige, naturalization, masking and so
on are applied with little attempt to see if the cross-cultural
model is appropriate. In Leone’s example, how do we know
the garden acts ideologically in the way described? We are
told little of the context of use: how is the garden used, do
subordinate groups ever visit or even see the garden, do sub-
ordinate groups use such ordering in their own homes and
gardens on a smaller scale or are their gardens very different,
and so on?

Equally, the cross-cultural emphasis leads to an inability
to account for the specificity of ideological forms. Thus in
Gilman’s analysis, the general interpretation of style and rit-
ual as ideology does nothing to explain why cave art is found
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as opposed to other ritual. In relation to Faris’ study, it is
informative to ask, why does cave wall art not occur in cen-
tral Europe in the Upper Palaeolithic, despite the existence of
appropriate caves? The generalized references to ideological
functions do little to account for such differences. Equally,
there are many ways in which William Paca could have pro-
jected a sense of order.

Fourth criticism

A final limitation of Marxist approaches to ideology concerns
the generation and generative role of ideology. The inability
to explain the specificity of ideology (third criticism) is asso-
ciated with an inability to explain its ‘becoming’. To be fair,
this is more a shortcoming of Marxist archaeologists than of
Marxism itself because Marx, as an historical materialist, was
concerned with the interaction between subject (people in
society) and object (the material world), which slowly and
constantly transforms and generates new human needs and
purposes over time, thus giving a history to ideology. In ar-
chaeology, Marxist case studies have related ideology to func-
tion, but can it really be claimed that the ideological need
to mask appropriation by lineage heads leads to megalithic
burial monuments, or that a need to legitimate social control
in Annapolis leads to an organized garden? The poverty of
stimulus argument is here at work, throwing doubt on the
ability of Marxist analysis to explain both the specificity of
ideology (third criticism) and its generation (fourth criticism).
These criticisms are very similar to those made in chapters 2
and 3. As in all the other approaches described so far in this
book, one is left with the question, where does the particular
ideology (structure, ideational sub-system or whatever) come
from?

Since the specificity and ‘becoming’ of ideology have not
been approached in Marxist archaeological analyses, so too
there has been little attempt to show how the ideology itself
determines and creates society (see, however, McGuire 1988
and Miller 1985a). Since the emphasis has been on the func-
tioning of ideologies, and because of the materialist bent of
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such analyses, the reflexive role of ideology has been little dis-
cussed. For example, the Georgian order manifest in Paca’s
house and garden is seen by Leone as appropriate for the
needed social functions, but ideals concerning the organiza-
tion of space and time, which Leone identifies in the garden,
are themselves part of a long historical tradition which harks
back to the Classical civilizations of the Mediterranean world.
It would be possible to argue that this Classical ideal of order
has itself played a part in generating Western society and in
determining the social interests to which Paca aspired - in
other words, we could give a move creative and active role to
ideology, and to material culture as ideological.

Ideology and power: conclusions

Ideology, then, is an aspect of symbol-systems. It refers to
that component of symbol-systems most closely involved
in the negotiation of power from varying points of inter-
est within society. Cultural meanings and symbols are used
within strategies of power and in the negotiation of control,
but they also partly form those strategies. Ideology cannot
be opposed to social relations of production. It cannot be
explained as functioning in relation to some social reality, be-
cause that reality, and the analysis of the relationship between
ideology and reality, are themselves ideological. Rather, ideol-
ogy is the framework within which, from a particular stand-
point, resources are given value, 1nequaht1es are defined and
power is legitimated. Ideas are themselves the ‘real” resources
used in the negotiation of power; and material resources are
themselves parts of the ideological apparatus.

To study ideology thus involves two components for
which archaeologists are theoretically ill-equipped. First,
since ideologies cannot be measured in terms of objective con-
ditions and functions, they must be studied ‘from the inside’,
on their own terms. These terms of reference are historically
generated. We need methods, then, for getting ‘inside’ the
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principles of meaning through which societies are generated.
This problem will be addressed in chapter 7.

Second, critical analysis of Marxist archaeology leads back
to the importance of social agents. As we elaborate in the
next chapter, the outcome of an event is never predetermined:
there is no rulebook which, when properly consulted, spec-
ifies the correct response to each and every social situation.
Actors thus always have at least some space for negotiation,
and in this space they consciously and unconsciously apply
a considerable understanding of the struggles between sec-
tional interests and the diverse social positions from which
these interests emanate.

In the following chapters we will examine approaches
which owe a considerable debt to Marxism. In chapter 5
we will explore agency and practice theories in archaeology
which are heavily influenced by Giddens and Bourdieu, both
of whose work can be seen as responding to Marxism. In ar-
chaeology a developed theory of agency has been discussed
from within Marxism by McGuire (1992). In chapter 6 we
examine theories of embodiment - how power and society
are constructed through the body. Much of the early work
of Marxist-influenced archaeologists such as Kristiansen and
Rowlands described power in general evolutionary terms. But
more recently Kristiansen and Rowlands (1998) have studied
the embodiment of power. Power is not described as general
but is seen as specific to a particular conception of bodies,
body substances and flows. The account of power is here
much more subtle, focusing on the details of body practices
and beliefs. Recent developments within Marxist archaeol-
ogy itself have contributed substantially to contemporary de-
bate concerning the relationships between power, practices,
agency and bodies.
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Practice and structuration

In outlining a ‘theory of practice’, Bourdieu (1977) notes the
difference between, on the one hand, observing and analysing
social events, and, on the other hand participating in ac-
tivities. Structurahsm for example, allows us to see how
pattern is generated, but gives us no indication of how we
make relevant use of structures in constantly changing situa-
tions. Giddens (1979; 1981) is also concerned to escape notions
of change which involve the playing out of some pre-set code.

Both Bourdieu and Giddens thus develop theories of prac-
tice or social action, called by Giddens ‘structuration’, in
which there is a recursive relationship between structure
and practice. Bourdieu’s account is of particular relevance
to archaeologists because he develops his theory in relation
to material culture and the use of space. Indeed his ideas have
been applied in ethnoarchaeology by, for example, Donley
(1982), Moore (1982), and Braithwaite (1982), and in archae-
ology by Barrett (1981) and Davis (1984).

Bourdieu situates the notion of the habitus, a term first
coined by Marcel Mauss (1973 [1935]), between structure and
practice. However, any attempt to define the habitus (singu-
lar and plural) goes against the grain of Bourdieu’s project. As
part of his challenge to certain types of objectivism, Bourdieu
argues that a concept is understood through its use: any at-
tempt to formalise it - to step back from the context of use and
construct a rule that systematises the ways it is used — misrec-
ognizes the ambiguity and unpredictability of the situations
in which the concept is exercised. Nevertheless, we can pro-
visionally understand the habitus as systems of durable but
transposable dispositions, including, for example, a sense of
honour, but also left/right, up/down and other structuring
principles. The habitus are strategy generating propensities
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enabling agents to cope with unforeseen situations. Rather
than seeing habitus as abstract sets of mechanistic rules in a
filing cabinet in the mind, Bourdieu emphasizes the impor-
tance of practical logic and knowledge. All the schemes of
categorization and perception are included, but the habitus is
unconscious, a linguistic, physical and cultural competence.
In day-to-day activities, there is a practical mastery involv-
ing tact, dexterity and savoir faire which cannot be reduced
to rules. In the same vein, Giddens suggests that the knowl-
edgeability of lay actors, which mediates between structure
and practice, includes both discursive and practical conscious-
ness. Practical consciousness involves knowledge of ‘how to
go on’ in society - it is skilled, an artistry in day-to-day ac-
tivity, varied and strategic, dependent on context. Individuals
reflexively monitor their actions and can penetrate or gain an
understanding of the structures of society. Regular patterns
of behaviour occur as a result of practices generated through
habitus, not through norms or rules. When asked to explain
our actions we may indeed declare that we are following rules.
But, rather than clarifying action, our native explanations add
to or mystify it. Native references to rules confuse the logic of
practice because they are produced after the action took place.
There is always a distance between theoretical reconstructions
of the native world and the native experience of that world
(Bourdieu 1977, pp. 18-19). Rationalising and strategising in-
tervene in the gap between action and explanation, between
experience and reconstruction. The explanation becomes an
after-the-fact intellectualisation and justification whose logic
disguises and often exceeds the logic of practice itself. In those
cases where agents do follow rules, we must remember that
they follow them not simply because rules are rules, but be-
cause they may gain from following them, from being seen
to conform to socially sanctioned values: ‘the rule’s last trick
is to cause it to be forgotten that agents have in interest in
obeying [it]’ (p. 22).

Nevertheless a commonality of behaviour does occur
within social groups. Many things contribute to the regular-
ity of behaviour, though none determines it. As mentioned
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above, owing to ‘the trick of the rule’, there is often much to
be gained by following those behaviours that are sanctioned.
‘The more the working of the system serves the agent’s in-
terests, the more they are inclined to support the working of
the system’ (p. 65). These conscious, reflexive, self-regulating
devices reinforce practice, but, according to Bourdieu, do not
produce it.

Bourdieu assigns only a secondary importance to consci-
ous, intentional action as a contributor to the commonality of
behaviour (p. 73). Bourdieu also considers how the habitus is
passed from generation to generation without going through
discourse or consciousness. The central position of processes
of enculturation in Bourdieu’s theory is of importance for
history because it links social practices with the ‘culture
history” of society. As the habitus is passed down through
time it plays an active role in social action and is transformed
in those actions. This recursiveness, Giddens’ ‘duality of
structure’, is possible because the habitus is a practical logic.

The schemes of the habitus - the sense of what is reasonable
and what is unreasonable - are passed down from practice to
practice, but this does not mean that learning is a mechanistic
remembering of appropriate actions. In the daily pattern of
life, in proverbs, songs, riddles, games, watching adults and
interacting with them, a child has no difficulty in grasping
the rationale behind the series of events. The child adjusts and
accommodates subjective and objective patterns, patterns ‘in
here’ and ‘out there’, giving rise to systematic dispositions.
The habitus which results is based on the child’s own social
position as he/she sees how others react to him/her.

The physical setting of action, built or otherwise, also plays
arole in the implicit pedagogy in so far as places may be pegs
on which stories and meanings are hung, or may simply keep
certain people separate from other people and things (Bour-
dieu 1977, pp. 87-94; Basso 1983). In this way, inculcation is
not extraordinarily far from the forms of discipline produced
by institutions (Foucault 1977). In particular, the house, and
the use of space and objects in a house, lead a child to under-

standing of the habitus. The ‘ “book” from which the children
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learn their vision of the world is read with the body’
(Bourdieu, p. 90), in moving through space, from ‘male’ to
‘female’ parts of the house, from ‘light’ to ‘dark” and so on. A
‘body”’ of wisdom results from these regularised learning pro-
cesses. They inscribe a manner of being; a corporal scheme of
perception and appreciation. The same home then comes to
be perceived differently by different social groups, through
their different habitus. Donley (1990) provides an elegant ex-
ample of how in Kenyan Swahili houses, men and women
learn their place in the world through the use of space and
objects in the house. It is the practices, in the process of encul-
turation, that act back on the habitus, so that Bourdieu can
talk of ‘the mind born of the world of objects’ (ibid., p. 91).

Bourdieu admits that the habitus is not the exclusive princi-
ple of all practice. The regularity that we observe in behaviour
is also produced by norms, symbols, emblems, rites and ob-
jective material considerations, such as the location of actors
in socio-economic hierarchies and other fields of distinction
(Bourdieu 1977, p. 20; 1984, p. 55). Nevertheless, in much of
Bourdieu’s writing, we feel that the habitus and other struc-
tures, such as class, exert too much influence on the outcome
of practice. The diagram below, which shows a unidirectional
relation between habitus and practice, illustrates the way in
which structures constrain practice.

| habitus

+ pra*ctice +

Bourdieu’s theory of practice presents an implicit invita-
tion to archaeologists to come to an understanding of the
principles lying behind other cultural practices through an
examination of and involvement in objects arranged in space
and in contexts of use. In the same way that the child absorbs
the principles of actions, so the archaeologist can ‘read’ the
surviving ‘book’, without necessary reference to abstract or

| structures {
| constraint
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spoken meanings. We shall return later to the implications of
this realization for archaeological ‘theory’ and for the public
presentation of archaeology.

The potential offered by Bourdieu’s insight is considerable.
It is exciting to realize that mundane items in the material
world, of the type excavated by archaeologists - pots, bones,
pins and door-frames - can all play a part in the process of
enculturation, in forming the social world. Through practi-
cal enculturation it is possible to instil ‘a whole cosmology,
an ethic, a metaphysic, a political philosophy, through injunc-
tions as 1ns1gn1f1cant as “stand up straight” or “don’t hold your
knife in your left hand”” (Bourdieu, ibid., p. 94). “Stand up
straight’, for example, may relate, in the partlcular cultural
associations of straightness (such as straight male spears), to
valued notions of ‘talking straight’, ‘being straight’, as op-
posed to being bent over, submissive. A whole philosophy
of male dominance is thus taken for granted. Every mundane
pot and scratched decoration, every pig and cow skull, is in
this way the node of a network of associations and opposi-
tions which tell us about the way the world is put together.

Both Bourdieu and Giddens link structuralism and
Marxism, and outline a theory of practice of considerable im-
portance in archaeology. Bourdieu’s concern is to combine
both objectivism (the idea that social life must be explained
through the structural relations of inequality of which actors
are ignorant) and subjectivism (the idea that social life must
be explained by the agents” own accounts of the meaning of
their world), therefore avoiding the extravagances caused by
embracing one to the exclusion of the other (Bourdieu 1990).
For Giddens, there is a duality of structure: the structure is
both the medium and outcome of action. The individual plays
a central role as self-monitoring, creative and with degrees
of competence. Material culture in particular plays a highly
active role, creating society and creating continual change.

Shanks and Tilley (1982) concentrate on an area of prac-
tical knowledge that Bourdieu inherits from Merleau-Ponty
(1962, pp. 303-4) - the use of the body as a map or frame-
work by which people ‘live through’ their habitus. The world

94



Agency and practice

is known through the body, unconsciously. Within the body
there is a variety of possible whole/part relations. Disarticu-
lated human bone remains from Neolithic tombs in Britain
and Sweden were found to have been grouped into piles
showing body/limb, upper limb/lower limb, right/left dis-
tinctions. The body symmetry is then seen as naturalizing
contradictions in society, for example between social control
by lineage heads and socialized production. The symmetry be-
tween body parts is a denial of asymmetrical relations in life.

Although in this example a sophisticated account is given
of the relationship between structure and practice, with the
role of the individual considered, some of the limitations that
have been encountered in other studies remain, particularly in
relation to contextual meanings and history. As in other stud-
ies influenced by the work of Bourdieu and Giddens (see the
articles in Hodder 1982c) particular historical meanings are
not taken into account; the approach remains largely cross-
cultural and ‘from the outside’. Thus Shanks and Tilley do not
examine whether there are other realms of evidence in Ne-
olithic society in Britain and Sweden which show left/right
symmetries, nor what these symmetries might represent
there. Childe argued for Neolithic Orkney (Hodder 1982a)
that a right/left division of huts might relate to male/female
on the basis of artifacts and bed sizes. Hodder (1984a) has also
argued that the Neolithic tombs ‘mean’ houses found else-
where in central Europe where they played an important
part in male/female relationships. If further work could es-
tablish the relevance of such contexts, the bone organization
in the tombs might be shown to have had specific meanings in
the male/female negotiation of power and authority, rather
than being related to the types of power relations described
by Shanks and Tilley.

Without consideration of the content of meaning in a
culture-historical context (what do left/right, burial tombs
etc. mean in Neolithic Britain and Sweden?) it becomes impos-
sible to explain the ideological functions of symbol-systems.
Equally it is impossible to explain why any particular symbol-
system was employed, how it came about. For example, the

95



Reading the past

ideological analysis of the Neolithic tombs cannot explain
why the same monuments are not commonly found in central
Europe, where similar structural contradictions can be pre-
sumed. Shanks and Tilley’s elegant and innovative analysis of
one type of habitus needs to be tied to careful consideration
of historical and contextual meanings.

Resistance

An important aspect of Giddens’ theory of structuration is his
modification of the concept of power. Power is not a resource
and the exercise of power is not an act. Rather, power involves
the reproduction of relations of autonomy and dependence.
These relations are always two-way: the capability of an actor
to secure an outcome always depends on the agency of others.
‘Even the most autonomous agent is in some degree depen-
dent, and the most dependent actor or party in a relationship
retains some autonomy’ (p. 93). In other words, every actor
always has the ability to do otherwise - the ability to foil
the wishes of someone else - even if doing otherwise is self-
destructive (p. 149). “Where there is power, there is resistance’
(Foucault 1981a, p. 95). There is thus a ‘power to’ in addition
to Weber’s classic notion of ‘power over’. In so far as every
actor is powerful in the sense of ‘power to’, every actor has
some degree of agency. In the next section, we will scrutinise
the concept of agency more carefully; the key point here is
that domination can no longer be taken for granted because
the compliance of the dominated is never a given.

Various writers agree that Marx’s ‘dominant ideology
thesis’ - that ‘the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch
the ruling ideas’ (Marx and Engels 1965) — must be rejected
(Abercrombie et al. 1980; de Certeau 1984; Giddens 1979,
p- 72; Scott 1985, p. 317; 1990; Willis 1977). One must not
overestimate the degree of conviction with which all members
of society (subordinate and even dominant) accept symbol-
systems. Subordinate groups within society understand to
some degree how existing ideologies and institutions attempt
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to oppress them and can formulate skilled tactics of resis-
tance. However, acts of resistance elude researchers because
authorities control the dominant modes of discourse. Peas-
ants, proletarians and other ‘dominated’ people often live
on the margins of subsistence, where even small favours can
make a significant difference. In such a context of insecurity,
it is in the best interests of the weak to act with obedience
(Abercrombie et al. 1980, p. 50; Scott 1985, p. 278). Thus,
the ‘public transcript’ is saturated with acts of submission
performed in bad faith. The weapons of the weak breed in
private and the tactics are petty, anonymous, but multiple
and multi-sited.

Stoked by new theories of power, agency and ideology, and
perhaps the chic currency of ‘resistance’ in other dlsc1phnes
archaeologists began documenting resistance to authority in
a number of contexts (Beaudry et al. 1991; Braithwaite 1984;
Brumfiel 1996; Ferguson 1991; Hutson 2002a; Joyce 1993;
Joyce et al. 2001; Little 1997; McCafferty and McCafferty
1988; 1991; McGuire and Paynter 1991; Miller and Tilley
1984; Miller er al. 1989; Orser 1991; Paynter 1989; Pyburn
et al. 1998; Shackel 2000). Archaeologists would seem to have
an advantage over other disciplines in detecting resistance
when it takes the form of everyday, often material prac-
tices that do not appear in public representations/symbol
systems and do not enter the historical transcript. In his exca-
vations of the 19th-century brewery at Harper’s Ferry, West
Virginia, Shackel (2000) detected hundreds of hidden beer
bottles. Because the bottles were hidden, Shackel concludes
that the workers covertly consumed the products of their
labour, thus drinking the owner’s profits (see also Beaudry
etal. 1991). Shackel also noticed the curious trend of workers’
wives buying pottery styles that were out of fashion. Shackel
argues that the preference for older styles reflects a nostalgia
for previous generations when access to markets and a more
favourable division of labour gave women more control over
their everyday lives. The preference for outdated styles may
also reflect a rejection or lack of commitment to the current
industrial era and ideology which reduced their power and
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control. Shackel’s study encourages us in that he finds the
voice of groups who are partially muted because they must
express themselves through goods whose production was con-
trolled by the dominant group (Little 1997).

Shackel’s study also illustrates the irony of resistance (see
also Pauketat 2000). Because subordinates do not know every-
thing about the system that oppresses them, their actions have
unintended and unwelcome effects (Willis 1977) The stealing
and drinking of beer on the job contributed to a higher in-
cidence of work-place injuries. Through a subtle jujitsu, the
‘system’ uses the resistors’ momentum to bring them down
(Kearney 1996, p. 155).

Though historical archaeologists like Shackel have pro-
duced many notable studies of resistance, archaeologists with-
out written texts have also contributed important case studies.
In ancient Mesoamerica, space has been a key element in
methods used for documenting the recursivity of domination
and resistance. For example, Joyce et 4l. (2001) note that com-
mon folk at the regional centre of Rio Viejo, on the Pacific
coast of Oaxaca, Mexico, inhabited the monumental plat-
forms of the site’s civic-ceremonial centre after the collapse
of centralised institutions at the end of the Classic period.
According to Joyce et al. (2001), these commoners rejected
the dominant ideology of the previous era by dismantling
and denigrating the architecture and carved stones that once
valorised and materialised that ideology. Likewise, Brumfiel
(1996) argues that powerful Aztec ideologies of male dom-
inance expressed in official carvings at the capital city are
contested in the countryside by popular images that assert
the high status of women in reproductive roles.

We applaud the studies profiled above for developing ro-
bust approaches to power relations in the past. Nevertheless,
we fear that domination and resistance can be ‘bad subjects’
(Hutson 2002a; Meskell 1996) if they come at the expense of
the balance and rigour of a more nuanced approach (Brown
1996). Politics are often multidimensional: an approach that
views them through the binary lens of domination and re-
sistance unjustly simplifies and sanitises their coarse texture
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(Ortner 1995). As Shackel admits, 19th-century domestic con-
sumption is complex and not easily reduced to statements of
power. The assumption that differences in consumption or
foodways relate directly to power struggles (see, for example,
Ferguson 1991) disregards the cultural complexity of the con-
text under examination. By not attending to the meaning of
such differences, we threaten to dissolve the subjectivity, in-
tentionality and identity of the dominated. Joyce prudently
negates the top-down approach to power. The people reoc-
cupying the Rio Viejo acropolis lived rich and meaningtul
lives: to study them only as resistors flattens this richness and
presumes that they existed only as a foil to the intentions of
the elite few.

Agency

The theme of agency has attracted much interest in recent de-
bates in archaeology (Arnold 2001; Silliman 2001; Smith 2001;
papers in Dobres and Robb 2000a), but it remains apparent
that agency means different things to different researchers.
We focus on three broad, internally diverse and sometimes
overlapping categories. In the first category, we find an anti-
humanism, which maintains that agency works through indi-
viduals, rather than being wielded or exerted by them (Dobres
and Robb 2000b). In fact, the individual human agent we
know today is merely a product (and a recent, post-medieval
one at that!) of various disciplinary technologies which gain
a life of their own (Foucault 1977). Disciplinary norms create
a body politic - an orthodoxy of bodily practices, such as
posture, gait and gesture, and a schedule for their appropriate
display - and it is through the disciplinary norms that actions
become intelligible.

Thus, in the writing of Foucault (prior to his final work on
the history of sexuality) and other post-structuralists, partic-
ularly Lacan, ‘discourse’, language, and symbols precede the
agent and produce the conditions for the possibility of agency.
The agent is merely a precipitate of pre-existing ‘texts’.
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Though we agree with the need to deconstruct the modern
enlightenment conception of humanity and to expose it as a
construct of various processes, we note that such approaches
lack a mechanism of change and minimise the space for inten-
tionality. Working within the Foucaultian model, however,
Judith Butler (1993, pp. 12-15; 1998, p. 157) finds room for
agency in her idea of citationality, derived from Derrida’s no-
tion of iterations. Each action, Butler argues, is only an imper-
fect citation of the norm. This discrepancy between practice
and norm, as well as the time that intervenes between one
practice and the next - the open-endedness of citationality —
assures the generation of new meanings and the reformula-
tion of norms. Butler cautiously circumscribes the scope of
this form of agency. Norms do not simply specify models to
which acts conform; the norms mobilise action, and no act
stands alone - every act is a reiteration in the tracks of pre-
vious iterations. Agency in this first sense is thus not some
kind of voluntaristic operation in opposition to structures
or norms: ‘the subject who resists such norms is enabled, if
not produced, by the norms’ (Butler 1993, p. 15). In archae-
ology, recent work by Rosemary Joyce, discussed in the next
chapter, deploys this notion of agency.

The second group of approaches to agency focuses more
closely on the impact of action on others and on the ma-
terial world. These consequences can be intended or unin-
tended (see below) and they can be short, medium or long
term. They can be local or ‘global’. Perhaps the main way
that this impact-view of agency has been used in archaeology
is in terms of ‘power over’ (see pp. 85 and 96). Dominant
groups are described constructing a monument, controlling
exchange, or holding a ritual that persuades others or manip-
ulates them ideologically. Or elites may control the labour of
others through the use of force. In these cases, there is almost
no attempt to infer the intention of the actors: it is simply
assumed that the outcome - domination - and the intention
were the same. Since the specific intention or meaning behind
the action is of little concern, analysis focuses narrowly on
the effects of actions (see Earle 1990; Barrett 1994, p. 1).
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Impact is certainly a component of agency, but the third
use of the term (the use favoured here) is that agency has some-
thing to do with intentional action. Let us take an extreme
example which highlights the need to consider intentional-
ity. A passer-by crosses the road and catches a bullet that
was meant for a president. The unintended consequence of
this happenstance may be considerable. So there was much
‘agency’ according to our second definition. But the only in-
tentionality involved on the side of the passer-by was to cross
the road. To focus on the third definition of ‘agency’ creates
a very different picture of history.

The original aim of discussing agency in the earlier editions
of this book was to focus attention on meaning. This was in
response to the behaviourist dimension of much processual
archaeology in which people played little role. The emphasis
was on the systems behind action and on the resources needed
for action. In our view, some recent discussions of agency (e.g.
Barrett 1994) focus too much on the conditions needed for
action and not enough on a people-centred approach in which
intentionality is important.

The third sense of agency can be discussed further by con-
sidering the rather provocative views held by Latour (1996;
1999), Gell (1998) and Weiner (1992) that objects can have
agency. What is meant by such a claim? Let us consider the
example of the speed bump. The object may cause motorists
to slow down and therefore it has agency in the second sense
above - it has an impact on people’s lives. In the case of the
speed bump, the object has an impact on us because of its
physicality as an impediment that blocks us and can damage
our vehicle. On the other hand, the speed bump was placed
there by someone in authority. There is an intention lying be-
hind it and a sanctioning that derives from the speed bump’s
association with the project and goals of law enforcement.

But in considering the relationship between agency and in-
tentionality, we need to discuss different aspects of intention-
ality. We can again be assisted here by considering the agency
of objects. Let us observe some actual anthropological exam-
ples of objects having agency through their connections to
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people. Many objects in different societies are media through
which spirits or supernatural powers can act, as in Gell’s
(1998) discussion of art that is seen as apotropaic in that it
protects members of society from illness or evil spirits, etc.
Weiner (1992) argues that objects are embedded in social re-
lations, in the sense that a valuable in the Kula gift exchange
in the Trobriand islands carries a history of associations with
past possessors. Objects have a life span and acquire personal
histories. Thomas (1996, pp. 80, 153) points out that such ob-
jects do not merely symbolise, they embody a force which
calls to mind social relationships and which makes visible
the richness of intangible history. In some societies, these
objects are significant neither as embodiments of historical
relations and networks between other people, nor as the me-
dia for non-corporeal essences - spirits and supernaturals -
residing elsewhere, but as real, animate people who have the
power to act in the world as humans do (Appadurai 1986,
p- 4; Monaghan 1998). In all such cases the objects (appear to)
have intentionality because they bring to mind associations
that are meaningful to the person affected by the object.

Indeed much intentional action only has effects because it is
perceived to be agentful. Thus we ‘give’ powers to others and
to objects such that they can act on us. Much ideology works
in this way. So in exploring agency as intentional action we
need to recognise two phases - the intentionality of an actor
before or within an act, and the ascription of intentionality
to an act by participants or observers.

In fact it may be useful to try and break down agency into
some of its component parts, arranged temporally. While this
can only be a brief and partial exercise here, the attempt points
to the complexity of the processes summarised by the term

‘agency’. It becomes quickly clear that even the simplest acts
involve many complex stages. Archaeological discussion of
agency has often been at cross-purposes because the different
stages and dimensions of agency have not been distinguished.

As examples we can consider an individual joining a group
of potters to make a pot, or a person working in a group by
contributing earth to a ritual monument, or someone adding
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an item to a grave. Minimally such actions involve the fol-
lowing stages.

1 Positioning and assessment. This involves (a) having
general knowledge about how to make pots and being
positioned in society to be able to get access to such
knowledge and the material resources needed to make a
pot. There is thus a need for power/knowledge. To
focus on such issues is to focus on the conditions for
action (Barrett 1994): the conditioning allows ‘correct’
evaluations and situates the actor in a position to act.

(b) However much general power/knowledge is
available, there is a need to assess each particular
situation to see which class of situations it fits. What is
the purpose of the group of potters one is about to join,
or what is the aim of this particular monument, building
or burial? The evaluation thus involves a personal
judgment of the intentions of others.

2 There is development of an intention to act, although
this may happen prior to (1) and form as a part of (1) and
it may influence (1). The intention may be socially
derived or it may be highly idiosyncratic; it may be
unconsciously or non-discursively formulated.

3 Then there is a doing or saying on the basis of (1) and in
relation to some intention (2).

4 The impact of the action is evaluated and responded to
both at the social level (the effect on others and on one’s
own social experience) and at the individual level (in
terms of particular aims and intentions). Again, power is
involved - for example, the ability to collect information
which enables monitoring to take place depends on
access to resources.

Looking through this exercise, we can make a number
of points. First, throughout all stages, power, knowledge
and meanings seem to be involved. Second, agency has un-
acknowledged conditions and unintended consequences. An
agent may be situated so as to have only partial knowledge
of a situation. Owing to incomplete knowledge, action may
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have unintended outcomes. As McCall (cited in Dobres and
Robb 2000b, p. 10) notes, unintended outcomes occur not
simply when an actor’s plan goes awry, but ‘in the unwitting
reproduction of all the social contexts within which the ac-
tor’s intentions and strategies make sense’ (see also Bourdieu
1977, pp. 52, 65).

Third, throughout the stages, there is an interplay between
agent and society. As discussed earlier, we are not presuming
that the agent is an individual in a Western sense. Indeed,
following the first view of agency, the degree of self-hood
ascribed to an agent is one of the frameworks of meaning
within which agency has effects. These considerations high-
light the cultural and historical malleability of what we call
‘the person’. Different cultures and ages not only attribute
personhood to different things (and not all biological humans
are guaranteed personhood), but construct different criteria
for where a person begins and where a person ends. In other
words, as we discuss in the next chapter, the boundary around
the self is not isomorphic with the biological body, which is
itself culturally and historically mutable.

Fourth, it has been possible to describe the components of
agency without any reference to ‘free will’ . The notion of free
will is undoubtedly influenced by notions of the individual
as able to act ‘outside society’. In our view, there can be no
‘free will’ in this sense. One’s thoughts, words, perceptions
and intentions are inseparable from, though they cannot be
reduced to, society.

Fifth, agency is a characteristic of individuals, not groups.
Clearly many individual acts derive their force from being
situated within the actions of larger groups. But to say that
groups have agency is to take the argument back close to the
view of individuals as passively determined by larger forces.
Individuals often act in groups, and their actions are always
social. But the actions of groups are built from the reflexive
agency of individuals. Group action is thus a form of individ-
ual agency. The group is a resource for the individual agent.

Finally, we must reiterate the complexity of social action.
We are not prescribing a fixed definition of agency: each of
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the points above are heuristic devices that contain a degree
of uncertainty. Agency is created within history and must be
understood on a case by case basis (Barrett 2000). Acknowl-
edging the uncertainty and historically situated nature of
agency is necessary if we wish to avoid the careless association
of agency with androcentrism, individualism, neo-liberalism,
etc. (Gero 2000; Dobres and Robb 2000b).
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Many of the approaches considered thus far — processual-
ism, structuralism, Marxism - lack adequate consideration
of the agent. This lacuna was filled in part by the discussion
of agency in the concluding section of the previous chapter.
Nevertheless, a close reading of that section shows that in our
presentation of different forms of agency, we never paid close
attention to the nature of the agent that exercises (or is ex-
ercised by) agency. We were careful not to presume that the
agent is always an individual in a Western sense and we argued
for the cultural and historical malleability of ‘the person’, but
we have yet to consider what might be dangerous about the
term ‘individual’ or what justification we might have in claim-
ing that the ‘person’ and its close relatives the ‘self’ and the
‘subject’ are so malleable.

To explore the nature of the agent, however, is not sim-
ply to add the finishing touches to an account of agency
or structuration. In archaeology, theories of practice contain
flaws that no amount of tinkering or refinement will elim-
inate. In other words, practice does not make perfect. Both
Giddens and Bourdieu have increasingly come under attack
in the social sciences (e.g. Turner 1994), the main criticism
being that they do not in the end provide an adequate theory
of the subject and of agency. Though we find in Bourdieu
the elements of a rather sophisticated theory of the subject,
we agree that both his and Giddens’ notions of structure leave
little room for transformative action. In search of alternative
theories of the subject, various archaeologists have turned
to phenomenology. Many phenomenologists believe that we
relate to the world not through detached, pensive reflection -
not by creating internal representations of things outside
of us — but by a more basic, bodily understanding gained
through years of dwelling. This ‘dwelling’ is often referred
to as ‘being-in-the-world’. Though we do think abstractly,
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perhaps when reading this book, our prior existence and ori-
entation with the world gives us the footing necessary for
reflection. The phenomenological turn has had the salutary
effect of challenging dichotomies between subject/object and
nature/culture, but, as we hope to demonstrate, archaeolog-
ical uses of phenomenology have in some cases re-installed
some of these Cartesian dualisms, created a very one-sided
subject, or have failed to address the transformative capaci-
ties of the agent.

Regardless of these shortcomings, which we will discuss in
greater detail below, phenomenology as well as feminist cri-
tiques sensitise us to the importance of the body, since lived
experience derives from the body being in the world. Themes
concerning bodies and embodiment have been popular for
some time in many other fields, such as philosophy, liter-
ature, cultural studies, queer theory and anthropology, and
are a welcome addition to archaeology. In this chapter, we
demonstrate the importance of the body and we present ex-
emplary archaeological case studies concerned with embod-
iment. Of course, too much has been said about bodies to
summarise here (see Hamilakis ez al. 2002; Meskell 1996; 1999
for extended treatment of the body and archaeology). To use
an idiom familiar to and in accord with phenomenology, our
goal is not to map the entire terrain of scholarship on the
body, but to take a specific, partial path through the theo-
ries of the body afforded by this terrain. Our destination will
be slightly different from and hopefully preferable to those
reached thus far.

Materiality and malleability

In the study of gender, there was once a consensus that sex
was biological, natural and therefore fixed, whereas gender
was fluid: a socially contingent, reversible reading of the
‘facts’ of the body. Gender could change as often as one’s
clothes, but sex was unalterable because bodily facts were
said to be physical - natural. Beginning in the 1980s, various
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writers (Butler 1990; Fausto-Sterling 1985; Keller 1985; Wittig
1985) argued that sex was not natural, forcing a destabilisa-
tion of the sex/gender dichotomy. We will soon return to
this ‘denaturalisation’ of sex; what interests us now is the
place of the body in such schemes. The body was seen as
given in nature, physically immutable. The body snugly oc-
cupied the ‘nature’ side of the nature:culture dichotomy and
thus served as a stable foundation for a variety of similar
dichotomies, such as sex:gender, matter:mind, object:subject.
Classic works by Marcel Mauss and Norbert Elias start us off
in denaturalising the body.

In The History of Manners Elias (1994 [1936]) documents a
pattern of ‘decisive changes in human beings’ in 16th-, 17th-
and 18th-century Europe. Among other things, it became bad
manners to urinate and defecate openly in front of others, to
blow one’s nose in one’s hand, to eat from a communal plate
without a fork. Up until the sixteenth century, ‘the sight of
nakedness was an everyday rule’ (p. 135). Such shifts do not
merely reflect changes in attitudes to the body: Elias argues
that changes in eating, sleeping, spitting and toilet indicate
the growth of barriers and boundaries between one body and
the next: a growing consciousness of the body itself.

In archaeology, Treherne’s (1995) study of the practices of
the body and the self in the European Bronze Age comple-
ments Elias” work. Treherne asks why toilet articles such as
tweezers and razors appear at a particular moment in prehis-
tory and shows that such items are connected to a changing
aesthetics of the body. Part of the rise and transformation of
a male warrior status group, the new aesthetics focuses on
the ‘warrior’s beauty and his beautiful death’. This aesthetic,
along with the intensification of additional activities such as
warfare, the hunt and bodily ornamentation, created a dis-
tinctive form of self-identity.

In his essay “Techniques of the Body’, Mauss (1973 [1935])
argued that bodily functions (walking, swimming, sleep-
ing, giving birth) must be learned, and because they are
learned, there is no natural adult body. The techniques of the
body differ by sex, age, culture and more. Some of Mauss’
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conclusions may seem obvious but his discussion of the hold
that these techniques have on our bodies - ‘In my days, swim-
mers thought of themselves as a kind of steamboat. It was
stupid, but in fact I still do this: I cannot get rid of my tech-
nique’ (p.71) - is precocious. In describing this hold, he coined
the term ‘habitus’ and alluded to physiological, psychologi-
cal, and social factors that determine which techniques will
be imitated.

Elias and Mauss show that the body has a history and
a geography; it is different across time and space. Post-
structural writers have reiterated the same point, whether
it be Foucault’s insistence that the body is produced by the
politics of the age or Lacan’s insistence that the body is consti-
tuted by language, not given at birth (Moore 1994, p. 143). We
will review both of these positions in more detail below, but
for now the major point is that ‘neither our personal bodies
nor our social bodies may be seen as natural, in the sense of
existing outside the self-creating process called human labor’
(Haraway 1991, p. 10).

If the body is no longer natural, a number of dichotomies
disappear. Let us return to the dichotomy between sex and
gender. Judith Butler and Thomas Laqueur both provide co-
gent challenges to this dichotomy by questioning whether
biological sex is truly natural. If sex is said to be given in
nature, how is it given? Butler (1990, p. 7) responds that sex
is in fact ‘given’ by gender. For Butler, gender is akin to
cultural ideas about sex. In her own words, gender is ‘the
discursive/cultural means by which sexed nature or “a natu-
ral sex” is produced and established as prediscursive, prior to
culture, a politically neutral surface on which culture acts’.
Sex is given by gender because gender - our ideas about sex -
motivates studies that naturalise sex, or causes us to think that
differences between the two sexes are biologically fixed in na-
ture. For example, in biological research, gendered assump-
tions about sex skew laboratory investigations into the factors
that determine whether a person is male or female. A 1987
study declared that sex was determined by a DNA sequence
that governs the development of testes. The presence of this
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sequence results in males; the absence in females. When it was
determined, however, that this sequence was found in both
X and Y chromosomes, the researcher speculated that what
mattered was that the sequence was active in men, but pas-
sive in females. Clearly a gender ideology which sees males
as present and active and females as absent and passive guided
both the research design and the formulation of the results.
Why does research on sex determination always focus on the
testes when we know that ovaries are just as actively produced
in the process of development (Fausto-Sterling 1989)?
Thomas Laqueur notes that ovaries were only given a name
of their own relatively recently: two thousand years ago,
anatomists such as Galen used the word for testes to refer to
the ovaries (1990, pp. 4-5). The same word was appropriate
for both men and women because, prior to the Enlighten-
ment, women’s genitals were understood to be the same as
men’s: the only difference was that women, lacking heat, held
their genitalia inside the body. For two millennia there was
only one sex, the male sex, and women were considered less
perfect, less vital versions of men. What we would call biolog-
ical sex was flexible, dependent upon sociological matters that
we would call gender. For instance, if men spent too much
time with women ‘they would lose the hardness and defi-
nition of their more perfect bodies’ (1990, p. 7). One might
object, however, that all this is irrelevant. Thanks to scientific
anatomy, which exposed these quaint musings as nonsense,
our current understandings of sexual difference directly re-
flect biological reality. But Laqueur shows that the Enlight-
enment switch from a one-sex to a two-sex world preceded
any anatomical discoveries or advances in our understand-
ing of biological reality. New ways of interpreting the body
were not the consequence of increased scientific knowledge:
they are the results of epistemological and political develop-
ments (p. 10). In fact, theories of sexual difference — what we
might call ‘gender’ — greatly influenced the course of scientific
progress (p. 16). This is not to deny the biological reality of
difference and sameness between bodies. It does mean, how-
ever, that things outside of empirical investigation determine
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which differences and similarities count and which ones are
ignored.

Nature, then, is not natural. It is produced, and its pro-
duction is always strategic because particular definitions of
nature benefit particular interests and actors in society. In
this sense, Butler and Laqueur work from some of Foucault’s
central lessons. Bodies only gain sex through professional
(i.e. scholarly) discourses on sexuality, and are therefore only
intelligible within systems of meaning. Though ‘women’ cer-
tainly existed in Ancient Greece, the notion of a second sex
was simply unthinkable and therefore abject: outside of the
prevailing discourse and the subjects it produced.

These approaches have the potential to challenge conven-
tional prehistories and allow the past to be truly different,
rather than a different version of ourselves (Joyce 2000, p. 1).
The two quite different case studies that follow illustrate
the breadth of work possible within this paradigm. Timothy
Yates (1990; 1993) notes that in rock carvings from Bronze
Age Sweden, c. 1000 B.C., sexual identities ‘are not regulated
in the way that we, in our society, would recognize as natural’.
Previous interpretations of heterosexual ‘marriage scenes’ - in
which figures identified as a man and a woman embrace -
fail at both empirical and theoretical levels. At the empiri-
cal level, Yates notes that in some scenes, both figures have
penises. Furthermore, all proposed schemes for identifying
females, when applied systematically, run into the problem
of identifying phallic figures as women. On the theoretical
level, these problems are created by the assumption that sex
is naturally heterosexual and limited to male or female. Yates
argues that we should instead treat the body not as a natural
category, but as an historical one formed through discourse.
In other words, masculine identity in the carvings, for exam-
ple, can only be achieved by applying signs to the surface of
the body, and these signs can be detached, as seen in the free-
floating calf muscles in a rock carving at Hogdal. If we treat
sexuality and the body not as fixed, but as fluid and in the
process of becoming, odd scenes such as men copulating with
deer and humans becoming animals cease to appear unnatural
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or unorthodox. Rather, they are in conformity to radically
different logics that question our modern conceptions of hu-
manity, further exposing it not as natural but as a discursive
construct.

Rosemary Joyce (1998; 1999; 2000) also notices past prac-
tices that force a radical reformulation of the sex/gender
distinction. However, she calls attention to materiality as
a strategy through which discourse can naturalise and nor-
malise particular views of the body. Joyce (1998, p. 148) ar-
gues that human images from Prehispanic Central America
actively constituted theories of the body and its limits and
subdivisions. Citing Herzfeld and Laqueur, Joyce notes that
because the representations were of the body, which is a ‘nat-
ural’ as opposed to an ‘abstract’ object, they lend themselves
an aura of objectivity, which makes them more easy to ac-
cept as appropriate models of and for beauty. As in all dis-
courses, some representations of the body were materialised,
others excluded. Thus only a small fraction of the fleeting
postures, practices and bodily actions of everyday life were
re-enacted in durable media. Since these representations were
executed in permanent material such as fired-clay figurines,
inscribed stone and painted pottery, they would have been
a lasting subject of commentary. The permanence of these
particular readings of the body reinforces and naturalises the
status quo.

From an archaeology of the body to embodiment

As we noted above and as Joyce’s work demonstrates, dis-
course does not simply produce the body: it also provides a set
of representations that make the body intelligible and make
the order established by these representations seem normal
and natural. This study of the effectiveness of representation
should not be confused, however, with studies that focus on
the body itself as a representation or symbol (Douglas 1970;
Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987). In the well-trodden path of
symbolic anthropology, the body may be seen as a model
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of (and a model for) anything from cosmology, to culture, to
nature, to social relations. In archaeology, Thomas and Tilley
(1993) offer an interesting example in which the body and its
anatomy are taken up into the symbolic domain. They argue
that certain motifs carved on the stones of passage graves in
Brittany during the 4th and 5th millennia B.C. represent tor-
sos, breasts and ribs (as opposed to the bucklers, cupmarks and
crooks identified by earlier analysts). Based on the patterned
distribution of these body parts and their degree of articula-
tion and disarticulation, Thomas and Tilley (p. 261) believe
that passage graves such as Mane Lud and Gavrinas contain
narratives of breaking up, decay and disintegration, which
parallels what happens to the buried ancestors themselves.
In some cases, the pictorial narrative of disintegration ends in
a conglomerate of bones that form a social body (Gavrinas) or
the regeneration of an individual, articulated, fleshy torso (Les
Pierres Plattes). Thomas and Tilley argue that these pictorial
narratives were experienced as a part of rites of passage, and
that the transformation and regeneration of the physical body
is symbolic of the regeneration of society (pp. 269, 275).

Thomas and Tilley argue that the meanings of the tomb
art could only be fully appreciated after seeing many tombs.
This challenges systemic interpretations in which each pas-
sage grave 1s said to reflect an autonomous, isolated social
group and in which passage graves are said to function as
markers of a group’s claim to the surrounding land. We ap-
plaud Thomas and Tilley’s attention to meaning, but note
that their interpretation of torsos objectifies the body as a
thing devoid of intentionality and intersubjectivity (Csordas
1995, p. 4).

This process of objectification brings up the important dis-
tinction between the archaeology of the body and the archae-
ology of embodiment. An archaeology of the body sees the
body as an object of culture: as a sign or tool. On the other
hand, an archaeology of embodiment sees the body as the
subject of culture: only through dwelling in the world do
we get a feel for signs and tools and come to recognise them
as objects. For example, we recognise a boulder as an object
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only through the intentional act of surmounting it (Csordas
1990, p. 10). To give a second example, only through using
our hands are we able to recognise them as objects. To ‘use’
is thus not to interact with an object, but to bring about both
self and object through engagement in a task (Ingold 2000,
p- 352). Thus, objectification is the end result of intentionally
guided projects that we engage in as part of being and surviv-
ing in the world (Heidegger 1996). The body is not simply a
tool whose varied techniques enable us to live, as per Mauss,
but the ‘original substance out of which the human world is
shaped’ (Csordas 1995, p. 6). We can objectify the body but
seldom are we disengaged enough to do so, and never prior to
inhabiting the world - being caught up in intentional actions
and practices. In other words, we can treat the body as an ob-
ject only because it is always already a subject. A dichotomy
between subject and object is thus impossible to maintain.

If culture is grounded in the human body, then any account
of past cultural meaning must attempt to reconstruct sensual
experience and the body as lived (Kus 1992). Before com-
menting on archaeological studies of embodiment, however,
we will use literature from psychology, psychoanalytic the-
ory and philosophy to explain what it means to live through
the body and why bodily experience is important.

James Gibson (1966), a pioneer of ecological psychology,
proposed many decades ago that the media through which we
perceive and gain information about ourselves (‘propriospe-
cific’ information) are the same media that we use to perceive
the environment ‘exterior’ to the self. In fact, Gibson argued
that vision, once thought to be of most importance in perceiv-
ing things ‘exterior’ to the body, is also the most important
faculty in learning the body itself (Bermudez 1995, p. 154).
Furthermore, things that are not part of our body help us de-
velop a sense of our body. In other words, our understanding
of our physical existence in space is not simply ‘given in-
ternally by a kinesthetic sense mediated by muscle and joint
receptors’ (Butterworth 1995, p. 88): we also become aware of
our movements and positioning through visual, auditory and
tactile cues ‘outside’ of the body. Gibson’s proposal has since
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been strengthened by various studies of developing embryos,
infants and children (Bermudez 1995; Butterworth 1995;
Russell 1995). Since we come to know ourselves by using the
same tools that we use to gain experience of other things, and
since experience of other things helps us experience ourselves,
the development of a sense of self is a product of experience
in the world. Our sense of self is not formed prior to an
‘encounter’ with the world, because there is no ‘encounter’
as such. We are always already in relation with the world and
our awareness of our body is built as part of this relation.

Object relations theorists have made similar points. In the
intellectual history of psychoanalysis, object relations theory
arose in opposition to Freud’s idea that the quality of mental
life depends upon the satisfaction of internal drives, such as
the death drive and the libido. Object relations theorists such
as D. W. Winnicott and Erik Erikson suggested instead that
relations with other things and other people, particularly the
mother, were most important for mental and social develop-
ment. We will return to the relational notion of the self in
the next section, but at this point we emphasise the funda-
mental linkage between self formation and the environment
(Elliott 1994, p. 64). Even if successful mothering enables an
infant to build a stable sense of self, the infant ‘is not yet
capable of forming fully fledged social relationships. Caught
in an imaginary realm of illusory omnipotence, the small in-
fant is unable to recognize that it does not create and control
the world’ (Elliott 1994, p. 69). According to Winnicott, the
infant orients itself to outer reality through transitional ob-
jects such as blankets or toys. These objects are transitional
because the infant feels that it creates them, but also comes
to realise that they are separate from the self, and therefore
belonging to and representing a world outside the self. In the
transitional space, objects are not ‘encountered’ but learned
and made.

In the paragraphs above, we have put quotations around the
words ‘outside’ and ‘exterior’ because of a series of findings
summarised by Lakoff and Johnson in their book Philosophy
in the Flesh (1999). We have known, at least since John Locke,
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that things like colour have no independent ‘exterior’ or ‘out-
side’ reality. Colour is a product not only of lighting condi-
tions, the reflective properties of an object’s surface, and wave-
lengths of electromagnetic radiation: it is also a product of our
neural circuitry. Colour is therefore an interaction between
our brain and other qualities; a product of our embodiment.
But Locke argued that colour was a special case, different from
a world of concrete objects said to exist ‘independent of any
perceiver’ (p. 26). Lakoff and Johnson show, however, that
all phenomena - even the most concrete of objects - are in-
teractional. ‘The qualities of things as we can experience and
comprehend them depend crucially on our neural makeup,
our bodily interactions with them and our purposes and in-
terests’ (p. 26). To give an example, spatial relations such as ‘in
front of” are not objectively there in the world. The teacher
is in front of the class only relative to our ability to project a
front to a classroom. Perceiving a teacher as being in front of
the class is a fictive projection resulting from our embodied
nature (p. 35).

These points have archaeological counterparts. In his in-
terpretation of Avebury, Barrett (1994, p. 18) stresses that
the physical form of the monument itself does not create an
orientation: the way humans position themselves in relation
to the monument does. Tilley’s analysis of Swedish megaliths
(1994, p. 73) also stresses embodied positionings; though mon-
uments create axes of vision, some monuments do so only
when people interact with them. Commenting on the inter-
actional construction of objects, Thomas (1996) notes that
Neolithic exchange goods such as maceheads, carved stone
balls and chalk drums became powerful and desirable not
because of essential qualities in the artifacts themselves but
because of their engagement with the people who gave and
received them. ‘Artifacts are never abstracted things, but al-
ways a part of a mobile set of social relationships maintained
between persons and things’ (p. 159).

Having questioned the boundary between things and peo-
ple and the distinction between interior and exterior, we
must now reconsider the dichotomy between perception and
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conceptualisation (Lakoff and Johnson 1999, p. 38). In much
of the Western philosophical tradition, the bodily senses are
said to guide perception, but concepts, though informed by
perception, are said to be guided by reason. However, studies
in neuroscience show that reason is embodied, thus erasing
the dichotomy. It appears that the same nerve systems that
allow perception also allow conceptualisation. This may ex-
plain why embodied, sensorimotor domains shape the way
we think about even our most abstract, ‘mental’ concepts and
experiences, such as morality, intimacy and importance. For
example, the abstract concept of ‘understanding’ is often con-
ceptualised in terms of sensorimotor actions, such as grasping.
The point is not simply that subjective experience is under-
stood through bodily metaphors, but that these metaphorsare
‘acquired automatically and unconsciously simply by func-
tioning in ordinary ways in the everyday world from our ear-
liest years’ (pp. 46-7). For infants, the subjective experience
of affection is associated (and later conflated metaphorically)
with the bodily sensation of warmth, from a hug.

Many of the findings above effectively license the well-
rehearsed tenets of phenomenology. Maurice Merleau-Ponty
(1962) famously argued that the body is known only through
our interactions with the things around us. Heidegger, influ-
enced by pragmatists, felt that pure consciousness, detached
from things, did not exist (Dreyfus 1991, p. 6). Our body and
these things are co-produced through being in the world. For
example, a river guides our intentions to build a bridge, but
our intention to cross gathers the opposed shorelines into be-
ing as a connected pair: it unites two river banks that would
not otherwise be associated (Heidegger 1971, p. 152).

Though Heidegger (1996) felt that most of the skills and
practices that enable us to cope in the world remain in a
background of which we are not discursively conscious (see
also Taylor 1999), he felt that this background could be suc-
cessfully analysed and he coined many new words to help
conceptualise it. However, critics believe that phenomenolog-
ical introspection will not uncover the nature of experience.
Much of our experience and perception is automatic, beyond
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conscious control. Neuroscientists agree that only 2 per cent
of what the brain does enters our conscious awareness
(Gazzaniga 1998, p. 21). Furthermore, phenomenological
knowledge misperceives the objective conditions that make
experience possible. Though feminist critiques of science have
rightly noted that our ways of seeing cannot be entirely cut
loose from our situated positions in the world, we must escape
the narrow focus of seeing things only through the body if we
hope to build a more robust account of social life (Bourdieu
1977, p. 3; Latour 1999, p. 9). Given these refinements, we
find the term ‘embodied’ preferable to ‘phenomenological’.

Our brief tour of psychological and neurological litera-
ture shows a convergence with that of embodied philoso-
phies (see also Ingold 2000, p. 173). Given the support of
these other fields, philosophies of embodiment are in some
sense no longer ‘just philosophies’.

Archaeologists often approach embodiment through the
study of landscape, assuming that practical engagement with
the surroundings creates our visions of the world (Ingold
1995). Mark Edmonds (1999) makes impressive use of a land-
scape perspective in his book Ancestral Geographies of the
Neolithic. Unlike other landscape studies which focus on
sacred or monumental places (Barrett 1994; Tilley 1994),
Edmonds also considers the quotidian and explores routine
activities occurring in everyday contexts. Felling trees to
create a track, clearing space for a camp, or tending and
reworking land all leave long-term marks on the landscape;
living and learning among these meaningful marks shapes
the inhabitants’ sense of self. Yet these marks are not sym-
bols understood through purely cognitive operations (Ingold
2000, p. 148). They are meaningful because attention has been
trained to notice them by inhabiting the same land: by engag-
ing in activities that require some of the same environmen-
tal sensitivities. Places and people mutually construct biogra-
phies, yet just as no two biographies are alike, the same place is
experienced differently by different people. The memories we
forge through inhabiting a landscape vary from person to per-
son because each person dwells in that landscape differently:
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at different times of the year, with different people, while do-
ing different things, and through different subject positions
with regard to gender, age, class, etc. (pp. 111-13; see also
Thomas 1996, p. 180).

Despite its advances, Edmonds’ account shares with other
phenomenological case studies in British prehistory a folksy
complacence about the creation of a sense of place (Hodder
1999b). His poetic accounts of being on the land and its famil-
iarly named landmarks cultivate a rural nostalgia. The past is
like taking a walk in the country or chopping wood in the
forest. This kind of familiarity with the past is even more
clear in Tilley’s account of the Neolithic Dorset cursus, in
which we indeed follow Tilley on a walk. We regard Tilley’s
book A Phenomenology of Landscape as a pathbreaking and
highly praiseworthy attempt to introduce phenomenology
into archaeology. Yet as with any incipient approach, there
are many issues in need of refinement. Tilley’s book (1994)
builds his interpretations on the basis of his own bodily inter-
action with the features along the route of the cursus: ‘walking
down into the boggy depths of the valley provides a sensa-
tion of the entire world being removed’ (p. 181). Our own
personal sensations are assumed to be isomorphic with the
bodily sensations of subjects who lived thousands of years
ago. A universal body responding to stimuli in universal ways
substitutes for the thorny specificities of lived bodies (Hodder
1999a, p. 136). The promotion of an uncritical, self-evident
connection with the past sits uneasily with contemporary pol-
itics in which multiple stakeholders lay claim to prehistory.

Often, archaeological studies of the body emphasise purely
physical, embodied actions without considering the mean-
ing that such actions may have had. In his treatment of
Cranborne Chase in the Neolithic and Bronze Age, for in-
stance, Gosden (1994) speculates that monuments such as the
Dorset cursus added a sense of regularity to the timing of
activities since the charting of astronomical bodies with the
cursus involved repeated visits, accompanied, presumably, by
repeated ceremonies. Gosden argues that this sense of regular-
ity stood in stark contrast to Neolithic subsistence activities,
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which were sporadic and scattered in time and space. As the
rhythm of habitual practices at the cursus regimented the
bodies of Neolithic actors, the learned sense of regularity
began to shape the timing and location of other activities,
thus leading to a more settled, predictable life in the Bronze
Age. Gosden has given an excellent account of embodiment.
In his account, the body is the subject of culture: the exis-
tential grounds through which order is reproduced. Yet the
‘actors’ in this account seem rather machinelike: there is no
intentionality or meaning behind action. Despite trying to
eliminate the mind-body dichotomy, this study risks rein-
stating it by stressing only mechanical, physical activities in
space and time (Hodder 1999b, p. 137).

Another prominent feature of the phenomenological ap-
proach in archaeology is the way in which landscapes and
monuments create power relations (Barrett 1994, p. 29; Smith
1999). According to Tilley (1994, p. 11), ‘because space is dif-
ferentially understood and experienced, it forms a contradic-
tory and conflict-ridden medium through which individuals
act and are acted upon’. Despite this well-grounded declara-
tion of the multiplicity of lived experience, Tilley concludes
that Neolithic monuments ‘are about establishing control
over topographic perspective and the individual’s possibili-
ties for interpreting the world’ (p. 204). According to Briick
(2001, p. 652), the idea that the layout of architecture con-
strains action and interpretation — that ‘human bodies were
ordered, regulated, and categorized through the segmentation
of space and construction of bodily movement’ - presumes
a modern Western account of the body and personhood as
a bounded, individuated, manipulable entity. If we get away
from the idea of the person as a stable entity with a unified, es-
sential core, and move towards a vision of the self as embedded
in spatially and temporally dispersed relations with other peo-
ple and things, then we see how each person will have com-
plex and divergent understandings of the world, which ensure
interpretations of monuments that diverge from the control-
ling interpretation (pp. 654-5). Following Edmonds (1999)
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and Bender (1993, p. 275), Briick (2001, p. 660) interprets
the variability of deposits in the ditches at Mount Pleasant,
Dorset, as a ‘cacophony of voices’, each telling a different tale,
not necessarily orchestrated by a dominant power.

The limits of the body

Briick’s account of Mount Pleasant depends on the capability
of distinguishing the individual activities that contribute to
the formation of each deposit. Discerning individual actions
and lives located in particular times and places is of utmost
importance because individual negotiations are central to un-
derstanding how actors draw upon long-term structures in
the practices of daily life (Hodder 1999, pp. 136-7; Meskell
1998a). However, the same individual subject can take on dif-
ferent identities (Thomas 1996, p. 180) and an individual is
itself a larger whole constructed from individual events. We
cannot assume that the multiple acts and identities of a sub-
ject will always amount to ‘an individual’ in the sense of a
distinctive pattern of behaviour associated with a single body
(Hodder 2000, p. 25). Finally if places, things and people mu-
tually bring each other into being, how can we detach the
individual from these places and things?

Thus, we come across a paradox in the definition of indi-
vidual. In previous editions of this book, the word ‘indivi-
dual’ was used abundantly and uncritically as a synonym for
agency. We now recognise the complexity of the individual
and the unhappy sense of atomisation that the word implies.
In an attempt to clarify our stance on the individual, we in-
clude in this chapter a closer look at the silhouette of the self.

Are there boundaries to the body, and if so, where are
they? Piaget and Lacan both thought that when born, humans
have no sense of limits: the self incorporates the whole world.
Piaget presumed that infants could only see in two dimensions
because the retina is two-dimensional. Three-dimensional vi-
sion would have to be learned. Until infants learn this (which,
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according to Piaget, happens at about 18 months when chil-
dren locomote independently), they have no depth percep-
tion, which means that there is no distance between the self
and the world (Butterworth 1995, p. 90). This situation is
called ‘adualism’. Lacan argues that before children learn lan-
guage — before they come under the sway of symbols - their
bodies are without zones, subdivisions or differentiations.
The body and the universe are integrated into a smooth, seam-
less surface. When the body is socialised, the symbolic order
cuts this surface, separating the body from the other, and
localising pleasures into specific zones (Fink 1995, p. 25) In
that they are subject to direct empirical refutatlon Piaget’s
ideas have been most roundly dismissed. A variety of obser-
vations show that even at birth, and perhaps before, infants
are able to differentiate themselves from the surrounding en-
vironment (Butterworth 1995; Russell 1995). For example,
newborns distinguish their own cries from those of others.
Despite their critique of adualism, ecological psychologists
still stress that the body is formed in dialogue with other
things. Infants need a parent to be able to sit upright, and
the floor to stand erect. “The dialogical self exists from the
outset in the inherently relational information available to
perception’ (Butterworth 1995, p. 102). Dialogical notions of
self and body receive support from a variety of positions.
Within psychoanalytic theory, object relational theorists as-
sert that ‘it is only through an intimate relationship with
primary caretakers. .. that a sense of difference between self
and others is at all possible’ (Elliott 1994, p. 64). From a
very different stance, Bourdieu (1977, p. 11) uses dialogical
metaphors to describe social action: ‘In dog fights, as in the
fighting of children or boxers, each move triggers off a coun-
termove, every stance of the body becomes a sign pregnant
with a meaning that the opponent has to grasp while it is
still incipient.” In encounters with other people, we semi-
consciously read the way in which the other person carries
herself. We communicate our own sense of footing in relation
to the other through postures (of deference, authority, etc.).
To converse successfully with a person we must coordinate
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ourselves through continuous though non-reflexive adjust-
ments: the listener periodically nods the head, mumbles
things like ‘hum’, or ‘uh huh’, and senses the appropriate mo-
ment to interject. Charles Taylor (1999) calls these sorts of dia-
logical interactions ‘harmonising’. These examples show how
we harmonise bodily with our surroundings and with other
people. They also question the subject-object dichotomy, in
which the reasoning mind is said to be completely detached
from its surroundings.

In ethnography, the relational or sociocentric view sees the
self as decentred; as stretched along various interpersonal rela-
tionships. Maurice Leenhart (1979 [1947]) produced a classic
statement of the relational self in Do Kamo, his ethnography
of the Canaque of New Caledonia. Amongst the Canaques,
the kamo or ‘personage’ is poorly delineated: ‘He is unaware
of his body which is his only support. He knows himself only
by the relationships he maintains with others. He exists only
insofar as he acts his role in the course of his relationships.
He is situated only with respect to them. If we try to draw
this, we cannot use a dot marked “self”’ (p. 153; cf. Strathern
1996, p. 89).

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have presented a paradigm of embodi-
ment (Csordas 1990) that overcomes the traditional under-
standing of agents as individualised actors disconnected from
the worldly contexts and lived experiences that bring them
into being. In doing so we have challenged dichotomies be-
tween self and other and mind and body. Where does this
take us in archaeology? Briick (2001, p. 654) has emphasised
the sociocentric nature of the self while Thomas (1996, p. 86)
has emphasised the shifting boundaries of the physical body: a
hammerstone can be seen as an extension of the arm. Mithen’s
(1998b, pp. 181-4) discussions of material culture come pecu-
liarly close to what Haraway (1991) would call the cybor-
gic nature of modern humans. In the Upper Palaeolithic, for
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example, humans use material culture to extend the mind, ex-
panding the possibilities of information storage. An embod-
ied archaeology, however, would not treat material culture
merely as a tool wielded by a module of the mind, as Mithen
does. Rather, it would emphasise that the self is continually
forged and reforged through its relations to material culture.
This recalls the discussion in the previous chapter of how
objects gain agency through their relation to human actors.

Because of the dependence of self and embodiment on the
physical world, archaeologists are well situated to explore
changing embodiment through time - to write histories and
prehistories of the body. Where this has been most successful,
as in the account of private lives in ancient Egypt (Meskell
2002), there is a full linking of general theories about em-
bodiment, and a detailed reconstruction of the diverse daily
practices in which different individuals participated. There
is a recognition of the need to discuss unconscious practical
engagement with the world. But in Meskell’s account there is
also a careful attempt to explore conscious and unconscious
understandings of people and objects. We have noted at a
number of points in this chapter that embodiment does not
simply come about through bodies interacting with objects
and persons. How we interact with people (such as moth-
ers) or objects (such as the landscape, the house) depends on
historical circumstances and the values given to mothers and
landscapes. Our embodiment is orientated — we engage with
the world in a particular way, which endures or changes his-
torically. It is the particular historical orientation that con-
tributes to the way the world, and ourselves, have meaning.

We have already come along way in our search for adequate
theories of agency and meaning, and accounts of embodiment
are clearly central. But we have paid less attention so far to
the way in which we as historians and prehistorians interpret
and make sense of past meanings in the present. This will be
the task of the following chapters.
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7 Archaeology and history

In this chapter it will be argued that archaeology should re-
capture its traditional links with history (Deetz 1988; Young
1988; Bintliff 1991; Hodder 1987; 1990a; Knapp 1992; Morris
1999). Unfortunately the term ‘history’ is used with a variety
of different meanings by different people, and it is first nec-
essary to establish what we do and do not mean by the word
here. We do not mean the explanation of change by reference
to antecedent events; simply to describe a series of events
leading up to a particular moment in time is a travesty of the
historical method. Neither do we mean that phase 7 is depen-
dent on phase 7-1. Many types of archaeology involve such
a dimension. Thus many social evolutionary theories expect
some dependence in the moves between bands, tribes, chief-
doms or states, or in the adoption of agriculture (Woodburn
1980). In the application of Darwinian-type arguments, the
selection of a new social form is constrained by the existing
‘gene-pool’. In systems theory the ‘trajectory’ of a system is
dependent on prior conditions and system states. Each trajec-
tory may be historically unique and specific in content, but
general laws of system functioning can be applied. Within
Marxism the resolution of conflict and contradiction is emer-
gent in the pre-existing system, as part of the dialectical pro-
cess of history.

History, in all such work, involves a particularist dimen-
sion, but it also involves explaining the move from phase 7-1
to 7 according to a set of universal rules. As such, the his-
torian remains on the outside of events, as a natural scientist
records experimental data. But history in the sense intended
here involves also getting at the inside of events, at the inten-
tions and concepts through which the subjectivities of actors
are constituted. The historian talks of ‘actions’ as well as be-
haviour, movements and events. Collingwood (1946, p. 213)
provides an example. Historians do not just record that Caesar
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crossed a river called the Rubicon on a certain date - they talk
of Caesar’s defiance of Republican law.

This book began with the question, how do we get at past
cultural meanings? We have gone to and from materialism
and back again. Throughout, the core of the reconstructions
attempted within any ‘ism’ has been seen to be based on
weakly developed arguments about cultural meaning. Within
the materialist systemic-processual approach, it was assumed
that, for example, burial is for social display, so that in con-
ditions of challenged norms of succession burials will reflect
status rivalry (p. 28-9). To interpret the function of burials in
this way we must make assumptions about what they meant
to the people at the time. Equally, a head-dress can only mark
social affiliation (p. 28-9) if it is perceived by those involved to
have had meaning in these terms. It might be counter-argued
that, whatever the artifacts meant, they still had the suggested
functions. Yet it is difficult to see how an artifact can have a
social function (such as burial for social display) if the meaning
is not appropriate to the function (as when death or material
accumulation comes to be seen as ‘dirty’, ‘uncultured’).

As a result of this inadequate approach to meaning we
turned in chapter 3 to structuralism, but here it was found
that meaning content was often imposed without care. Units
of analysis were defined a priori, symbols were given mean-
ings (male or female, for example), the symbols were assumed
to function very simplistically according to Saussure’s semi-
ology (cf. semiotics, chapter 3), and assymetries were inter-
preted (as ‘organic’, for example). The structuralist method
was non-historical in the sense that symbolic structures were
assumed to be timeless: little attention was paid to how
such structures maintained their stability, what could cause
them to change, and what generated them in the first place.
Furthermore, this method provided few guidelines as to how
one might reconstruct the subjective meanings in which the
structures are built.

So we returned to materialism. In chapter 4 it was shown
that in most Marxist analyses of material culture it is again
the functions that are examined (to mask social reality etc.)
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rather than the meaning content. In other words, meaning
content is subsumed under ideology, and too often the func-
tion of the ideology (as an instrument of domination) is given
more attention than the content of the ideology. A second
problem with traditional Marxist approaches in archaeology
is that individual actors are too often presumed to be duped
by dominant ideologies. In chapter 5 we showed how the
development of practice theory and the incorporation of no-
tions of resistance and agency into archaeological theory and
practice have remedied this shortcoming. Nevertheless, bet-
ter accounts of social strategy, intentionality and the logic
of practice provide a necessary but not sufficient account of
meaning. As we explain in this chapter, meaning often resides
in structures of the long term, what we might call ‘mentalités’.
In this case, where the vitality of meaning exceeds the time
scale of an individual life, we require an account of the repro-
duction of meaning over longer historical periods.

Chapter 6 addressed the agent as a subject: subject of the
world and subject to the world through the body. The con-
sideration of embodiment provided models of how meaning
can be experienced, thus filling in one of the key gaps in struc-
turalism. Yet, like practice theories, theories of subjectivity
and embodiment must be supplemented by an approach that
can account for the fact that the formation and re-formation
of meaning occurs on a time scale that exceeds the life of any
one body.

Even within approaches not discussed in this book, subjec-
tive meanings are assumed in the minds of people long dead.
For example, the economy of a prehistoric site is often recon-
structed on the basis of bone residues (chapter 1, p. 15). But to
assume that bones discarded on a settlement bear any relation
to the economy is to make assumptions about how people
perceived animals, bones, discard etc. In many societies com-
plex social meanings are attached to domestic animals, bones
and dirt. To assume that the bones are not transformed cul-
turally is to assume that ‘they’ had attitudes not so dissimilar
to ‘ours’. As a further example, if we say that the population
at a certain site was probably about ‘x’, there is hidden in
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this statement a reconstruction of meanings in the minds of
people long dead. Since we cannot directly ‘see’ the popula-
tion in the past, we have to infer it from, for example, set-
tlement space. Of course we can bolster our argument with
cross-cultural evidence. But even if we could show that all
societies today have a predictable relationship between popu-
lation size and settlement area (which we cannot - see Hodder
1982d), to use such information to interpret the past is still
to make assumptions about peoples’ attitudes to space in that
particular historical context. How much space individuals or
groups need or think they need for certain activities is, at
least partly, a question of symbolism, meaning and intention.
As Collingwood (1939, p. 133) and Taylor (1948) noted, it is
almost impossible even to describe archaeological data with-
out some interpretative terms implying purpose, like ‘wall’,
‘pottery’, ‘implement’, ‘hearth’. While Neolithic polished
stone axes were thought to be thunderbolts their utilitarian
functions (to cut down Neolithic trees) could not be eluci-
dated by mere analysis. It is only when we make assumptions
about the subjective meanings in the minds of people long
dead that we can begin to do archaeology.

Throughout the approaches described in this book there
has been a refusal to face this unhappy situation directly.
Archaeologists have preferred to avoid the problem, and have
grasped the comfort of empirical science, a cracked and bro-
ken fagade. We must now face the subjectivity of meaning
directly.

We take it to be the role of history to grasp the meaning of
human action (see also Morris 1999, p. 13). Our stance builds
from positions taken by a series of prominent 20th-century
historians. In 1929, Marc Bloch stated that ‘One could not
pretend to explain an institution if one did not link it to the
great intellectual, emotional, mystical currents of the con-
temporaneous mentalités . .. This interpretation of the facets
of social organization from the inside will be the principle of
my teaching, just as it is of my own work’ (cited in Burgiere
1982, p. 430). In the same year, Bloch and Lucian Febvre
founded the journal Annales d’Histoire Economique et Sociale,
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from which the renowned French Annales school of history
takes its name. Subsequent generations of Annales historians
shared Bloch’s concern for documenting mentalités, which
can be defined as contextual belief systems expressed in collec-
tive representations (myths, symbols), whose history is one of
subconscious growth (Bintliff 1991, p. 11), or perhaps simply
as ideology and symbolism within a cultural context (Knapp
1992b, p. 8). Like Bloch, Collingwood was also interested in
‘the inside’ of events. In talking about mentalités and the inside
of events, we do not mean to imply that we can approach the
subjective meanings which might have been expressed if we
could talk to people in the past. Like the habitus, the subjec-
tive meanings that concern us are not necessarily conscious
and would not necessarily come out in conversation. Further-
more a barrage of authors, from Bourdieu to Foucault, have
taught us that conscious representations (what people say) are
only part of the story. Our aim is to interpret the subjective
meanings in the sense of the structuring concepts and ideas
that were used to organise the recurrent material practices of
groups. These social and public ideas were used to constitute
subjectivities and they can be examined to see how they were
transformed historically through material and social practices
and through individual action and interpretation.

Today, a concern for the inside of events continues in
the field of cultural history (Morris 1999). Here, ‘historians
move. .. from being “fact grubbers” to being “mind readers”’
(p. 13). Mentalités and mind reading would appear to link his-
tory with idealism. By idealism, we do not mean a view that
the material world does not exist: rather, the term as defined
earlier (p. 20) suggests that the material world is as iz is per-
ceived. It has to be perceived before it can be acted on. Though
mind reading implies getting inside the heads of past actors,
we believe that meaning is public and social (Geertz 1973).
Therefore to get at a mentalité or the inside of events does
not mean getting inside someone’s head or some other form
of radical empathy.

Cultural historians like R. Chartier and Gareth Stedman
Jones (cited in Morris 1999, p. 12) maintain that all history is
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at least partly idealist. Earlier historians believed that it was
possible to use documents to distinguish how people in the
past saw their world from how that world really was, and,
in a silently Marxist fashion, to use the ‘real’ order of things
as a basis for explaining subjective understandings of them.
More recently, cultural historians maintain that we cannot
move from documents that present the world to how the
world really was because the documents themselves are re-
presentations. On the other hand, cultural historians recog-
nise that re-presentations of the economy, for example, do
not determine the economy. Though a historian learns about
the economy only through language and discourse, economic
processes are not prescribed by discourse alone. For this and
other reasons, historical idealism, like its close kin subjec-
tivism, cannot stand alone (see also Bourdieu 1990).

There are two aspects of history that we want to discuss in
this chapter. First, we wish to look at ways in which subjec-
tive meanings are regenerated over the long term in relation
to practice. Second, Collingwood’s historical method will be
critically examined.

History of the long term

The usual way in which archaeologists discuss developments
over long spans of time is to divide up their data into phases
and to discuss the reasons for change between the phases.
History is thus a discontinuous process, whether the approach
being followed is culture-historical (when the discontinu-
ities are invasions and so on), processual (systemic, adaptive
change) or Marxist (change from contradiction and crisis). As
we have seen (p. 62), structuralism does not cope well with
change.

While attempts have been made within these approaches
to blur the edges between phases (see for example Higgs and
Jarman 1969), there is little notion of history as a continuous
process, and few archaeologists have attempted to reconstruct
the way in which contextual meanings are related to practice
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over the long term. If we want to understand the contextual
belief systems of people at one moment in time, in order to
understand their society (or ours), how far back do we have to
go? Do the meanings change, but always in relation to what
went before, as a continuous process?

Almost by definition, those who are interested in the con-
tinuity of cultural meanings over the long term tend to be
interested in the particular. If each phase is to be explained
separately, in comparison with other societies, the unique his-
torical development is played down. But for those interested
in cultural meanings, cross-cultural generalities have to be
proved, not assumed, so emphasis is placed on understanding
the particular in its own terms. We have already seen that all
archaeology is concerned with the particular historical con-
text to some degree, and Trigger (1978) has shown that, on
the other hand, history involves generalization. But in both
archaeological and non-archaeological studies it is particular-
ist studies combined with a concern for the ‘inside’ of events
which have led to the most profound and far-reaching state-
ments on the nature of the relationships between meaning
and practice.

An important study of such relationships over the long
term is Max Weber’s (1976; first published in 1904-5) analysis
of the relationship between the Protestant ethic and the spirit
of capitalism. Although this is not an archaeological example,
we intend to discuss it at some length for reasons which will
become clear below. Weber begins with a particular prob-
lem to which he gives a particular answer. His question is
‘why does capitalism emerge in western Europe and not in
other parts of the world?” Some form of capitalism existed,
he suggests, in China, India, Babylon, but the particular ethos
or spirit found in Europe, which laid the basis for the mod-
ern capitalist ethic, was lacking. Weber identifies this ethic
as ‘one’s duty in a calling’, whatever that profession might
be. Rational conduct on the basis of the idea of the calling
could be linked to other specific and peculiar forms of ratio-
nalism found in Western culture, as seen in music, law and
administration as well as in the economic system.
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Weber suggests that the distinctive character of Western
capitalism is linked to (though not in any direct sense caused
by) the rise of various forms of ascetic Protestantism, espe-
cially Calvinism. Data are quoted which show that business
leaders, owners of capital and skilled and technical grades of
labour are overwhelmingly Protestant in western European
countries of mixed religious composition. Catholic tradition-
alism was authoritarian and did not sanction the pursuit of
gain at the expense of others; its greater ‘other-worldliness’ in-
hibited capitalist enterprise. Calvinism, however, sanctioned
‘this-worldly’ asceticism. Individuals were born into an ap-
parently unalterable order of things, and predestination led a
person to ‘do the works of him who sent him, as long as it is
yet day’ (Weber 1976, p. 156).

In his analysis Weber is specifically arguing against Marxist
historical materialism in which the forces and relations of
production are primary. Not that he ignores such factors or
even thinks they are unimportant, but he wishes to give equal
weight to an idealist notion, that an historically specific set
of ideas influences the way people organize their society and
economy. His concern is to examine the subjective meaning-
complex of action and to emphasize that ‘rationality’ is sub-
jective, in relation to particular ‘ends’ or ‘givens’. He suggests
that every artifact can be understood only in terms of the
meaning which its production and use have had or will have
for human action.

The Protestant asceticism is seen as developing over long
stretches of time, and as being regenerated through encultur-
ation so that it becomes taken for granted. Ultimately the
formation of rational jurisprudence inherited from Roman
law played a role in the development of a specific Western
type of rationalism. The origins of the capitalist spirit can
be traced back to a time previous to the advent of capitalism
(p- 54), and the Puritan emphasis on continuous bodily or
mental labour is partly derived from the fact that ‘labour
is...an approved ascetic technique, as it always has been in
the Western Church, in sharp contrast not only to the Orient
but to almost all monastic rules the world over’ (p. 163).
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But Weber does not see this set of ideas developing on
its own. Rather, the material and the ideal are integrated, so
that to explain each action or social product it is necessary
to consider both the historical context of subjective mean-
ings and the practice of daily life. The religious ideas change
partly through debate amongst religious leaders, but also in
relation to, but not dominated by, the totality of social con-
ditions, especially economic ones (p. 183). Richard Baxter, a
writer on Puritan ethics, ‘continually adjusted to the prac-
tical experiences of his own ministerial activity” so that his
dogma changed in relation to practical activity (p. 156). Weber
continually notes the difference between philosophers and
religious ideals versus ‘the layman’, ‘the practical’, and ‘the
average’. Under Calvinism ‘The moral conduct of the average
man was thus deprived of its planless and unsystematic char-
acter [that it had in Catholicism] and subected to a consistent
method for conduct as a whole’ (p. 117).

The spirit of capitalism was born from the spirit of
Christian asceticism. The dogma went into everyday life,
began to dominate wordly morality, and played its part in
building the modern economic order. However, the practical
consequences may be unintended. Thus the religious reform-
ers of Calvinism and other Puritan sects were concerned to
save souls; the pursuit of worldly goods was not an end in
itself. The purely religious motives had cultural and social
consequences which were unforeseen and even unwished for
(pp- 89-90). The results were often far-removed from and
even in contradiction to all that the religious reformers were
trying to attain.

We see, then, in Weber’s account, the dialectical relation-
ships between theory and practice, between idea and mate-
rial, and the same emphases on social action (purposeful be-
haviour), unintended consequences and contradictions that
were identified in preceding chapters. Here however, because
a long historical context is provided, the equal contribution
of ideals and values is identified. In the short term, in the
instant of action, Bourdieu’s habitus appears dominated by
the conditions of existence, but over the long term, and in
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contrast with other historical sequences, the social and eco-
nomic conditions are themselves seen to be generated within
sets of cultural meanings.

Through time, Weber records, the relative dominance of
religious ideas and the social economy varies. Initially, the as-
cetic tendency of Puritanism led to social action and allowed
the further development of an economic system, forms of
which already had been in existence. Certain aspects of cap-
italist business organization are considerably older than the
Reformation (p. 91), but it was the religious changes which
allowed the new economic order to develop. In addition,
Puritanism was ‘anti-authoritarian’, leading to fanatical oppo-
sition of the Puritans to the ordinances of the British monarch
(p- 167).

So, at first, ‘the Puritan wanted to work in a calling’, and
religion directed the capitalist enterprise, but now ‘we are
forced to do so’ (p. 181). Through time the rational order
became bound to the technical and economic conditions of
machine production. Today these material conditions ‘deter-
mine the lives of all the individuals who are born into the
mechanism’ (p. 181), and the religious basis has been lost.

We have discussed Weber’s account at some length because
his work contains many of the aspects of historical interpreta-
tion for which this book searches. There is a full consideration
of contextual meanings, an account of how these meanings
develop and can be understood in their own historical terms,
and the location of the individual in society. Weber argues
against functionally deterministic relationships, and sees indi-
vidual action as the building block of social totalities. The so-
cial whole is full of tensions, divisions, and contradictions, and
individuals variously interpret the world(s) in which they live.

Despite the emphases on the contextual and specific, Weber
does not lapse into sceptical relativism and particularism - he
thinks that it is possible to understand other people’s subjec-
tivity. One need not have been Caesar in order to understand
Caesar. The mind can grasp other contexts and other mean-
ings, as long as it pieces together the ‘spirit” of other times
from individual segments of historical reality rather than
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imposing the formula from outside (p. 47). Equally, having
carried out such detailed interpretation, generalization is pos-
sible both within historical contexts and between them.

As Giddens (1976) points out, much of Weber’s data and
interpretation have since been questioned. It has not been our
concern here to demonstrate the validity of Weber’s account,
but to use the example to show how consideration of histori-
cal meanings, over the long term and in contrast to historical
developments in other parts of the world, points to the inad-
equacy of materialist and objectivist accounts and emphasizes
the importance of the subjective and particular.

While Weber’s account already provides some indication
of the relationship between idea and practice, it is perhaps
Sahlins (1981) who provides the clearest example of the way
in which the types of approaches outlined by Bourdieu and
Giddens (see chapter 5) can be applied to the long term. In
Hawaii, Sahlins recognizes sets of preconceptions and ideas
which are part of action. For example, mana is a creative
force that renders visible the invisible, that gives meaning to
goodness and godliness. The divine mana of chiefs is manifest
in their brilliance, their shining, like the sun. On the daily
level, such notions orientate actions, as habitus, but they are
changed in practice, in ‘structures of the conjuncture’. No-
one can ever know exactly how a particular event or meeting
will be played out in practice. The intended and unintended
consequences of action lead to reformulation of the habitus
and of the social structure.

More clearly, at moments of culture contact, as when Cook
came to Hawaii, two opposing habitus come into conflict in
practice and radical change may ensue. Sahlins shows how,
on their arrival in Hawaii, Cook and the Europeans were
perceived within traditional frameworks, were seen to have
mana. But in the playing out of practical scenes from differ-
ent viewpoints (Hawaiian and European), unintended conse-
quences rebounded back on these perceptions, causing con-
tradictions and conflict. Ultimately Cook was killed as part
of these processes, and mana became transferred to all things
British, leading to social reordering within Hawaii.
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There is much in this example which relates to Weber’s ac-
counts, but the more detailed work and greater awareness of
the problem of the relationship between structure and prac-
tice leads to a fuller understanding of how society and econ-
omy are embedded within subjective meanings but are yet
able to act back and change those meanings.

The variation between the work of Weber and Sahlins can
be paralleled in the Annales school, which has now had a
direct impact on archaeology (see Iannone 2002; Kirch 1992;
Last 1995; and articles in Bintliff 1991, Hodder 1987b, and
Knapp 1992a). Fernand Braudel, the successor of Bloch and
Febvre, categorised historical processes as occurring on three
different time scales: long, medium and short. The Annales
approach is quite relevant to archaeology because archaeology
can document change in all three scales and note dynamic
interactions between them.

Braudel’s first scale of process occurs over the longue durée
and encompasses slowly changing structures, such as men-
talités, and long-term continuities, such as geography. Many
archaeologists have been successful in documenting and trac-
ing persistent, peculiar cultural values. Lechtman’s study of
Andean metallurgy provides an excellent example. Lechtman
(1984) notes that the lack of a ‘Bronze Age’ and an ‘Tron Age’
in New World prehistory may have resulted from the im-
portance of metals in warfare, transport and agriculture in
Europe, whereas in the Andes, for example, metals had a more
symbolic role in both secular and religious spheres of life.

Lechtman is thus interested in the specificity of a cultural
sequence in the New World, and she is drawn to a particular
set of cultural values which centre around the ritual and po-
litical significance of the colours gold and silver. Bronze was
a late development in the Andes - other metals were used to
produce the desired colours. However, another set of cultural
values prevented the Andean metallurgists from adding the
gold and silver colours to the surface of metal items. A tech-
nically highly complex method was developed so that what
was visible as colour on the outside of an object derived from
the inside. “The basis of Andean enrichment systems is the
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incorporation of the essential ingredient - the gold or the
silver — into the very body of the object. The essence of the
object, that which appears superficially to be true of it, must
also be inside it’ (zbid., p. 30).

Lechtman supports this argument by reference to cloth
production, which has the same ‘structure’ as the metal work-
ing (the design is incorporated into the cloth), and she shows
the way in which the cultural values had ideological func-
tions in legitimating domination within the Inca state. But
the particular form of that ideology, and of the clothwork-
ing, and the particular technical process of electrochemical
replacement and depletion, can only be understood in their
own terms, related to practice but not reducible to it. Ulti-
mately we will only be able to ‘explain’ the system of cultural
values by going back in time, in an infinite regress.

Others (for example Coe 1978) have also been concerned to
explore the particularity of New World culture as opposed to
the Old World. Flannery and Marcus (1983) have argued, link-
ing archaeological and linguistic studies, that Meso-American
cultures over thousands of years have adapted to local condi-
tions and undergone radical social change via a structured set
of meanings, including the division of the world into four,
colour-coded quarters and a ‘spirit’ termed pe. Although there
is little attempt in their study to examine how structure, mean-
ing and event are integrated, it is important that the ideational
realm is shown in this example to have long-term influence.
Furthermore, the ideational does not cause, or obstruct, or
become reduced to the effect of, practical action; rather it is
seen as the medium for action.

Within Old World archaeology, the vista has at times
opened up, of working backwards over the long term to find
the common cultural core from which European societies
and cultures developed - this has been the concern of lin-
guists and archaeologists involved with the Indo-European
problem. Childe, for example, envisioned his purpose in writ-
ing The Dawn of European Civilization (first edition 1925)
to be the understanding of the particular nature of Euro-
pean culture and the identification of the origin of that spirit
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of independence and inventiveness that led to the indus-
trial revolution. But we can also incorporate a more detailed
scale of analysis, trying to see how the different regions of
Europe have been formed, divided and diffused. Christopher
Hawkes, for example, has on a number of occasions noted
the “Western inhibition of furnished burial - or of burial al-
together’ (Hawkes 1972, p. 110) which leads to lack of status
differentiation being expressed in indigenous burial customs
in England (see also 1972, p. 113; 1976, p. 4). Such attitudes,
or at least descriptions of behav1our in relation to burial,
are seen as continuing over the long term, and yet Hawkes
allows for cumulative change, as in his discussion of ‘cumula-
tive Celticity’ (1976) in which the Celtic style is traced back
to its origins in the Bronze Age. It was in 1954 that Hawkes
suggested a regional approach in which archaeologists used
an historical method of working backwards through cultural
sequences to find ‘things common to all men as a species, in-
herent in their culture-capacity from the start’ (1954, p. 167).
‘It works as one peels onions; and so it reaches the final ques-
tion, has the onion in fact got a central nucleus at all or is it
just all peel?’ (ibid., p. 168).

Hawkes’ question about the onion touches on profound
issues of time and politics. With regard to time, we are in-
clined to answer that the onion is all peel. By searching for
origins and common beginnings, Childe and Hawkes imply
that the onion of prehistory has a core; that there are places
where time starts and from which beginnings emerge. If we
think about time ‘from the inside’ - in other words, from
the perspective of a living, embodied actor — we soon realise
that the temporal experience of life is continuous. Certainly
biographies contain critical events, and certainly people some-
times conceive of their lives as narratives with distinct stages
or phases, but acknowledging the unevenness of lived time
does not justify the use of a temporal scheme in which time
is separate from life and can therefore be measured in equiva-
lent units and divided any which way. Time is not an empty
container, existing independent of life; it is created by people.
Thus, for ‘Europeanness’ to have an origin, the origin must
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occur in a peopled time, which would seem absurd: can we
imagine a point in time when a nondescript person becomes
a European? The basic idea is that time is not so easily split
into stages, and without clean breaks in time, we cannot hope
to find clean origins. For this reason it may be preferable to
conceive of time not as a series of stages or steps but as a flow —
a stream (Hodder 1987b, p. 2).

With regard to politics, origins research has multiple
present-day consequences. One consequence is seen in the
practice of archaeology itself. Archaeologists who research
origins - of the state, for example - can give their work the
broadest scope of relevance and the most opportunities for
citation. Authors who write on later developments of the
state, regardless of geographic region, will need to cite the ori-
gins research to help contextualise their contribution (Wobst
and Keene 1983). Thus, writers who ‘get in early’ by affix-
ing their name to the origin of a topic can colonise the topic
as a whole, and, much like a tax, collect citations from the
widest possible network. More importantly, the search for
origins presumes essentialism (Conkey with Williams 1991),
as if there were an essence of Europe waiting to be exposed
in all Europeans once the superficial layers of difference have
been peeled away. When applied to humans, the notion of
essence justifies a Platonic scheme of ideal types, which has
motivated and continues to motivate genocidal episodes of
racism, nationalism and ethnic cleansing.

Few archaeologists have attempted to use the great ad-
vantage of their data - that it covers long time spans - to
contribute to questions about the flows of time over the
long term. Detailed historical studies of regional sequences
which involve interpretation of subjective meaning are few
and far between. We have already discussed (p. 29) the in-
teresting work of Flannery and Marcus (1976; 1983), while
Isbell (1976) has identified a 3000-year continuity in settle-
ment structure in the South American Andes, despite major
discontinuities in social and economic systems. Other im-
portant work of this type includes W. Davis’ (1982) account
of the principles or ‘canon’ of art identifiable throughout
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Egyptian history, Hall’s (1977) identification of principles of
meaning lying behind Hopewellian processes of economic
and political change and interaction, Bradley’s (1990) account
of long-term and widespread continuities in hoards and vo-
tive deposits in North and North-West Europe. In Europe,
many archaeologists are aware of remarkable patterns of con-
tinuity which link the distant past to the present, particularly
in Scandinavia, but few have made such questions the focus
of research.

Equally, diffusion is now little studied as a component of
cultural development. With diffusion decried as descriptive,
processual archaeologists placed the emphasis on local adap-
tive sequences. Yet within the framework of the questions
being asked in this volume, diffusion does have explanatory
power. It can help to explain the particular cultural matrix.
Objects or styles derived from other groups are given mean-
ing in their new context, but these new meanings may be
based on, and may bring with them, meanings from the old.
The new traits are selected and are placed within the existing
system, changing it. The aim should be less to classify differ-
ent types of diffusion (Clarke 1968), than to see, for example,
stimulus diffusion as an active social process working on and
within systems of meanings which develop over the long term
(cf. Kehoe 1979).

There is a danger that archaeologists will be content with
vague continuities in cultural ethics, falling back on the ex-
cuse of their fragmentary data without adequate consideration
of how structured internal meanings are actively involved
in society and in social change, and how they come to be
changed themselves. Braudel’s second and third time scales
help the historian focus on change. The second scale - the
medium term or moyenne durée — encompasses economic cy-
cles, demographic trend and changes in socio-political struc-
tures. Change in such cycles and trends, called conjunctural
history, can be observed within decades or over many cen-
turies. The third scale is the shortest, dealing with individual
events in the lives of men and women. Braudel notoriously
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undervalued the contribution of short-term events and there-
fore failed to grasp the way in which human action can ini-
tiate change in longer-term cycles. However, Braudel’s intel-
lectual successors have given closer attention to the interplay
between long-term structures, social strategies and individual
events (e.g. Ladurie 1980; Le Goff 1985). These writers focus
on smaller geographical areas and on shorter time periods,
an approach exemplified by Ladurie, who writes about one
particular event: the 1579-80 carnival/ uprising in Romans.
Recent Annales work also moves closer to a humanistic ap-
proach, rejecting various forms of determinism and embrac-
ing a ‘principle of indeterminacy’ (Knapp 1992b, p. 8) that
resembles ideas about complexity now gaining popularlty in
the human and biological sciences (Colwell 1998).

Writers in the field of cultural history (see Morris 1999)
have also focused on smaller slices of the past while at the
same time bringing an extraordinary breadth of material to
bear upon them. Darnton’s (1984, pp. 75-106) account of a
cat massacre in an 18th-century Parisian printing shop pro-
vides an excellent example of the active individual, the his-
torical context, and culture as meaningfully constituted. As
told by an apprentice in the shop, the shopmaster’s wife’s
command to get rid of cats provoked a delirious hunt, mock
trial and cat massacre in which not even the wife’s cat was
spared. Darnton frames his essay around the question of why
this seemingly inhumane event was so funny to the shop
workers. Darnton’s explanation takes him through a thick
description of cat folklore, of popular carnivals, ceremonies
and mock trials, of customs and rites of passage within guilds,
of the sexuality of women and cuckolding of men, of the ex-
ploitative economy of the supposedly idyllic, pre-industrial,
artisanal mode of production, etc. Darnton moves back and
forth between the account of the cat massacre and its various
historical contexts, eventually attending to every peculiar-
ity of the event (Why cats? Why a print shop?). In the end,
there are many explanations for why the cat massacre was so
funny and we realise that the reward of such deep inquiry
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is not ‘explanation’ but arriving at an understanding of how
‘workers made their experience meaningful by playing with
themes of their culture’ (p. 99).

In the work of Weber, Sahlins and Darnton, we begin
to see how archaeologists might include both structure and
process in their interpretations of the past. Duke’s study of
the Blackfoot Indians and their prehistoric ancestors on the
Northern Plains of North America provides an interesting ex-
ample. Duke (1992) begins by identifying two mentalités that
span multiple millennia: procurement (centred around hunt-
ing) and processing (centred around cooking). The tools for
hunting change rapidly over time and show high investment
in details, whereas the tools for food processing show little
change over time. Based on the innovations in procurement
technology and the conservatism in processing technology,
Duke believes the procurement mentalité is characterised by
competition between men over prestige and status, whereas
the processing mentalité stresses conformity to traditional no-
tions of behaviour. European contact altered both mentalités.
Before contact, these heavily gendered mentalités helped es-
tablish and maintain male dominance. The European trade in
fur and hides transformed Indian men from independent war-
riors and hunters to territorially restricted, subordinate trade
partners. At the same time, some women gained high-status
social positions normally reserved for men. Duke argues that
to compensate for their loss of control, the men attempted to
exert greater control over women by shifting to polygyny:
more wives meant more wealth in trading. In sum, an histori-
cal event - European contact — destabilised traditional gender
relationships yet aboriginals actively contributed to the shap-
ing of new gender relationships using a model informed and
naturalised by the traditional, gendered mentalités.

In Duke’s example, like Sahlins’ account of 18th-century
Hawaii, events from outside (arrival of Europeans) initiate
social transformations. A more recent paper (Hamann 2002)
shows that viewing change as coming from either the inside or
the outside does not appropriately characterise most events.
Though Hamann’s example is not archaeological, we include
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it because it foregrounds more clearly the issue of interaction
between long-term structures and short-term events. With ex-
ceptional erudition, Hamann identifies a structure of the long
term in the pan-Mesoamerican, centuries-spanning recurrence
of indigenous accounts of a previous age and its vanished in-
habitants. Hamann then presents three case studies in which
Mesoamericans draw on these structures of the long term to
create and legitimate inequalities. The third case - the affairs
of Chan Kom, an early 20th-century Maya village located
13 kilometres from the ruins of Chichen Itza, Mexico - is
especially informative. The villagers of Chan Kom had mul-
tiple ties to the ruins (they went there for sacrifices, hunting
and medicines, they evoked it in prayers and adages, they
used Chichen motifs to decorate their houses, they built a
tower to observe it and a majestic road to get to it), and pow-
erful beliefs about their meaning (the original architects of
Chichen, though they had vanished, still survived beneath
the surface of the earth and could return to assist the modern
villagers). Unsurprisingly, when an ambitious actor by the
name of Don Eustacio made a bid to gain political, social and
economic power, Chichen figured prominently in his strat-
egy. With partial success, Don Eustacio mobilised labour us-
ing the rhetoric of the ruins at Chichen, insisting that, with
hard work, they could initiate an age of prosperity not un-
like that of the magical era in which the impressive ruins
were originally built. In fact, Don Eustacio believed that his
millenarian revival had already begun: he likened the archae-
ologists working at Chichen in the 1920s and 1930s to the
vanished builders, now returned. Thus, it was both ‘inside’
and ‘outside’ factors that motivated Don Eustacio’s actions.
The example of Don Eustacio says a great deal about the
relation between structures of the long term and events in
the short term. Annales co-founder Lucian Febvre thought
that individuals were free to act, yet the actor could only do
what the social environment allowed. This paradox resonates
with Marx’s famous observation that ‘Men make their own
history, but they do not make it under circumstances chosen
by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered,
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given, and transmitted from the past’ (1977 [1852], p. 300).
Certainly Don Eustacio was a manipulative opportunist, but
he did not invent his rhetoric about the past and could not
glibly ‘choose’” whether or not to ‘deploy’ it.

Bintliff (1991, pp. 12-13) interprets Febvre’s paradox to
mean that the impact of a short-term event is random and will
only gain wider importance if it reflects significant medium-
and long-term trends. The motivation behind the event can be
ignored because it is the long-term structures that determine
an event’s significance. Indeed, Hamann’s example shows that
Don Eustacio’s actions were effective precisely because they
drew upon common understandings of Chichen. Yet Don
Eustacio was only partially successful - many villagers de-
serted him, others opposed him directly. Thus, the structure
of the long term cannot be said to determine the impact of the
event, most likely because the structure has multiple mean-
ings and can be used in many different ways. The success of a
particular usage will in part depend on precisely those factors
that Bintliff dismisses: the intentions and motivations of the
actors involved (see the section on resistance in chapter 5).

Everyone, Bintliff included, would agree that ‘large scale
processes cannot be invoked to explain small scale processes’
(Knapp 1992b, p. 13). At stake is the determinacy of the im-
pact of actions at the scale of the event. We favour indetermi-
nacy among the scales and processes of history (Fletcher 1992;
Morris 1999, p. 9). We argue that short-term events cannot
be reduced to the ‘material end results of tensions between
the long term structures and medium term cycles of social
interaction’ (lannone 2002, p. 75). For this reason, we argue
that archaeologists must view the archaeological record as a
series of events and attempt to distinguish one individual ac-
tion from another (Hodder 2000). This idea also entails an
approach to variability in the archaeological record that does
not dismiss deviant cases — an idiosyncratic arrowhead, a rare
architectural floor plan - as events that simply fail to initiate
or affect longer-term trends (cf. Bintliff 1991, p. 13).

Giving more attention to internal meanings, the ‘inside’ of
events, will thus not be easy for archaeologists. How do we
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reconstruct mana, Celtic spirit, Protestant ethic, European
inventiveness, attitudes to left and right, from archaeological
evidence? The problem develops like this: if we deny materi-
alism, we can no longer predict the ‘ideas’ from the material
base. Thus cross-cultural, predictive forms of inference are
ruled out. If each historical context is unique and particular,
how can we interpret it? In the conclusion to this chapter
we will evaluate these issues and in the following chapter
(chapter 8) we will introduce a more adequate contemporary
response termed critical hermeneutics.

Historical theory and method: Collingwood

The emphasis on archaeology as a form of history is widely
found in the period up to the 1960s in America and Britain,
and it is probably true to say that it remains the dominant
viewpoint in much of Europe. Taylor (1948), while drawing a
distinction between archaeology and history, emphasized in
his conjunctive approach the ‘inside’ of cultural units, the
particular internal relationships and meanings. Archaeolo-
gists in Britain, many of them influenced by Collingwood,
often emphasized the historical dimension of archaeological
inference (Clark 1939; Daniel 1962; Hawkes 1954). Piggott
(1959) suggested that archaeology is history except that the
evidence is not intentionally left or recorded as history; it is
‘unconscious’. For Hawkes (1942, p. 125) cultures have both
an extension in space and time, and intention in the social
and economic field. All viewed culture as involving norms
and purposes which were historically produced, but which
could change over time.

While overarching norms and rules of behaviour are of-
ten stressed, there is also much lip-service paid to the indi-
vidual as an important component in social theory. Colling-
wood, in particular, has a well-defined theory of social action.
‘What is miscalled an “event” is really an action, and ex-
presses some thought (intention, purpose) of its agent’ (1939,
pp- 127-8). He does not see action as a response to a stimulus,
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or as the mere effect of the agent’s nature or disposition
(¢bid., p. 102). So Collingwood says that action is neither be-
havioural response, nor is it norm. Rather it is situation spe-
cific, the ‘event’ being played out and manipulated according
to bounded knowledge of the situation. Because situations of
standardized types arise, action appears to be rule-bound, but
in fact in many aspects of life there are no rigid unchanging
rules. Each specific situation is so context dependent, with
different combinations of factors involved, that it would be
impossible to have a full rule-book of behaviour. Rather, itisa
matter of ‘improvising, as best you can, a method of handling
the situation in which you find yourself’ (ibid., p. 105).

As a result of this emphasis on action rather than event,
a recursive relationship between theory and practice is pro-
duced. Culture is therefore a cause and an effect, a stimulus
as well as a residuum, it is creative as well as created. Because
each creation is context-dependent, generalisations are seen as
losing their value.

For Collingwood, as for Daniel (1962) and Taylor (1948),
the use of cross-cultural generalisation in interpreting histor-
ical data is denied. Collingwood pointed out (1946, p. 243)
that, properly speaking, the data do not exist because they
are perceived or ‘given’ within a theory. Historical knowl-
edge is not the passive ‘reception’ of facts - it is the discern-
ing of the thought which is the inner side of the event (iid.,
p. 222). How then, asks the positivist-trained archaeologist,
do we validate our hypotheses? Well, certainly not through
the application of universal measuring devices, Middle Range
Theory. These would be, in Collingwood’s terms, superfi-
cial, descriptive universal theories. How then do we proceed
to validate?

Well, one answer is to say that we don’t. Collingwood
and many other early writers imagined no security, no ro-
bustness, no proof. There can only be continual debate and
approximation, and this is the view embraced in this book.
But such an answer would be altogether too glib. As Colling-
wood was at pains to demonstrate, we can be rigorous in our
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reconstructions of the past and we can derive criteria for judg-
ing between theories.

The procedure to be followed is first to immerse oneself
in the contextual data, re-enacting past thought through your
own knowledge. But, as emphasized by Bourdieu (see p. 91),
this is a practical living through, not an abstract spectacle to
be watched. ‘Historical knowledge is the knowledge of what
mind has done in the past, and at the same time it is the
redoing of this, the perpetration of past acts in the present’
(Collingwood 1946, p. 218). The past is an experience to be
lived through in the mind.

What does Collingwood mean by this? Much damage has
been done to the archaeological acceptance of Collingwood’s
position by the way he expressed this point. Collingwood
did not mean that we should simply sit and ‘empathize with’,
or ‘commune with’, the past; rather he is, in our view, sim-
ply stating the point made throughout this book, that all
statements about the past (ranging, as we have seen, from
notions like ‘this is a hunter-gatherer camp’, to ‘this tomb
functioned to legitimate access to resources’) involve making
assumptions about meaning content in the past. In this sense
we do, whether we like it or not, ‘think ourselves into’ the
past, and Collingwood is simply pointing this out. But he
goes on to say that we need to be aware that we are doing it,
and that we need to do it critically.

The ‘reliving’ of the past is achieved by the method of
question and answer. One cannot sit back and observe the
data; they must be brought into action by asking questions -
why should anyone want to erect a building like that, what
was the purpose of the shape of this ditch, why is this wall
made of turf and that of stone? And the question must not
be vague (‘let us see what there is here’) but definite (‘are
these loose stones a ruined wall?’). Recall the specificity of
Darnton’s question about the great cat massacre: why cats?

The response to such questions is dependent on all the
data available (see below), but also on historical imagination,
something which is very much affected by our knowledge
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and understanding of the present. Collingwood rarely dis-
cusses analogy, but it is our reading of him that he would not
have been averse to its use. Analogy with the present clearly is
important in broadening and exciting the historical imagina-
tion. However, this does not mean that one’s interpretation
of the past is trapped within the present - for Collingwood,
it is possible to have insight which leads to understanding
of a cultural context different from one’s own. The mind is
able to imagine and criticize other subjectivities, the ‘inside’
of other historical events (1946, p. 297). Although each con-
text is unique, in that it derives from a particular historical
circumstance, we can have an identity or common feeling
with it; each event, though unique, has a universality in that
it possesses a significance which can be comprehended by all
people at all times (:bid., p. 303).

The insight is then supported or ‘validated’ in a number of
ways. For those working on material from the same cultural
context of which they are members, continuity between the
past and present allows us to work back, peeling off Hawkes’
onion skins (above, p. 138), to see how thoughts have been
modified and transformed. Alternatively, Collingwood em-
phasizes coberence. Since, ‘properly speaking’, the data do not
exist, all one can do is identify a reconstruction that makes
sense, in terms of the archaeologist’s picture of the world
(¢bid., p. 243), and in terms of the internal coherence of the
argument. This strategy allows ‘other’ subjectivities to be hy-
pothesized and it allows us to differentiate between the the-
ories. But the coherence also concerns correspondence to the
evidence. Although the evidence does not exist with any ob-
jectivity, it does nevertheless exist in the real world - it is tan-
gible and it is there, like it or not. Whatever our perceptions or
world view, we are constrained by the evidence, and brought
up against its concreteness. It is for this reason that we would
find it hard to entertain the hypothesis that ‘iron-using arrived
in Britain before the advent of farming’, or ‘formal burial did
not begin in Britain until after the adoption of iron’: too much
special pleading would be needed to make the evidence fit such
statements. So, even within our own subjective perspectives,
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we often find it difficult to make our coherent arguments
correspond to the evidence. At some point too much special
pleading is recognized and the theory becomes implausible.

Thus our reconstructions of historical meanings are based
on arguments of coherence and correspondence in relation
to the data as perceived. Archaeology uses accommodative
arguments; it has no other viable options. Clearly no cer-
tainty can ever be achieved in this way, but as will be seen in
the examples presented below, knowledge of the past can be
accumulated through critical application of the method.

Many people have been offended by Collingwood’s views
or at least by his way of presenting them, although in the in-
tellectual climate of post-positivist philosophy several of his
arguments seem scarcely radical. Childe was thus wrong to
claim (1949, p. 24) that it is impossible for historians to re-
enact in their own minds the thoughts and motives of the
agent, since Childe himself continually imputed purpose and
ideas to past minds as a routine part of archaeological work.
And he was wrong to claim that ‘Collingwood tells me in
effect to empty my mind of all ideas, categories, and val-
ues derived from my society in order to fill it with those of
an extinct society’ (ibid.). Rather Collingwood argued that,
standing within our own society, we can come to an under-
standing of other societies which it is unreasonable to claim
has no relationship whatsoever with the nature of those soci-
eties. He suggested that we could critically evaluate our own
and another society in terms of each other.

This is not to claim that our reconstructions of the past are
independent of our own social context, and this aspect of in-
ference will be discussed further in chapter 8. Rather, we have
reached the position so far, that within the subjectivity of the
data, there are still mechanisms for distinguishing between
alternative theories. There is enough concrete contextual in-
formation in the evidence to restrict what we can say of it; it
is the process of historical imagination which draws the ev-
idence together into a coherence. Historical science is about
criticizing and increasing these insights. Otherwise the data
are used fraudulently within cross-cultural generalizations
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which overlook the problematic relationship between sub-
ject and object.

Some examples

It may be useful to provide some examples, taken from
Collingwood’s own work and from other more recent stud-
ies, of self-conscious attempts at reconstructing past motives,
purposes and meanings. All the attempts are characterized by
an immersing in the contextual data, asking questions of it,
and reaching plausible insights about unique circumstances.
Collingwood (Collingwood and Myres 1936, p. 140), from
his thorough knowledge of Hadrian’s Wall and the later An-
tonine Wall in the north of Britain, asks “Why was the An-
tonine Wall so different from Hadrian’s? Why were there no
milecastles and turrets, and why were the forts along the wall
smaller and much closer together than on the earlier wall?’
The forts indicate that a smaller force was placed on the
Antonine Wall. The construction of the wall also indicates
an effort to be economical, especially in comparison with

Hadrian’s Wall.

The ditch that lies in front of the ramparts is even larger
than Hadrian’s but the rampart itself, instead of stone,
is made of turf in the western and central part, of clay
in the eastern. Hadrian himself had laid it down that
turfwork was very much easier to construct than ma-
sonry. And the measurements increase the contrast. The
turf part of Hadrian’s Wall is twenty feet wide at the
base; the Antonine Wall is only fourteen, which implies
that, if the height of the turfwork was the same in the
two cases, the Antonine rampart required, for any given
length, only two-thirds of the turf that would be required
by Hadrian’s. The forts, again, instead of being massively
walled in stone, with monumental gateways, were sur-
rounded for the most part with turf or earthen ramparts
whose timber gateways were commonly of the simplest
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design; where stone was used, the construction was sim-
ple and inexpensive. Even the official central buildings in
the forts were not uniformly of stone, and the barracks
were of the cheapest, wooden hutments which in some
cases had thatched roofs.

From this evidence, Collingwood moves to an interpreta-
tion of purpose. ‘Both in construction and in organization,
then, the Antonine Wall bears the marks of a deliberate ef-
fort after cheapness, at the cost of a serious decrease in effi-
ciency’ (ibid., p. 142). This hypothesis is further supported by
showing that the wall is not well-sited strategically, and by
contrasting the Antonine Wall with a new frontier-line built
in Germany. ‘These various features of the Antonine Wall,
when considered together, seem less like a series of oversights
than parts of a deliberate policy, based on the assumption that
a powerful frontier-work on that line was not needed’ (ib1d.,
p. 143).

Collingwood goes on in this study to suggest why a wall
of this type might have been built in this place at this particu-
lar time, relating his argument to further evidence about the
tribes and settlements in northern Britain. But for our pur-
poses, enough has been described to show the way in which,
by asking and trying to answer a series of questions in rela-
tion to detailed contextual information, a particular, one-off,
interpretation of subjective intent can be provided which is
plausible and which can be argued through in relation to the
evidence.

Collingwood’s reconstruction relies to some extent on
written records about the nature of the Roman army, and so
it may be useful to turn to a wholly prehistoric wall, that con-
structed around the early Iron Age settlement in Germany,
the Heuneberg. Merriman (1987) has shown how this wall
can be seen to have been built in order to gain prestige. In
answer to the question, ‘why was this wall built?’, archaeol-
ogists have noted the use of mud-bricks equivalent in style to
mud-bricks used in the Mediterranean. They also note that
in the north European cultural context such walls do not
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exist historically, and that climatically the conditions are un-
suitable. Other contextual information includes the exchange
of prestige items between the Mediterranean and this part of
Europe, the internal complexity of the Heuneberg centre and
the associated rich burial tumuli. All in all, the insight that
this particular wall was intended more for prestige, to provide
local standing, than for defence, seems plausible.

In their analysis of the Zapotec Cosmos in Formative
Oaxaca, Flannery and Marcus (1976) demonstrate that highly
symbohc representations on pottery can be traced to natural-
istic versions, and can thus be given meaning as fire serpents
and were-jaguars. Similarly, it has been argued (Hodder 1984a)
that many of the Neolithic tombs of western Europe mean
houses. The argument is supported by noting eight points of
formal similarity between the long tombs and contemporary
long houses in central Europe. The meaning of the tombs
as houses is then set within an appropriate social context. In
an analysis of Neolithic axe exchange in Britain (Hodder and
Lane 1982), it was argued that the axes had a subjective sig-
nificance beyond their utilitarian value because they were the
only artifact type depicted in tombs; they were often placed
in ritual contexts, as were symbolic chalk replicas.

None of the above examples is in any way remarkable -
they are simply routine archaeology - but that this is ar-
chaeology is important. In the above examples analogy with
ethnographic data may have influenced the choice of ques-
tions, the historical imagination and the theories espoused,
but in all cases the main aim has been to grasp the subjectiv-
ity of past contexts, and to understand the data themselves,
in their own terms.

Conclusion and critique

So archaeology needs to go back to go forward. In the course
of this chapter it has been found necessary to return to the pre-
New Archaeology, to recover culture-history and to recover a
coherent philosophical approach. We suspect that if one were
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to carry out an analysis of references or citations covering the
period 1950 to 1980, one would find a sharp break around
1965. The New Archaeology dubbed all previous archaeology
normative, descriptive, speculative, inadequate - it was time
to make a break and start anew. Both the culture-historical
aims and the interpretative methods were decried.

Of course there was much uninspiring culture-history, and
much bad archaeology. But the same was to be true of New
Archaeology, and will be true of all future archaeology. By
examining various ‘new’ approaches that have been tried in
archaeology over the past 40 years, we have shown that their
limitations derive precisely from the rejection of cultural
meanings, agency and history. By attempting to rewrite his-
tory as a natural science, knowledge accumulated in previous
years (except in some cases chronological schemes and basic
data descriptions) was set up as a straw man and knocked
down.

In attempting to reconnect archaeology to history and to
reintegrate old and new, many will feel that we have gone too
far towards the contextual and speculative. A common reac-
tion to claims that we must interpret subjective meanings in
the past is to point to problems of validation, to inadequate,
mute data. In fact, however, it can be argued that all cultural
reconstruction depends on imputing subjective meanings to
particular historical contexts. In this chapter, procedures as
outlined by the Annales school, cultural history and histor-
ical anthropologists such as Sahlins and Hamann have been
discussed.

These procedures are of course not flawless and we would
now like to discuss some of their shortcomings. First, we
will have to be critical about the unity and breadth of such
things as mentalités. Advocates of the New History, such as
Foucault, are sceptical of the possibility of connecting many
events to a single principle, meaning, spirit or worldview.
New Historians are instead sensitive to the divisions, limits
and ruptures that disperse seemingly related events or actions
into multiple, perhaps overlapping but never congruent series
of meanings (Foucault 1972, pp. 7-10). Thus, principles - such
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as Celtic spirit, Protestant ethic and European inventiveness -
which seem to give acommon ‘face’ or flavour to a period may
not be very coherent or common. At the least, this means that
when Collingwood encourages us to ‘think ourselves into’ the
past, we must recognise that at any historical place and time
there will be many pasts to think into.

Second, the possibility of ruptures forces us to rethink
notions of historical time. This chapter contains many per-
spectives on time. From a phenomenological perspective, we
viewed time as a continuous stream or flow. This arises from
the notion that human actors always live in a present, which
is given meaning through reflection on the past and anticipa-
tion of the future. We used this view to challenge the value
of origins research, in which meaning arises from abstract di-
visions of time demarcated by the analyst. However, seeing
time as continuous has the politically dangerous effect of nat-
uralising the present. To combat oppressive ideologies and
institutions it is important to be able to pinpoint their origin:
if we can show that they have a beginning, we ensure that
they can have an end. On the other hand, if we accept the
notion of ruptures and origins, we renounce kinship with the
past and jeopardise the possibility of understanding ancient
people. Of course, post-structuralists use this reasoning to ar-
gue that ‘people’ as we know them are a recent fabrication.
We discuss this issue in the following chapter.

We have also viewed time as multiscalar. Braudel proposed
three time scales. It is perhaps more accurate to suggest that
there are as many time scales as there are social processes,
and in each event or each process, multiple time scales may
intersect. Furthermore, time scales may be either linear or
cyclical. There is a tension between time in the sense of a
scale — an abstract calibration device existing independent of
the lives being measured - and the perspective of lived time
given above (Gosden 1994; Shanks and Tilley 1987, chapter 5;
Thomas 1996, pp. 31-5). This tension reminds us that no time
scale is universally valid: people create their own sense of time
through the specific rhythms of daily life and their particular
understanding of past, present and future. Temporal existence
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is therefore socially structured and culturally relative (Knapp
1992, p. 14).

Another objection commonly raised is that to say a wall
was built because someone intended to build a wall is hardly
getting us very far. Certainly if no more than this was be-
ing claimed we would have got little further in one direction
than Flannery’s (1973) Mickey Mouse Laws did in another.
But to discuss purpose and intention as deriving from a par-
ticular culture-historical context, linked into a framework of
social action, is not simply to describe the data in a new way;
additional information is provided. The interpretation goes
beyond the data - if it did not the problem of validation would
hardly arise. In the two ‘wall” examples provided, construc-
tion took place in order to minimize cost in terms of garrisons
and labour, and in order to gain social prestige. Both these
interpretations add to the data.

Rather than allowing historical archaeology to become a
‘new’ natural science (Rahtz 1981), there would be benefits in
transposing many of the methods and assumptions of histor-
ical archaeology into prehistory. In this chapter we have seen
that history of the ‘inside’ of events, considered over the long
term, provides us with the potential for a fuller understand-
ing of social change, of the relationship between structure,
idea and practice, and of the role of the individual in society.
The archaeological data, with its unique access to the long
term, can contribute to many contemporary debates concern-
ing society and social change. For example, how resistant are
subjective ‘ways of doing things’ to major social and techni-
cal upheaval? What is the relationship between gradual and
sudden social change? By asking questions such as these, we
can allow the particularity of the archaeological data to put
its own case.
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Whatever questions one asks about the human past, even if
they are only about technology or economy, frameworks
of meaning intervene. After all, one cannot say what the
economy of a site was until one has made hypotheses or
assumptions about the symbolic meaning of, for example,
bone discard. This book has been a search for an adequate an-
swer to the question of how we infer past cultural meanings.
In chapter 1, we framed the question of meaning in terms
that called attention to two other issues: agency and history.
Subsequently, we explored various approaches to meaning,
agency and history.

The original task of comparing and contrasting the differ-
ent approaches in terms of their contributions to these three
issues has now been achieved and much of what was sought
has been found. Structuralist archaeology contributes to the
notion that culture is meaningfully constituted, but only a
theory of practice can explain how meanings impact people’s
lives. New developments in Marxist-influenced archaeology
and social theory have led to a more complete discussion of
the role of agency in society, and a consideration of embod-
iment helps us understand how agents experience the world
and how they are formed as subjects in the world. Finally, his-
torical studies provide an understanding of how these mean-
ings persist or change over time and how the actions of agents
contribute to the transformation or maintenance of long-term
structures of meaning.

In the previous chapter, we provided many loose glosses on
the word ‘meaning’. Meaning came in the form of (1) intellec-
tual, emotional or mystical currents; (2) the ‘inside of events’;
(3) belief systems; (4) ideology and symbolism; (5) collective
representations, and much more. We begin this chapter with
a more careful consideration of what is meant by ‘meaning’.
Then, we move to the question of how archaeologists actually
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reconstruct meaning in the past. In answering this question,
we wish to describe in greater detail what we have elsewhere
called ‘contextual archaeology’.

Meaning and understanding

Meaning can be defined in a number of ways - and is not
easily translated into other languages (Bloch 1995). We start
with the idea of meaning as making sense of a situation. We
have chosen the word ‘sense’ to highlight the contribution
of the physical, bodily senses. When something makes sense,
we might not be able to explain why. We simply sense it,
often without conscious reflection. We often become fully
conscious only of the things that don’t make sense (things
that our body cannot make sense of) or things that make
sense to us for the first time or in a new way. The ‘situation’
that we attempt to make sense of can be many things - an
action, a conversation, a text, an object, a field of objects,
etc. Since meaning is always of something, the differences
between these varieties of situations are not trivial; we will
try to illuminate them along the way.

Making sense of a situation implies that there is a dis-
tinction between a situation and the expression of meaning
about that situation (Taylor 1985, pp. 15-16). Thus, mean-
ing is not inherent in any situation. Meaning is relational; it
is a joint product of the situation and the person or people
for whom the situation is meaningful. Meaning is therefore
always for someone (p. 22). Even though the geometric pat-
tern of a snowflake contains astonishing coherence and sense,
the snowflake has no meaning until human subjects come to
experience it. In other words, meaning is agent-centred.

So far, our definition of meaning rests comfortably within
a phenomenological paradigm. The situations in which we
find ourselves - the items with which we come into contact -
carry no meaning of their own: meaning is continually pro-
duced through the working sets of relationships we establish
(Thomas 1996, p. 236). We may initially make sense of a spade,
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for example, from having used it to dig a hole (p. 65). Spade
may thus mean digging tool. But if we plant seeds in that hole,
we establish a relation between digging and planting. Mean-
ing is fluid, flexible and multiple, as the spade comes to mean
cultivation, or even regeneration, though to other subjects in
other relationships with other spades, a spade may mean ar-
chaeological excavation. We make sense (we build ‘structures
of intelligibility’) of the world through our active experience
of it.

Meaning depends on unique individual experience in the
world, but in addition to such individual meanings, it is possi-
ble to talk about social meanings. One such meaning is consti-
tutive (or intersubjective) meaning (Taylor 1985, pp. 38-40).
A constitutive meaning is the type of meaning that constitutes
a situation. Unlike individual meaning, constitutive meaning
does not refer to any of the specific senses of a spade (dig-
ging tool, gardening, archaeology, etc.). Rather, constitutive
meaning is the type of meaning that creates the common lan-
guage upon which all of these individual meanings depend,
thus enabling the practice of making any kind of sense in
the first place. John Searle (1970) provided the classic exam-
ple of constitutive meaning. In the game of chess, the rules
that define the possible movements of each piece constitute
the game itself. Without those rules (constitutive meanings),
there would be no game of chess as we know it. Other rules,
such as the time allowed to make a move, regulate the game
of chess but do not constitute it.

When we declare that culture is meaningfully constituted,
we are referring to constitutive meaning. Before we attempt
to explain a pattern of discarded bones, we must first make
sense of the constellation of meaning that surrounds and con-
stitutes (1) the bones that we uncritically refer to as ‘discard’,
and (2) the practices that create such patterns. The concept of
constitutive meaning deployed here is not too dissimilar from
the kinds of structure discussed in chapters 3 and 5, and also
brings us quite close to Foucault’s idea of discursive forma-
tions. The way in which societies relate one topic to another
and draw boundaries around forms of knowledge actively
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constitutes the kinds of meanings and voices that are possi-
ble. It is in this sense, then, that Foucault (1986) can declare
that in ancient Greek society, which valued erotic relations
between men and boys, homosexuality did not exist. This is
because categories such as homosexuality and heterosexuality
are only thinkable - only possible - if sex is constituted in
such a way that its associations are with reproduction. Com-
pared to modern Western society, in ancient Greece what we
would refer to as sex was constituted as part of a very differ-
ent constellation of meanings and associations which render
the modern categories unintelligible. This discussion of sex is
productive in an unexpected way: it flags an important ques-
tion, first noted in the conclusion of the previous chapter, to
which we will shortly return. If constitutive meanings of past
societies are different from those of the archaeologist, do we
lose all possibility of making sense of past societies?

Returning to the notion of individual meaning, we have
thus far talked about meaning as making sense. Those ar-
chaeologists who work with an archaeological record that
is hundreds or thousands of years old are making sense of
societies and subjects that, because they are distant in time,
are quite ‘other’. Various writers have puzzled over this
particular situation, in which one subject (usually an ana-
lyst) attempts to make sense of another subject (the inter-
locutor/informant). This type of interaction between two
subjects is often modelled on a conversation, and within such
hypothetical conversations the idea of translation is com-
monly used to illustrate the nuances of meaning. We are fully
aware that a conversation is very different from the situations
of meaning faced by archaeologists. However, we will now
dwell on conversation and translation because they illustrate
a number of subtleties that enrich our discussion of meaning.
Later, we will show how a conversational model of meaning
can be adapted for the study of other forms of action and
their material residues.

We began with a distinction between meaning and the ex-
pression of meaning. This distinction tempts us to think that
when we translate meaning from the first language to the
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second, the meaning itself is actually contained in a third,
neutral language, and that the language of the informant and
the language of the analyst contain only the varied (and dis-
torted) expressions of that meaning. This is wrong (Gellner
1970). As we saw above, meaning is not outside of the language
of expression: language constitutes meaning. Translating is
therefore more than a mechanical act (Shanks and Hodder
1995, p. 6): it is not just matching words or sentences in one
language with words or sentences in the other. In learning
to speak the other language, we learn to live another form
of life (Asad 1986, p. 149). The notion that speaking requires
more than a mastery of vocabulary and grammar reminds us
of Geertz’s (1973) famous critique of ethnoscience: culture is
not a set of systematic rules or ethnographic algorithms tha,
when followed, allow one to pass for a native.

In translatmg, we do not transpose meaning from one lan-
guage to another. Rather, we transform our own language to
accommodate the meaning. According to Walter Benjamin
(1969, p. 79), “The language of a translation can - in fact
must - let itself go, so that it gives voice to the intentio of
the original not as reproduction but as harmony.” To para-
phrase Rudolf Pannwitz, whom Benjamin quotes, our trans-
lations should not turn Hindi, Greek or Maya into English,
but should turn English into Hindi, Greek or Maya. In order
to retain the agent-centred intentionality of meaning, we must
‘transform our own language in order to translate the coher-
ence of the original’ (Asad 1986, pp. 156-7). But, as Gadamer
(1981, p. 384) notes, for a meaning to be understood in a new
language, that meaning must establish its validity in a new
way. Thus, in translation, two transformations occur: trans-
formation of the language of the analyst and transformation
of the meaning itself.

The creation of new meaning introduces two important
but vague terms - understanding and interpretation. Before
using these blunted terms, we need to sharpen them: to give
them specific definitions and use them only when these rather
technical definitions are what we have in mind. We define un-
derstanding, or verstehen, as the meaning that results from the
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transformations of translation. These transformations create
a new meaning which is different from the meaning in the
original language but also different from anything native to
the translator’s language. The object of understanding is thus
a hybridised form of meaning produced by fusing the hori-
zons of the interpreter and the informant.

To understand what a person says, we do not simply master
her language; understanding comes from translation and hy-
bridisation. “To understand what a person says is to come
to an understanding about the subject matter, not to get
inside another person and relive his experiences’ (Gadamer
1981, p. 383). Emphatically, understanding is not empathy.
In understandmg, we do not adopt the subject’s point of
view. Instead, we relate the other’s opinions and views to our
own opinions and views (Gadamer 1981, p. 385; Taylor 1985,
p. 117). We resist pure subjectivism - adopting the other’s
point of views - because native points of view arise from
only a partial knowledge of the objective conditions of life
(Bourdieu 1990) and can therefore be confused, malinformed
or contradictory (Taylor 1985, p. 117). Nevertheless, coming
to an understanding and, at the least, avoiding ethnocentrism
oblige us to attend to these views and self-descriptions. We
must master the agents’ own meaningful accounts of their
actions, but to make these actions clearer to them and to us,
we must go beyond these self-perceptions and put them into
the perspectives - historical, theoretical, etc. - of the analyst.
As such, understanding is accountable to both the interpreter
and the informant.

In sum, understanding is not ‘simply a reawakening of the
original process in the writer’s mind; rather it is necessarily
a re-creation of the text guided by the way the translator un-
derstands what it says’ (Gadamer 1985, p. 386). Interpretation
is coming to an understanding through precisely this sort of
re-creation. This ‘interpretive approach’ is the foundation of
hermeneutics, which we will return to later in this chapter.

We only interpret things that we do not understand (Taylor
1985, p. 15; Tilley 1993, p. 10). Interpretation therefore occurs
only when somethmg is confusing, incomplete or cloudy:
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recall that the stimulus that guided Darnton’s interpretive
voyage was his failure to understand what was so funny about
massacring cats. In the previous chapter, we demonstrated
that Darnton and other historians have for a long time made
use of interpretive approaches. However, they have expressed
their search for understanding in terms that easily lend them-
selves to misreadings. For example, ‘mentalité’, the ‘inside
of events’ and ‘mind reading’ all imply that interpretation
adopts the native point of view and nothing else; that we
strive to think exactly like a native. However, a close reading
of such historical approaches reveals that they are in fact con-
gruent with the holistic idea of understanding developed here.
Nevertheless, most archaeologists miss the nuance in these
approaches, which causes them to launch into misdirected ac-
cusations of subjectivism whenever a name like Collingwood
appears.

Meaning in archaeology

In archaeology, there is a spectrum of positions on mean-
ing, ranging from the idea that meaning is inaccessible to
the idea that meaning is accessible and multiple. As we have
seen, processual archaeologists claim that their explanations
of the past are free of meaning in the embodied, inten-
tional, relational and historic senses that we have discussed
in this chapter and others. These claims began perhaps with
Binford’s denunciation of palacopsychology, but continue
even in strands of processual archaeology that claim to engage
in cognition (Renfrew 1994a). There is an obvious objection
to this meaning-less stance: the function of burials, for ex-
ample, cannot be understood without a consideration of the
meanings surrounding death. But there is a more subtle objec-
tion: function itself is also a form of meaning, even if we are
discussing nothing more than the function of a simple spade.
This type of meaning, similar to the first model identified by
Patrik (1985), involves the structured system of functional in-
terrelationships. In seeking this type of meaning, we can ask
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about the human and physical environment, the depositional
processes, the organisation of labour, the size of settlement,
the exchanges of matter, energy and information. We give the
object meaning by seeing how it functions in relation to these
other factors and processes and in relation to economic and
social structures. The great contribution of processual and
Marxist archaeology has been made in this arena.

A processualist might claim, however, that observing how
an object functions is to explain it, not to understand its
meaning. We must therefore tease apart the difference be-
tween explanation and understanding. To explain an event is
to determine its cause and to link the cause to general the-
ories, principles or scientific laws. In this sense, to seek an
explanation is to ask why an event occurs.

Understanding differs from explanation because in under-
standing we do not evacuate the realm of specificity in search
for an abstract, causal principle. Rather, we continue to ask
questions of the data, and even when we ask ‘why’ an event
occurs, our answers build from specific inquiries about ‘what’
things were involved and how (Shanks and Tilley 1987a,
p. 113).

But perhaps explanation and understanding are more alike
than different. Despite the fact that understanding privileges
context more than explanation, understanding also represents
a move away from the original context in so far as the orig-
inal context must be made sense of according to our own
context. Also, though it may seem that a successful explana-
tion closes down the inquiry by eliminating ambiguities and
resolving doubts, processualists are committed to multiple
working hypotheses and falsification. In other words, since
the goal is not ultimately to confirm one explanation but to
keep a number of explanations on hand and gradually falsify
the bad ones, explanation is an open-ended endeavour.

Understanding is also open-ended, though for reasons that
have to do with the social context of research. Since meaning
is relational, new inquiries and new investigators will come
to a different relationship with the object of inquiry and
therefore derive different understandings of it. This should
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not come as a shock since it is rather well known that every
new generation rewrites history in its own way (Collingwood
1946, p. 248). In sum, both explanation and understanding
are ongoing activities. Both can be considered hermeneutics,
which we describe in further detail at the end of this chapter.

Processualists are not the only ones to renounce meaning.
John Barrett (1987) claims that we should not attempt to
infer meaning from the archaeological record. Instead, ‘what
we should look at is how dominant forms of meaning were
produced and maintained’ (p. 472). According to Barrett,
the production and maintenance of meaning occurs through
the routine practices by which people live their lives. Barrett
thus makes the argument that we should ignore the ways
in which people thought of their world and focus solely on
their practices. This is of course at odds with the interpretive
method sketched above, but perhaps a more serious problem
with Barrett’s approach is that, in separating practice from
meaning, it recreates a dichotomy between physical and men-
tal and sides with the former (see also chapter 6).

We reiterate that meaning is not dichotomous. We make
sense of the world through both practices and ideas, but since
practices shape ideas and ideas shape practices, it is difficult to
separate the two. Meaning is therefore difficult to distinguish
from being. However, understanding is clearly different from
being because it moves beyond the actor’s experience to in-
clude the analyst’s reflections on the actor’s experience. In
other words, the new meanings that come from understand-
ing are a step removed from experience: they are the products
of reflection on the experience of someone other than the an-
alyst. Nevertheless, the work of interpretation creates a new
experience for the analyst that is certainly part of the analyst’s
being.

In addition to the processual sense of meaning as a sys-
tem of functional interrelationships, there is also meaning as
the structured content of ideas and symbols. This form of
meaning was the goal of the symbolic and structural archae-
ologies that proliferated in the 1980s (Hodder 1982a, 1982b).
Attending to the content of ideas and symbols involves more
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than saying, ‘this fibula functions to symbolize women’ or
‘this sword symbolizes men’. Rather, the question becomes,
‘what is the view of womanhood represented in the link be-
tween female skeletons and fibulae in graves?” The aim is to
search for Bourdieu’s habitus, the pe described by Flannery
and Marcus, and other structured and structuring ideas of the
type discussed in chapter 5. Archaeologists need to make ab-
stractions from the symbolic functions of the objects they
excavate in order to identify the meaning content behind
them, and this involves examining how the ideas denoted
by material symbols themselves play a part in structuring
soclety.

Beyond meaning as a system of functional interrelation-
ships and meaning as ideas and symbols, there is a third kind
of meaning: the meaning of specific actions for specific ac-
tors. We call this operational meaning. On the one hand,
operational meaning of a thing or event depends first on the
actor’s previous experiences of those things or events. This
simply restates the fact that meaning is relational. We use the
word ‘experience’ in order to convey a sense of embodiment.
It is important to remember bodily experience at this point
because too much abstract discussion of meaning might lull
us into the familiar mistake of equating ‘meaning’ not with
sense but with a sort of message that is purely conceptual and
consciously received. On the other hand, operational mean-
ing also depends on the intentions that motivate the actions
we interpret. In sum, operational meaning involves both the
actor’s experience of the past (biography) and intentions for
the future (strategy).

Having identified these three meanings, we must now re-
trace our steps and make it clear that this kind of a threefold
typology has nothing more than heuristic value. For exam-
ple, it is impossible to disentangle the meaning of a particular
use of symbols (an operational meaning) from the historically
generated field of meanings that condition that particular use
of symbols. In other words different types of meaning are not
mutually exclusive. Here we revisit the inseparable relation
between constitutive meaning and individual meaning (and
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perhaps langue and parole): individual meanings rest upon
and are enabled by constitutive meanings.

Finally, we must talk about meaning for archaeologists.
Meaning is not inherent in archaeological remains: it is for
someone, and in the case of the interpreting archaeologist,
it is for the interpreting archaeologist. This means that the
contemporary context of interpretation - the politics of ar-
chaeological communities - is an integral part of the process of
interpretation. In this chapter we will begin a discussion of
contemporary archaeo-politics by exploring critical hermene-
utics and the politics of relativism. But archaeo-politics is
too broad a subject to be contained in one chapter (cf. Tilley
1993, pp. 8-9). We continue the discussion in the next chapter
by observing specific examples of engagements between
archaeology and other contemporary interest groups.

As already noted, archaeologists have long discussed ways
of using their contextual data to build interpretations of
functional inter-relationships. This is the domain of palaeo-
economics, exchange theory, information theory, systems
theory, optimal foraging theory, social action theory, and
so on. All such theories can be faulted because of their inade-
quate consideration of the second and third types of meaning
with which the first is necessarily linked. Our main concern
here, then, will be with the content of meaning in particular
historical contexts, since this is the main lacuna in current
archaeological theory identified in previous chapters. The
same point is made by Davis (1984, p. 12), Wells (1984; 1985)
and Hall (1977). Although there is much overlap with the
consideration of functional meanings, our main interest will
be the use of contextual relationships to get at past meaning
content.

Reading material culture

How do we get at past meaning content? First in importance,
is it even possible to get at meaning? As we noted above,
many analytical traditions are sceptical of the possibility of
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coming to an understanding of meaning through interpre-
tation (hermeneutics). We can scapegoat some of Foucault’s
books (1972, 1994), in so far as his ‘new history’ emphasises
nearly unbridgeable discontinuities between the present and
the past and in so far as he was famously concerned with the
order of things, not their individual meanings. Yet Benjamin
and even Gadamer also admitted to an impossibility in this
task. In translation, ‘there will always be a gap between the
spirit of the original words and that of their reproduction’
(Gadamer 1981, p. 384). But as we saw above, the goal of
interpretation is not direct translation, but understanding.
Furthermore, despite the radical claims in his writing of the
late 1960s, Foucault’s histories stand as testimony to the pos-
sibility of understanding the past.

Previous editions of this book proposed a method for un-
derstanding meaning in the past that considered the archaeo-
logical record as a text to be read. But how are we to read such
‘texts’? Clearly, if the past material culture language shared no
features, words, grammar or structure in common with our
contemporary verbal language, then any such reading would
be difficult if not impossible, especially since the surviving
text is partial and fragmentary, in addition to being simply
different. Beyond this basic difference between language and
material culture, there are other limits to the view that mate-
rial culture should be compared with text and language.

Whereas language is an abstract representation, the primary
function of much material culture may not be to represent
but to help accomplish physical tasks. Material culture vari-
ation is often dependent on these functional considerations.
In chapter 3 (p. 60) we discussed other differences between
material culture and text: material culture as a signifier does
not always have an arbitrary relation to the signified; mate-
rial culture is ambiguous in different ways; the experience of
material culture is often semi-conscious or unconscious.

There are many other troubles with text (Buchli 1995).
Morris (1999, p. 27) claims that objects may be scarce whereas
words are not (it is important to note, however, that certain
words may be taboo and that in many situations not all people

167



Reading the past

are authorised to speak; Bourdieu 1991). Bloch (1995) notes
that when we consider material culture as text, we fall into
the trap of thinking that meaning is something signified. In
his example from Madagascar, wood carvings do not ‘mean’
anything; rather they ‘honor the wood’. When we realise that
the wood of the house indexes the founder of the house, the
‘meaning’ of the wood and the carvings is interwoven with
the life of the founder. The wood carvings are texts only in
the sense that they are the materials by which people create
their own biographical texts (Thomas 1995).

These considerations challenge the central idea of this
book: that the past can be read. However, we believe we
can respond to these challenges and rescue the idea of reading
the past. Our first response is that text is not the only thing
we read. We read a variety of signs: text happens to be the
most abstract and complex. We are on better footing when
reading material culture partly because material culture is not
as abstract or complex as text. Text is complex because it is
designed to express complex ideas and thoughts, and has to be
fairly precise and comprehensive. But there are no grammars
and dictionaries of material culture language. Material culture
symbols are often more ambiguous than their verbal coun-
terparts, and what can be said with them is normally much
simpler. Also the material symbols are durable, restricting
flexibility. In many ways material culture is not a language
at all - it is more clearly action and practice in the world,
and these pragmatic concerns have a great influence on the
symbolic meanings of material culture (Hodder 1989a). In so
far as material culture is a language, it is a simple one when
compared to spoken or written language. For these varied rea-
sons, material culture texts are easier to decipher than those
written documents for which we do not know the language.
This is why archaeologists have had some success in ‘reading’
material culture, even though they have rarely been explicit
about the ‘grammar” which they are assuming.

Part of the reason why material culture is easier to decipher
than text is that it works with a different model of signs. As
we saw in chapter 3, Saussure’s semiological model of the

168



Contextual archaeology

sign - arbitrary relation between signifier and signified -
works well for text but not for material culture. We embrace
Peirce’s semiotic model of signs, which accounts for the mate-
riality of objects by considering non-arbitrary relations, such
as indexicality and iconicity (Preucel and Bauer 2001). Finally,
despite the fact that most philosophers resort to ‘conver-
sation’, ‘translation’ or ‘text’ as examples of the process of
interpretation, a variety of writers have amplified Peirce’s
goal by developing additional details of the ways that material
signs communicate meaning. Much of this work was reviewed
in chapter 3 (p. 64) in the discussion of materialisation: mean-
ingful actions leave their mark on the world of objects.

In sum, we can resurrect the idea of reading the past if, iron-
ically, we remember that material culture is not text. Text is
only a metaphor, not an analogy, for material culture. As
human actors, we are always reading the contexts in which
we find ourselves and we have done so since infancy. As we
showed in chapter 6, much of the way we habituate ourselves
to the settings around us is through a semi-conscious, bod-
ily harmonising. As Gadamer (1975, pp. 259-61) points out,
this Heideggerian form of ‘being-in-the-world” - Dasein - is
the original form of understanding. In other words, we come
to know other people, other cultures and other times in the
same way that we find our footing in our everyday world.
Life itself is the foundation and sufficient condition for his-
torical hermeneutics. We project ourselves into the past in the
same way that we find our way growing up in our own cul-
ture or another culture. As we meet and get to know people,
we can never be certain that we have properly understood
what is in their minds, what they mean by things. All we
have to go on is their grunts and actions. Gradually, as more
of these physical events occur, we come to some approxima-
tion of this ‘otherness’: we come to see the grunts as words.
However ‘other’ it seemed at first, an evaluated approxima-
tion to understanding is feasible. The goal of this chapter is to
make these procedures more explicit, particularly in relation

to archaeology and the type of data with which archaeologists
deal.
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For the remainder of this chapter, we present the details
of what has been called ‘contextual archaeology’, beginning
with a discussion of ‘context’.

Context

The word ‘context’ is used frequently in archaeological dis-
course, in questions such as ‘what is the context of your re-
mark?’, or ‘what is the data context?’ The word is used in a
variety of different situations to mean sensitivity to the partic-
ular data - ‘your general idea does not work in my context’ -
but in the previous section, we noted that context refers also
to the contemporary social, political and economic conditions
of research.

‘Context’ comes from the Latin contexere, meaning to
weave, join together, connect. In reaction to the excessive
claims about general laws made by some New Archaeolo-
gists (e.g. Watson, Leblanc and Redman 1971) one can argue
that there were many movements in the contextual direc-
tion. As already noted (p. 42), Flannery (1973) reacted against
too strong an empha51s on ‘law-and-order’, and emphasized
instead ‘systemness’ — a more flexible approach in which
particular relationships could be taken into account. This in-
terweaving, or connecting, of things in their historical partic-
ularity has been described above (p. 125) as evident in many
branches of archaeology (Marxist, evolutionary, processual).
Butzer (1982) too has identified a ‘contextual’ method in eco-
logical approaches to the past, and in Classical archaeology
a contextual approach has been clearly outlined in relation
to Greek painted pottery (Berard and Durand 1984). A book
entitled Contexts for Prehistoric Exchange (Ericson and Early
1982) seeks to emphasize the contexts of production and con-
sumption in which exchange occurs.

In spatial archaeology more generally, Hodder (1985) has
argued that a new generation of analytical techniques seeks
to be more sensitive to the archaeological data, and to be
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more heuristic. We shall see more of this below. A major
arena in which archaeologists have emphasized the particular-
ity of their data is the study of depositional processes. Schiffer
(1976) made the important contribution of distinguishing the
archaeological context from the systemic context, pointing to
the dangers of an application of general theory and methods
(e.g. Whallon 1974) which did not take this distinction into
account.

In Renfrew’s (1973a) The Explanation of Culture Change,
Case (1973, p. 44) argued for a contextual archaeology ‘which
alone deserves to be considered a new archaeology’, and
which involved linking general theories more closely to the
available data. This concern with context has perhaps in-
creased recently, at all levels in archaeology. On the one hand
Flannery (1982) appears critical of general and abstract phi-
losophizing which strays too far from the hard data (see also
Barrett and Kinnes 1988); on the other hand, the concern with
context has become a major methodological issue in excava-
tion procedures. Rather than using interpretative terms (like
floor, house, pit, post-hole) at the initial stage of excavation
and analysis, many data coding sheets now use less subjec-
tive words such as ‘unit’ or ‘context’. It is felt that excavation
should not involve over-subjective interpretations imposed at
too early a stage, before all the data have been amassed.

In a sense, archaeology is defined by its concern with con-
text. To be interested in artifacts without any contextual in-
formation is antiquarianism, and is perhaps found in certain
types of art history or the art market. Digging objects up
out of their context, as is done by some metal detector users,
is the antithesis in relation to which archaeology forms its
identity. To reaffirm the importance of context thus includes
reaffirming the importance of archaeology as archaeology.

In sum, archaeologists use the term ‘context’ in a variety of
ways which have in common the connecting or interweaving
of objects in a particular situation or group of situations. An
object as an object, alone, is mute. But archaeology is not the
study of isolated objects. Objects may not be totally mute
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if we can read the context in which they are found (Berard
and Durand 1984, p. 21). Of course all languages have to
be interpreted, and so, in one sense, all utterances and ma-
terial symbols are mute, but a material symbol in its con-
text is no more or less mute than any grunt or other sound
used in speech. The artifacts do speak (or perhaps faintly
whisper), but they speak only a part of a dialogue in which
the interpreter is an active participant.

Two points which have been made throughout this volume
need to be emphasized here. The first is that the subjective in-
ternal meanings which archaeologists can infer are not ‘ideas
in people’s heads’, in the sense that they are not the con-
scious thoughts of individuals. Rather, they are public and
social concepts which are reproduced in the practices of daily
life. They are thus both made visible for archaeologists and
because the institutionalized practices of social groups have a
routine they lead to repetition and pattern. It is from these
material patterns that archaeologists can infer the concepts
which are embedded in them. The second way in which the
feasibility of reading material culture is enhanced is that the
context of material culture production is more concrete than
that of language and speech. Material culture meanings are
largely influenced by technological, physical and functional
considerations. The concrete and partly non-cultural nature
of such factors enables the ‘text’ of material culture to be read
more easily than the arbitrary signs of language. The context
of material culture is not only abstract and conceptual but
also pragmatic and non-arbitrary.

In what follows, the term ‘contextual’ will refer to the
placing of items ‘with their texts’ - ‘con-text’. The general
notion here is that ‘context’ can refer to those parts of a
written document which come immediately before and after
a particular passage, so closely connected in meaning with
it that its sense is not clear apart from them. Later in this
chapter a still more specific definition of ‘context’ will be
provided. For the moment, the aim is to outline ways in
which archaeologists move from text to symbolic meaning
content.
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Similarities and differences

In beginning to systematize the methodology for interpreting
past meaning content from material culture, it seems that
archaeologists work by identifying various types of relevant
similarities and differences, and that these are built up into
various types of contextual associations. Abstractions are then
made from contexts and associations and differences in order
to arrive at meaning in terms of function and content (see
Fig. 7).

We can start, then, with the idea of similarities and differ-
ences. In language this is simply the idea that when someone
says ‘black” we give that sound meaning because it sounds
similar (though not identical) to other examples of the word
‘black’, and because it 1s different from other sounds like
‘white’ or ‘back’. In archaeology it is the common idea that
we put a pot in the category of ‘A’ pots because it looks like
other pots in that category but looks different from the cat-
egory of ‘B’ pots. Of course, the similarities and differences

S/Ds < > context > contextual
. . meaning
incorporating:
temporal phase, period A. Systemic process
. , and structure
region, site,
vy
2 spatial activity area,
.
g hearth
)
@ (depositional (pit, wall,
unit) burial, house) B. Symbolic content
and structure
typological culture, style, co onal
. Operationa
type P

— - - - meaning

Fig. 7. The interpretation of contextual meanings from the
similarities and differences between archaeological objects.
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that we see as archaeologists might not be relevant. We discuss
the issue of relevance in the next section, but the following
example provisionally highlights the issue. In graves, we may
find fibulae associated with women, and this similarity in
spatial location and unit of deposition encourages us to think
that fibulae ‘mean’ women, but only if the fibula is not found
in male graves, which may be different in that brooches are
found instead of fibulae. Other associations and contrasts of
women, female activities and fibulae may allow an abstraction
concerning the meaning content of ‘womanhood’. For exam-
ple the fibulae might have designs which are elsewhere found
associated with a category of objects to do with reproduction
rather than with productive tasks (see the Faris study, p. 64,
and McGhee’s analysis, p. 46).

We can formalize this process of searching for similarities
and differences in the following diagram:

similarity
fibula female
difference :
brooch male

It is instructive to compare such a diagram with the following
one, in which it is utilitarian functional relationships rather
than symbolic functions that are being sought.

similarity

tools hearth

difference :
other objects away from hearth

Here the archaeologist interprets the area around a hearth as
an activity area because tools occur there in contrast to other
parts of the site or house where tools are not found. The form
of explanation is identical to the one above, in which the sym-
bolic meaning of a fibula is sought. But, as has been claimed
throughout this volume, there is no necessary disjunction
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between these two aims: function and symbolic meaning are
not contradictory. Thus the fibula functions to keep clothes
on and perhaps to symbolize women, and it can also have the
meaning content of ‘women as reproductive’. Equally the ac-
tivity area around the hearth may indicate that certain tools
have the meaning content of ‘home’, the ‘domestic hearth’
and so on. Indeed we need to assume some such meaning
in order to look for the activity area around the hearth in
the first place and in order to give the objects grouped there
related functions. The identification of an ‘activity area’ is
the imposition of meaning content. The forms of meaning
(functional/systemic, ideational, operational) are necessarily
interdependent - it is not possible to talk of the one without
at least assuming the other.

The above account of meaning as being built up from
simultaneous similarities and differences is influenced by the
discussion in chapter 3, and it seeks to do no more than ac-
count for the way in which archaeologists work. However, a
prescriptive element is also present. First, it is argued that sim-
ilarities and differences can be identified at many ‘levels’. Thus
similarities and differences may occur in terms of underlying
dimensions of variation such as structural oppositions, no-
tions of ‘orderliness’, ‘naturalness’ and so on. Theory is
always involved in the definition of similarities and differ-
ences, but at ‘deeper’ levels the need for imaginative theory is
particularly apparent. We will return to these different levels
of similarity and difference below. Second, it can be argued
that archaeologists have concentrated too much on similar-
ities and too little on differences (Van der Leeuw, personal
communication to the authors). The whole cross-cultural
approach has been based on identifying similarities and com-
mon causes. The tendency has been to explain, for example,
pottery decoration by some universal symbolic function of all
decoration or of all symbolism. Societies have been grouped
into categories (states, hunter-gatherers etc.) and their com-
mon characteristics identified. Of course, any such work as-
sumes differences as well, but the ‘presence’ of an absence is
seldom made the focus of research. For example, we can ask
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why pots are decorated, but we can also ask why only pots
are decorated. This is again partly a matter of identifying the
particular framework within which action has meaning. If
pots are the only type of container decorated in one cultural
context this is of relevance in interpreting the meaning of
the decoration. But on the whole archaeologists tend to re-
move the decorated pots from their contexts and measure the
similarities between pots.

The need to consider difference can be clarified, if in a some-
what extreme fashion, with the word ‘pain’. One way to in-
terpret the unknown meaning of this word would be to search
for similar words in other cultures. We would then form a
category of similar-looking words, including examples found
in England and France, and identify their common character-
istics. But in fact the word has entirely different meanings in
England and France, and one would quickly see this by con-
centrating on the different associations of the word in the two
cultures - in England with agony and in France with bakers.
This over-simplistic example reinforces the point made by
Collingwood, that every term which archaeologists use has
to be open to criticism to see whether it might have different
meanings in different contexts. Archaeologists need, then, to
be alive to difference and absence; they must always ask ques-
tions such as: is the pot type found in different situations, why
are other pot types not decorated, why are other containers
not decorated, why is this type of tomb or this technique of
production absent from this area?

In what ways can archaeologists describe similarities and
differences? In the fibula example given above, we already
have a typological difference (between the fibula and the
brooch) and a depositional similarity (the fibula occurs in
graves with women). We have also referred to similarities and
differences along the functional dimension. We shall see that
the interweaving and networking of different types and levels
of similarity and difference support interpretation. For the
moment, however, we wish to discuss each type of dimension
of similarity/difference separately. Each type of similarity
and difference can occur at more than one level and scale.
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The first type of similarity and difference with which ar-
chaeologists routinely deal is the temporal. Clearly if two
objects are close in time, that is, they are similar along the
temporal dimension, as seen in stratigraphy, absolute dating,
or otherwise, then archaeologists would be more likely to
place them in the same context and give them related mean-
ings. In chapter 7 we made it clear that the archaeologist’s
understanding of time might differ markedly from the un-
derstandings of time held in ancient societies. Also, the tem-
poral dimension is closely linked to other dimensions - if two
objects are in the same temporal context but widely distant
in space or in other dimensions, then the similar temporal
context may be irrelevant. Diffusion is a process that takes
place over time and space and also involves the typological
dimension.

The concern along the temporal dimension is to isolate a pe-
riod or phase in which, in some sense, inter-related events are
occurring. So within a phase there is continuity of structure,
and/or meaning content, and/or systemic processes etc. But
what scale of temporal analysis is necessary for the under-
standing of any particular object? In chapter 7 examples were
noted of continuities over millennia. It was also suggested
(p. 138) that, ultimately, it is necessary to move backwards,
‘peeling off the onion skins’, until the very first cultural act
is identified. This is not a practical or necessary solution in
most instances; in most cases one simply wants to identify the
historical context which has a direct bearing on the question
at hand.

Archaeologists already have a battery of quantitative tech-
niques for identifying continuities and breaks in temporal
sequences (Doran and Hodson 1975), and such evidence is
used in identifying the relevant context, but many breaks
which appear substantial may in fact express continuities or
transformations at the structural level, and they may involve
diffusion and migration, implying that the relevant temporal
context has to be pursued in other spatial contexts. In general,
archaeologists have been successful in identifying the relevant
systemic inter-relationships for the understanding of any one
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object (artifact, site or whatever). These are simply all the fac-
tors in the previous system state which impinge upon the new
state. But in the imposition of meaning content, when the ar-
chaeologist wishes to evaluate the claims that two objects are
likely to have the same meaning content because they are con-
temporary, or that the meanings are unlikely to have changed
within the same phase, the question of scale becomes even
more important. So, from considering temporal similarities
and differences, we are left with the question: what is the scale
on which the relevant temporal context is to be defined? This
question of scale will reappear and will be dealt with later, but
it seems to depend on the questions that are being asked and
the attributes that are being measured.

Similarities and differences can also be noted along the spa-
tial dimension. Here the archaeologists are concerned with
identifying functional and symbolic meanings and structures
from the arrangements of objects (and sites, etc.) over space.
Space, like time, is also qualitatively experienced, as we saw
in chapter 6, and therefore should not be understood simply
as a neutral variable. Normally analysis along this dimension
assumes that the temporal dimension has been controlled.
The concern is to derive meanings from objects because
they have similar spatial relationships (e.g. clustered, regu-
larly spaced). Again, a battery of techniques already exists for
such analysis. It can be claimed that many of these spatial
techniques involve imposing externally derived hypotheses
without adequate consideration of context; however, new
analytical procedures are now emerging which allow greater
sensitivity to archaeological data. For example, Kintigh and
Ammerman (1982) have described contextual, heuristic meth-
ods for the description of point distributions, and related
techniques have been described for assessing the association
between distributions (Hodder and Okell 1978), and for de-
termining the boundaries of distributions (Carr 1984). Indeed,
it is possible to define a whole new generation of spatial an-
alytical techniques in archaeology, which are less concerned
to impose methods and theories, pre-packaged, from other
disciplines or from abstract probablhty theory, and are more
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concerned with the specific archaeological problem at hand
(Hodder 1985).

In these various ways the archaeologist seeks to define the
spatial context which is relevant to an understanding of a
particular object. In many cases this is fairly straightforward -
the origins of the raw material can be sought, the spatial extent
of the style can be mapped, the boundaries of the settlement
cluster can be drawn. Often, however, the relevant scale of
analysis will vary depending on the attribute selected (raw ma-
terial, decorative style, shape). This is similar to the variation
found if an individual is asked ‘where do you come from?’
The response (street, part of town, town, county, country,
continent) will depend on contextual questions (who is being
talked to and where, and why the question is being asked).
Thus there is no rlght scale of analysis.

This problem is particularly acute in the archaeological
concern to define ‘regions’ of analysis. This is often done
priori, based on environmental features (e.g. a valley system),
but whether such an imposed entity has any relevance to
the questions being asked is not always clear. The ‘region’
will vary depending on the attributes being discussed. Thus
there can be no one a priori scale of spatial context - the con-
text varies from the immediate environment to the whole
world if some relevant dimension of variation can be found
linking objects (sites, cultures or whatever) at these differ-
ent scales. As was made clear in the case of the temporal di-
mension, the definition of context will depend on identifying
relevant dimensions of variation along which similarities and
differences can be measured, and this will be discussed further
below.

It is perhaps helpful to identify a third type of similar-
ity and difference - the depositional unit — which is in fact a
combination of the first two. We mean here closed layers of
soil, pits, graves, ditches and the like, which are bounded in
space and time. To say that two objects may have associ-
ated meanings because they come from the same pit is just
as subjective as saying that they have related meanings be-
cause they are linked spatially and temporally, but there is
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also an additional component of interpretation in that it is as-
sumed that the boundaries of the unit are themselves relevant
for the identification of meaning. Archaeologists routinely
accept this premiss; indeed co-occurrence in a pit, or on a
house floor, may be seen as more important than unbounded
spatial distance. Once again, similarities and differences in de-
positional unit can be claimed at many scales (layer, post-hole,
house, site) and the question of identifying the relevant scale
of context will have to be discussed.

The typological dimension also could be argued to be sim-
ply a variant of the two primary dimensions. If two artifacts
are said to be similar typologically, this really means that
they have similar arrangements or forms in space. However
it is helpful to distinguish the notion of ‘type’, as is usual
in archaeology, since typological similarities of objects over
space and time are different from the distances (over space and
time) between them. Indeed, the notion of typological simi-
larities and differences is central to the definition of temporal
contexts (incorporating periods, phases) and spatial contexts
(incorporating cultures, styles). Thus typology is central to
the development of the contextual approach in archaeology.
It is also the aspect which most securely links archaeology to
its traditional concerns and methods.

At the basis of all archaeological work is the need to classify
and categorize, and the debate as to whether these classifica-
tions are ‘ours’ or ‘theirs’, ‘etic’ or ‘emic’, is an old one. On
the whole, however, this stage of analysis, the initial typology
of settlements, artifacts or economies, is normally separated
from the later analysis of social process. Most archaeologists
recognize the subjectivity of their own typologies and have
focussed on mathematical and computer techniques which
aim to limit this subjectivity. After having ‘done the best
they can’ with the initial, unavoidably difficult stage, archae-
ologists then move on to quantify and compare and to arrive
at social process.

For example it may be claimed that there is more unifor-
mity or diversity in one area or period than another, or that
one region has sites in which 20% of potsherds have zig-zag
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designs while another adjacent region also has 20% zig-zag
designs, indicating close contact, lack of competition, trade
etc. But how can we be sure that the initial typology is valid?
As in the example of the bird/rabbit drawing on p. 18, how
can we be sure that the zig-zags, though looking the same, are
not different?

To get at such questions, a start can be made with the struc-
ture of decoration (chapter 3). Do the zig-zags occur on the
same parts of the same types of pot, or in the same structural
position in relation to other decorations? But also, what is
the culture-historical context of the use of zig-zag (and other)
decoration in the two areas? Going back in time, can we see
the zig-zags deriving from different origins and traditions?
Have they had different associations and meanings?

In defining ‘types’, archaeologists need to examine the his-
torical association of traits in order to attempt to enter into
the subjective meanings they connote. To some degree, ar-
chaeologists have traditionally been sensitive to such consid-
erations, at least implicitly. For example, through much of
the Neolithic in north and west Europe, pots tend to have
horizontally organized decoration near the rim, and vertical
decoration lower down. Sometimes, as in some beaker shapes,
this distinction is marked by a break in the outline of the pot
between neck and body. In discussing and categorizing types
of Neolithic pottery, this particular historical circumstance
can be taken into account, with the upper and lower zones
of decoration being treated differently.

Of course it can be argued that such differences, between
upper horizontal and lower vertical decoration, are entirely
imposed from the outside and would not have been rec-
ognized by Neolithic individuals. Certainly this possibility
will always remain, but it is argued here that archaeologists
have been successful, and can have further success, in recov-
ering typologies which approximate indigenous perceptions
(always remembering that such perceptions would have var-
ied according to social contexts and strategy). Success in such
endeavours depends on including as much information as is
available on the historical contexts and associations of traits,
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styles and organizational design properties, as well as on a re-
construction of the active use of such traits in social strategies.

Thus, one contextual approach to typology is to obtain
as much information as possible about the similarities and
differences of individual attributes before the larger typolo-
gies are built. A rather different approach is to accept the
arbitrariness of our own categories and to be more open
to alternative possibilities. For example, the plant typolo-
gies used by palaeoethnobotanists tend to be restricted to the
established species lists. It would be possible, however, to
class plant remains according to height of plant, stickiness of
leaves, period of flowering, and so on. These varied classi-
fications can be tested for correlations with other variables,
with the aim of letting the data contribute to the choice of
appropriate typology. A similar procedure could be followed
for bone, pottery or any other typology.

Four dimensions of variation (temporal, spatial, deposi-
tional and typological) have been discussed, and functional
variation has been briefly mentioned. One general point can
be emphasized. An important aspect of contextual history
is that it allows for dimensions of variation which occur at
‘deeper’ levels than in much archaeology. In other words,
similarities and differences are also sought in terms of abstrac-
tions which draw together the observable data in ways which
are not immediately apparent. For example, an abstract op-
position between culture and nature may link together the
degree to which settlements are ‘defended’ or bounded, and
the relative proportions of wild and domesticated animals
found in those settlements. Thus, where the culture/nature
dichotomy is more marked, the boundaries around settle-
ments (separating the domestic from the wild) may be more
substantial, houses too may be more elaborate, and even
pottery may be more decorated (as marking the ‘domesti-
cation’ of food products as they are brought in, prepared
and consumed in the domestic world). The bones of wild
animals, especially the still wild ancestors or equivalents of
domesticated stock, may not occur in settlement sites. As
the culture/nature dichotomy becomes less marked, or as its
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focus is changed, all the above ‘similarities’ may change to-
gether if the hypothesis that the culture/nature dichotomy is
a relevant dimension of variation is correct. It is not imme-
diately apparent that boundaries around settlements, pottery
decoration and the proportions of wild and domesticated ani-
mal bones have anything to do with each other. The provision
of a ‘deep’ abstraction suddenly makes sense of varied pieces
of information as they change through time.

Relevant dimensions of variation

In any set of cultural data there are perhaps limitless simi-
larities and differences that can be identified. For example,
all pots in an area are similar in that they are made of clay,
but different in that the detailed marks of decoration vary
slightly or in that the distributions of temper particles are
not identical. How do we pick out the relevant similarities
and differences, and what is the relevant scale of analysis?
We wish to argue initially that the relevant dimensions of
variation are identified heuristically in archaeology by find-
ing those dimensions of variation (grouped into temporal,
spatial, depositional and typological etc.) which show signif-
icant patterns of similarity and difference. Significance itself
is largely defined in terms of the number and quality of coin-
cident similarities and differences in relation to a theory. An
important safeguard in interpreting past meaning content is
the ability to support hypotheses about meaningful dimen-
sions of variation in a variety of different aspects of the data
(see, for example, Deetz 1983, Hall 1983). For example, if the
orientation of houses is symbolically important in compar-
ing and contrasting houses (see above, p. 71) does the same
dimension of variation occur also in the placing of tombs?
There are numerous ways in which archaeologists routinely
seek for significant correlations, associations and differences,
but the inferred pattern increases in interest as more of the
network coincides. Since the definition of such statistically
significant patterning depends on one’s theory, guidelines are
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needed for the types of significant similarities and differences
that can be sought.

Here it is helpful to return to the distinction between sys-
temic and symbolic meanings. As already noted, it is in the
realm of systemic processes that most archaeological theory
and method have been developed. Given such work, it is rec-
ognized that consideration of the sources of raw materials is
significant and relevant to a discussion of the exchange of the
items made from those raw materials. In discussing subsis-
tence economies it is relevant and significant to study bones
and seeds from a variety of functionally inter-related sites. But
immediately, we are drawn in such accounts to the need to
consider the symbolic meaning content of bones (see above,
p- 15), which has been less well researched and is less easy to
define.

In discussing the content of symbolic meanings a range of
different theories from structuralism and post-structuralism
to Marxist and structuration theories concerned with ide-
ology, power, action and representation are used. But such
theories can always be tied to particular similarities and dif-
ferences. A start can be made with an example. Imagine we
are concerned with the meaning of the occurrence of red pots
on a site. What are the relevant dimensions of variation for
determining the meaning of this attribute? With what should
the red pots be compared in order to identify similarities and
differences? A second, contemporary site has no red pots, but
it does have bronze fibulae (which do not occur on the first
site). Is the difference between the pots and the fibulae rele-
vant for an understanding of the pots? Such a difference would
be relevant if it were part of a more general difference in his-
torical tradition between the two sites or regions, but since it
is on its own we cannot say that the fibulae are relevant to the
red pots unless there is some dimension along which we can
measure the variation and see significant patterning. Thus, we
might find that the red pots and fibulae occurred in the same
spatial location within houses or graves - in such a case they
would be alternative types when measured in terms of spatial
location; or red pots on the first site might be contrasted with
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black pots on the second site, with the fibulae only found in
the black pots. Once some dimension is found along which
distinctively patterned similarities and differences occur, then
the fibulae do become relevant to an understanding of the
red pots. Our theories about the way material culture ‘texts’
work, including the notion of structural oppositions, allow
statistical significance to be defined. In the case of the red pots,
if we find statistically significant patterning with the fibulae,
then the pots and the fibulae are part of the same context
and must be described together. A lack of significant contex-
tual patterning between two artifact classes does not mean
an absence of meaning: each depositional event, whether it
involves a pot alone, a fibula alone or both together, has oper-
ational meaning. Importantly, the lack of a clear pattern may
indicate that instead of consensus, there was a cacophony of
voices and acts in this area, or perhaps chaos as a result of
post-depositional processes. In the example given on p. 174,
the fibula and the brooch are relevant to each other because
they occur as alternative dress items.

As another hypothetical example, we can take the design
in Fig. 8. If we want to compare this pottery design with
other designs on pots in order to identify similarities and
differences, we have to describe it in some way. But, a priori,
there are very many ways of describing the same design, some
of which are provided in the diagram. What is the relevant
dimension of variation on which the designs can be described
and compared? It might be thought, and it is often claimed,
that decisions by archaeologists about which is the ‘right’
description are entirely arbitrary. Yet we have already seen
that much other information within the ‘same’ context can
be used to aid the decision. For example, lozenge shapes (as in
description ‘/” in Fig. 8) made of beaten gold might be found
in the same graves as the decorated pots, apparently worn on
male bodies as items of prestige. In fact lozenges might be
found frequently in different but significant contexts within
the same culture as the pots. This evidence for statistical as-
sociation might lead the archaeologist to suggest that the ‘/”
description in Fig. 8 was the ‘best’ in this particular context.
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In this example we can continue further to define what is a
relevant similarity or difference — along which dimension and
at what scale. For example, at some point the lozenge used
as comparison may be so distorted in shape that we doubt
its relevance, or there may be such a gap in space or time
between the lozenges being compared that we say that they
are unlikely to have any relevance to each other; they have
no common meaning. We can of course argue that the gold
lozenges in graves are dress items, on a different depositional
dimension to the pots, and therefore with different and unre-
lated meanings. Such an argument would have to demonstrate
a lack of theoretically plausible dimensions on which signif-
icant patterning occurred in the similarities and differences
between pots and graves.

It is, then, by looking for significant patterning along di-
mensions of variation that the relevant dimensions are de-
fined. The symbolic meaning of the object is an abstraction
from the totality of these cross-references. Yet, each event that
helps establish (or strays from) the pattern has its own oper-
ational meaning which we can only make sense of by seeing
how it conforms to the precedent established by each of the
other previous events. The specific meanings may differ and
conflict along different dimensions of variation and our ac-
ceptance and understanding of this complexity will be closely
related to the theories with which we are equipped. None of
these procedures can take place without simultaneous abstrac-
tion and theory. To note a pattern is simultaneously to give
it meaning, as one describes dimensions of variance as being
related to dress, colour, sex and so on. The aim is simply to
place this subjectivity within a careful consideration of the
data complex.

Definition of context

Each object exists in many relevant dimensions at once, and
so, where the data exist, a rich network of associations and
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contrasts can be followed through in building up towards an
interpretation of meaning. The totality of the relevant dimen-
sions of variation around any one object can be identified as
the context of that object.

The relevant context for an object x’ to which we are try-
ing to give meaning (of any type) is all those aspects of the
data which have relationships with ‘x’ which are significantly
patterned in the ways described above. A more precise def-
inition for the context of an archaeological attribute is the
totality of the relevant environment, where ‘relevant’ refers to
a significant relationship to the object - that is, a relationship
necessary for discerning the object’s meaning. We have also
seen that the context will depend on the operational intention
(of past social actors and present analysts).

It should be clear from this definition of context that the
boundaries around a group of similarities (such as a cultural
unit) do not form the boundaries of the context, since the
differences berween cultural units may be relevant for an un-
derstanding of the meaning of objects within each cultural
unit. Rather, the boundaries of the context only occur when a
lack of significant similarities and differences occurs. It should
also be made clear that the definition is object-centred and
situation specific. The ‘object’ may be an attribute, artifact,
type, culture or whatever; however — unlike the notions of a
unitary culture or type - the context varies with the specif-
ically located object and the dimensions of variation being
considered, and with the operational intention. ‘Cultures’,
therefore, are components or aspects of contexts, but they do
not define them.

In the interpretation of symbolic meanings, the significant
dimensions of variation define structures of signification. One
of the main and immediate impacts of the contextual ap-
proach is that it no longer becomes possible to study one
arbitrarily defined aspect of the data on its own (Hall 1977).
Over recent years research has come to be centred upon,
for example, the settlement system, or the ceramics, or the
lithics, or the seeds, from a site or region or even at a cross-
cultural scale. Now, however, it is claimed that decorated pots
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can only be understood by comparison with other contain-
ers and/or with other items made of clay, and/or with other
decorated items - all within the same context. In this exam-
ple, ‘containers’, ‘clay’ or ‘decoration’ are the dimensions of
variation along which similarities and differences are sought.
Burial can only be understood through its contextual rela-
tionships to the contemporary settlements and non-burial
rituals (Parker Pearson 1984a, b). Lithic variation can be ex-
amined as structured food procuring process alongside bone
and seed variation. The focus of research becomes the con-
text, or rather the series of contexts involved in ‘a culture’ or
‘aregion’.

Within a context, items have symbolic meanings through
their relationships and contrasts with other items within the
same text. But if everything only has meaning in relation to
everything else, how does one ever enter into the context?
Where does one start? The problem is clearly present in the
original definition of attributes. In order to describe a pot we
need to make decisions about the relevant variables - should
we measure shape, height, zonation or motif? The contextual
answer is that one searches for other data along these dimen-
sions of variation in order to identify the relevant dimensions
which make up the context. Thus, in the example given above
concerning lozenge decoration (p. 185), one searches along the
dimension of ‘motif’ to identify similar motifs (as well as dif-
ferences and absences - if the gold lozenges are only found
in male graves we might be encouraged to think they are
‘male’ symbols when used on the pots, in contrast to ‘female’
symbols), and one finds the gold lozenge. But the lozenge
on the pots and on the gold item of dress may mean differ-
ent things because on one scale they occur in different con-
texts. One could only support the theory that the two sets
of lozenges had similar meanings by finding other aspects
of similarity between them (for example, other motifs used
in male dress items which also occur as pot decoration). So
everything depends on everything else, and the definition of
attributes depends on the definition of context which depends
on the definition of attributes!
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There seems to be no easy answer to this problem. How-
ever, if it were truly the case that we had no way of knowing
what context was relevant or how the context should be de-
scribed, then even the most basic forms of communication
would be impossible. The problem is surely not as insur-
mountable as it looks. In the course of living, one learns which
contexts are relevant (Asad 1986, p. 149). Nevertheless, it is
important to be aware that even though we cannot have any
understanding without delineating a context, the act of delin-
eating that context forecloses certain kinds of understanding
(Yates 1990, p. 155). We must always stop the chain of context
somewhere, but in doing so we close down certain possibil-
ities. This closure is a strategic act of control, committed by
archaeologists as well as actors in the past whose strategies
of power depended on controlling the meaning of encoun-
ters and events. These closures do not end interpretation, but
they do create power relations.

Thus, in the past as in the present, the creation of context is
an intentional act. The goal of interpretation, however, is to
move beyond one’s starting point, to have one’s intentions
reformed and reconstituted as they fuse with the object of
interpretation. In this sense, it is important to know all the
data as thoroughly as possible, and gradually to accommo-
date theory to data by trial-and-error searching for relevant
dimensions of variation, cross-checking with contextual in-
formation, and so on. The procedure certainly implies that
interpretation of meaning will be more successful where the
data are more richly networked. It was often implied, during
the period of the New Archaeology, that archaeology would
develop, not from the collection of more data, but from ad-
vances in theory. While such notions have their own histori-
cal context, the contextual approach is very much dependent
on data. We have seen, throughout the descriptions above,
that theory, interpretation and subjectivity are involved at
every stage. Yet at the same time, the emphasis is placed on
interpreting what the data can ‘tell’ us, and the more net-
worked the data, the more there is to ‘read’. As already noted,
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an object out of context is not readable; and a symbol painted
on a cave wall when there are no deposits in the cave, when
there are no deposits in the region that contain other depic-
tions of the symbol on other objects, and when there are no
graves containing the symbol, is scarcely more readable.

It is partly for this reason that historical archaeology is
an ‘easier’ approach. Here the data are richly networked,
much survives, and there are many leads that can be followed
through, even in the absence of the literary texts, which them-
selves only provide another context in which to look for
similarities and differences. The same problems remain - of
having to define whether the written context is relevant to
the other contexts (e.g. archaeological layers), and of deciding
whether similarities between two contexts (written and non-
written) imply the same or different meanings. Yet there is
more possibility of facing these issues because the richer data
allow more similarities and differences to be sought along
more relevant dimensions of variation.

In prehistoric archaeology, the further one goes back in
time, so that survival rates diminish, the more difficult it
becomes to ground hypotheses in data. Here the rare site with
detailed information may often act as a key for numerous
less well-excavated or poorly surviving sites. In many areas
contextual archaeology can hardly begin until more data have
been collected.

Explanation and description

Does all this mean that explaining and understanding the past
are simply a matter of describing the contextual data in the
fullest way possible? Much damage has been done in archae-
ology by the opposition of the words ‘description’ and ‘ex-
planation’: ‘descriptive’ became little more than a pejorative
term to throw at archaeologists who were not ‘scientists’. It
can be argued, however, that adequate explanation involves
little more than a description in answer to a question. For
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example, consider the following sequence of questions and
explanations:

1. Why was this site Because the population
abandoned? increased.

2. What is the relevance of The site grew too large.
population increase to site
abandonment?

3. Too large for what? The people had overused

the environment.

In each case the explanation is simply a description of some
events, although of course there is also an asumption that the
response is in some way relevant to the question. So, in the
response given in 3, it is assumed that people need to live off
their local environment. These are the unexamined theories
used within the explanation, but if we push and ask questions
about these theories, we will again be faced by descriptions,
either particular or general:

4. Why does it matter that Because people live off the
they overuse their resources near them.
environment?

5. Why can they not use Because too much energy
distant resources? is expended.

It is always possible, therefore, to step in at some point
along this chain of question and answer and ask another ques-
tion, arguing that previous work has been too descriptive.
Indeed, this has been the format of much of this volume, in
comparing different approaches in archaeology. The alterna-
tives offered may be more satisfactory in that they are broader
and take into account important factors which had previously
been neglected, and they may be more explanatory in that
sense, but the explanations are only further descriptions. The
example above concerns a settlement process, but the same
can be said of interpretations of meanings and texts. The sym-
bolic meaning given to an object is simply a description of
aspects of its context and use. For example:
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6. What is the meaning of The person who wears it is
this crown? king.

Thus, in many ways, explanation is description and descrip-
tion 7s explanation. In contextual archaeology it is necessary
continually to ask questions in order to see whether the gen-
eral assumptions are relevant in the particular context; this
leads to full and detailed description of the total context as
the whole network of associations and contrasts is followed
through. Thisis a never ending process as new links are sought
and old ones re-evaluated. The archaeologist plays on these
data, bringing them to life as the composer combines the var-
ied instruments of an orchestra in his or her score.

Contextual archaeology thus links adequate explanation to
full description, as all the numerous influences impinging on
any one trait or object are followed through. This is the point
made by Case (1973) in introducing contextual archaeology.
In history there is only a stream of continuous events, no
absolute hiatus, so the only explanation of change is a full
account of change.

It need hardly be said, given the discussion in this chap-
ter, that full description of contexts is not opposed to theory
and generalization. All description involves theories, mean-
ing, subjectivity, generalization, and historical imagination.
This is why the archaeologist is more like the composer than
the conductor of music. The ultimate aim of our detailed ac-
counts may well be generalization and universal laws, but
initially, as scientists rather than as musicians or artists, our
concern must be to question whether the theories, generaliza-
tions and imaginative insights have the meaning we assume
them to have in past historical contexts. Contextual archae-
ology links question and data in a controlled way, governed
by some general principles about how we read texts, but even
these general principles must be open to critique. We must
leave open the possibility that societies may have existed in
the past with specific and unique cultural formations which
are not well described in our standard categories and terms
derived from, for example, Marx, Weber or Foucault.
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A comment is needed here on the use of ethnographic anal-
ogy in archaeology. At one level ethnographic knowledge
simply contributes to the historical imagination, inciting new
perspectives and alternative theories. But usually rather more
is meant by the term analogy: the past is interpreted in the
light of the present because of some similarity between them.
Information is transferred from the present to the past because
of observed similarities. This procedure is simply another in-
stance of the general approach already outlined. In order to
use analogy one has to assess similarities and differences be-
tween contexts (Wylie 1985; Hodder 1982d). In comparing a
present society with one in the past, the procedures are sim-
ilar to those used in a comparison of two neighbouring sites
or cultures in the past. In both cases it is a matter of evalu-
ating similarities and differences between two contexts and
discerning whether information can be transferred from one
to the other.

In both cases the main problem is to decide whether the
similarities and differences in the two contexts are relevant to
each other; thus archaeologists have greater confidence in di-
rect historical analogies where the spatial context is constant
and the temporal gap is slight. Where cross-cultural analogies
are made, the problem becomes one of finding some relevant
dimension of variation along which the similarities and differ-
ences can be examined, but over great distances and time pe-
riods, and when comparing societies in vastly different social
and economic environments, it is difficult to know whether
relevant relationships in the present were equally relevant in
the past. For example, settlement size may be relevant to pop-
ulation size today, but it is not easy to say that it was so in
the past. The use of analogy thus tends to depend on general
theories which can provide arguments of relevance. It is the
task of contextual archaeology to be critical of such general,
cross-cultural theories, to examine more fully their contexts,
present and past. Without the general theories there would
be few questions asked of the past and fewer answers given.
Without a contextual approach, the present and past become
reduced to an assumed sameness.
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Critical hermeneutics

Throughout this chapter we have given the impression that a
contextual approach involves building up towards interpre-
tation from the similarities and differences in the data. We
have, however, increasingly tempered this view with the al-
ternative position that even the identification of similarities
and differences and relevant dimensions of variation depends
on theory. In fact a contextual analysis involves moving back
and forth between theory and data and trying different theo-
ries to see which accounts for the data best.

The model of meaning and understanding described here
draws from a philosophical tradition called hermeneutics. In
this section, we focus more closely on the methods of inter-
pretation: the hermeneutic method.

Since its beginnings with Dilthey, there have been consid-
erable developments in hermeneutic understanding and this
recent discussion of hermeneutics has been introduced into
archaeology. Hermeneutics is the science of interpretation,
traditionally applied to the discovery of the real but hidden
meanings of sacred texts, specifically the gospels, but given
a more general and modern meaning by a range of writers
from Schleiermacher, Dilthey and Heidegger to Gadamer and
Ricoeur. Hermeneutics involves understanding the world not
as a physical system, but as an object of human thought and
action.

Thus the primary hermeneutic rule (Gadamer 1975, p. 258),
as in contextual archaeology, is that we must understand
any detail such as an object or word in terms of the whole,
and the whole in terms of the detail. As an interpreter,
one plays back and forth between part and whole until one
achieves the harmony of all the details with the whole. In
this case, the ‘part’ includes the plans and intentions of past
actors. The ‘whole’ involves the wider context of histori-
cal meanings (social, economic, cultural, technological, etc.)
within which the actor’s subjectivities are formed. Thus, for
Gadamer and others (Taylor 1985, p. 24), the hermeneutic cir-
cle involves moving back and forth from a particular action
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and its operational meanings to the wider context of historical
meanings.

But there is also a second kind of back and forth motion.
As we noted above, in coming to understanding, we relate
the informant’s opinions and views to our own opinions and
views. This involves a playing back and forth between the
social and theoretical context of the interpreter, and the his-
torical or cultural context of the object of interpretation. Both
the interpreter and the object of interpretation contribute to
understanding, always generating a new, hybridised meaning.
In this sense, whether we like it or not, we think ourselves
into the past. We need to be aware that we are doing this and
we need to do it critically.

If, in going back and forth between part and whole and
between past and present, interpretation is in some sense cir-
cular, where does it begin? How do we start? Since interpre-
tation incorporates our own values and theories, even those
that we are not fully conscious of, interpretation has already
begun even as we think about a problem for the first time.
Rather than asking where to begin, we should instead ask how
to get interpretation going in a direction that will move us
beyond our initial position. Hermeneutic science recognises
that we can only understand the human world through ask-
ing questions of it. Nothing has meaning except in relation to
a question. Interpretation involves the logic of question and
answer. One cannot sit back and observe the data; they must
be brought into action by asking questions - why should any-
one want to erect a building like that, what was the purpose
of the shape of this ditch, why is this wall made of turf and
that of stone? And the question must not be vague (‘let us
see what is here’) but definite (‘are these loose stones a ruined
wall?’). Indeed it is the process of question and answer which
operationalises the part—-whole insight, as will be shown fur-
ther below. Question and answer continue in an endless spi-
ral since every question expects an answer and every answer
frames and creates new questions.

Every question is shaped by the interests and biographical
experiences — the operational meanings - of the researcher,
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which means that every question ‘prefigures’ the answer to
some extent. Interpretation of the past is therefore bound
into a question and answer procedure which is rooted in the
present. Analogy with the present thus underlies our inter-
pretation of the past. The cycle of question and answer leads
to new questions and a new understanding of self in relation
to other (the past).

Nevertheless it might appear from this account that an ob-
ject needs to be understood simultaneously in terms of its
own time and in terms of our present world. It is as if the
object has to be understood in terms of two separate ‘wholes’
or contexts: ‘theirs’ and ‘ours’ (though the separation itself
will eventually be dissolved). We have already discussed how
an object in its own time can be understood by moving back
and forth from the particular action to the general histori-
cal context. To understand the object in our own culture,
we will need to carry out a similar kind of back and forth.
Wylie (1989a), who felicitously characterises this back and
forth movement as ‘tacking’, makes a similar point about
how the analyst must tack vertically between particular and
general in both ‘our’ context and ‘their’ context, not to men-
tion a horizontal tack across the two contexts (see also the
‘fourfold hermeneutic’: Shanks and Tilley 1987a, pp. 107-8;
Shanks and Hodder 1995, p. 10).

The interpretive work within our own context should in-
clude more voices than that of the archaeologist alone. No
one person can speak for the dead, and archaeologists are
not the only ones qualified for interpretation (La Roche and
Blakey 1997). If there are descendent communities, archaeol-
ogists should extend the interpretive process to include the
input of those communities. In some situations, legislation
(such as the Archaeological Resources Protection Act in the
US) mandates the opening and broadening of dialogue be-
tween archaeologists and communities who have historic ties
to the area under investigation (Watkins 2000). Incorporat-
ing descendent communities with close cultural affiliation
to the past society being studied can help blur the distinc-
tion between the present context and the past context. The
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possibility of blurring the two contexts, past and present, is
in fact a necessity and brings us back to Gadamer.

Gadamer’s (1975, p. 29) equivalent to our discussion of con-
text is his notion of horizon - everything that is relevant from
aparticular perspective, asking a particular question. How is it
possible to link the hermeneutic principles, past and present,
both with the finite contextual boundaries and with closed
horizons? Gadamer deals elegantly with this problem by ar-
guing that both contexts or horizons are continually moving
for those who live in them and construct them. The answer
to a question immediately changes the perspective and the
horizon. And the two contexts are continually moving in re-
lation to each other since the answer to a question about the
‘other’ leads to new self-awareness and new questions. Prop-
erly, there is only one horizon, from the present perspective.
What the interpreter tries to do is attain an understanding
that overcomes ‘our’ particularity and that of the ‘other’.
An attempt is made at the fusion of horizons. But the scien-
tific process involves at the same time trying to distinguish
between those horizons or contexts as best we can, and as
critically as we can.

Once we have achieved this understanding of the meanings
of a situation, how do we then proceed to validate this under-
standing? In the contextual method described here, the idea
of testing of theory against data is seen as an inexact descrip-
tion of archaeological interpretation because theory and data
are partly interdependent. Since data are perceived within a
theory, they cannot be used as an ‘independent’ test of theory.

This does not mean that the hermeneutic circle is vicious.
Rather, we achieve validation through different methods. We
can be rigorous in our reconstructions of the past if we use the
criteria of coherence and correspondence to judge between
theories. By coherence, we refer to the internal coherence
of the argument: a coherent reconstruction must make sense
at least in terms of the archaeologist’s picture of the world.
By correspondence, we mean correspondence between an un-
derstanding and the evidence at hand. Although the evidence
does not exist with absolute objectivity, it does nevertheless
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exist in the real world - it is tangible and it is there, like
it or not. Whatever our perceptions of the world, we are
constrained by the evidence, and brought up against its con-
sequences. We reiterate that there is no test for correspon-
dence: it is instead a matter of accommodating part to whole,
or, better yet, fitting (Hodder 1999a, pp. 59-62). As the fit be-
comes tighter and as our understanding begins to fit more and
more cases, our interpretation gains ground. The hermeneutic
circles become spirals (Hodder 1992).

It is in our dialogue with each other about the success or
failure of such fusions that we learn about ourselves so that
the past contributes to the present. The attempt to fuse with
the other, as long as it is done critically and with an aware-
ness of difference and contextuality, changes our experience
and therefore changes our perspective. We would argue for
a critical hermeneutics in which interpretations are situated
historically in the past and present. But the end result is not
a debilitating relativism in which the past is viewed as largely
constructed in the present. We resist the notion that archae-
ological data represent only ‘networks of resistance’ to our
hypotheses (Shanks and Tilley 1987a, p. 104).

Nevertheless, interpretive methods for getting better and
better understandings of the past - of evaluating theories with
rigour in a post-positivist framework - have often provoked
an incredulous outcry. Many critics claim that if we accept
that data and theory are interdependent and if we encourage
multiple perspectives of the past, we will open the flood-
gates of relativism and create a maelstrom in which ‘anything
goes’: in which all firm grounds for contesting abominable
(fascist, racist, sexist, etc.) interpretations and uses of the past
are washed away. For the most part, these claims are rudder-
less: they result in some cases from blatant misreadings of key
post-positivist texts and in other cases from the purposefully
ambiguous, shifty nature of the post-positivist texts them-
selves. However, the spectre of relativism endures (Renfrew
2001), perhaps because it is not easy, even for the most epis-
temologically astute, to explain how the dichotomy between
relativism and objectivism can be overcome.
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The hermeneutic method described above is but one of
a number of ways to navigate between the Scylla of rela-
tivism and the Charybdis of objectivism. Alison Wylie (1992a,
b; 1993) outlined a separate route when she demonstrated
that engaging in archaeology from a political perspective,
such as feminism, can ‘enhance the conceptual and empiri-
cal integrity of archaeologlcal inquiry’. An overtly political
engagement does not compromise a commitment to ob-
jectivity and value neutrality. Wylie argues that feminist
archaeology succeeds because it is more responsive to the
facts. According to Fotiadis, Wylie thus appears to return
to a form of objectivism. This stance, ‘feminist empiricism’
(Engelstad 1991; Harding 1986), is problematlc because it res-
urrects a dichotomy between the formation of hypotheses
(where political interests gain voice) and the evaluation of
hypotheses (where only the facts speak) (Fotiadis 1994). The
mitigated objectivism that Wylie attempts to create is, in the
end, not mitigated enough.

One of Wylie’s solutions to this criticism is to remember
that the facts, theories and background assumptions of any ar-
chaeological argument are quite heterogeneous, and that this
disunity can be exploited (Wylie 1992b; 2000). Certain facts,
such as radiocarbon dates, are laden by theories (in this case
physics) entirely different from the social theories for which
they are being used as evidence. This degree of independence
between evidence and theory makes the interpretation more
compelling. Arguments also gain credibility if the different
lines of evidence in support of an argument are constituted
by independent bodies of theory. For example, the law of su-
perposition, stylistic change in pottery and radiocarbon each
contribute to chronological reconstructions, but they each
depend on unique auxiliary theories. By exploiting multi-
ple types of evidence, archaeological arguments become like
cables with many evidential strands (Bernstein 1983; Wylie
1989a).

Another solution is to emphasise that the strands of the ca-
ble do not all need to be evidential. Interpretations should also
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be evaluated in terms of ethics, politics, aesthetics, relevance
and more (Lampeter Archaeology Workshop 1997; 1998).
This solution is close to a solution on which both Fotiadis
and Wylie agree: to document the role played by politics in
the use of the data themselves (the context of evaluation), not
just in the formation of theories. In the feminist example,
we must always acknowledge that contemporary political
causes — combating androcentrism — motivate the reinterpre-
tation of already existing data or the digging of new data. By
reattaching facts to the political circumstances that inspired
them to be gathered, we strengthen them against future attack.
In other words, facts attached to a crusade against androcen-
trism are more difficult to assail than facts standing alone.
A statement thus derives its strength by holding onto things
more solid than itself. Shanks and Hodder (1995) note that a
skilfully crafted objectivity holds onto a heterogeneous assem-
blage of resources, people and energies (see also Latour 1999,
p- 151). To undermine such an assemblage may require not
just the snipping of cables, but the mustering and mobilisa-
tion of equal or more resources, people and energies. Though
Shanks and Hodder use a network metaphor in place of a ca-
ble metaphor, the connections in their network (coherence of
argument, aesthetics of site report) are similar to the strands
of the cable.

Reattaching facts to politics and networks reminds us that
facts have a point (Wylie 1994). As Brumfiel (1991; see also
Fotiadis 1994) has argued, archaeological argumentation is
allegorical, and it is the allegorical nature of our arguments -
the way they point to values and struggles in the present —
that gives them force. Facts are thus timely. Some people
despair at the way that the same body of data (Upper Palae-
olithic cave paintings, for example) has been used to support
multiple generations of different and even contradictory in-
terpretations. But the despair will disappear if we let go of the
mistaken assumption that the data themselves have some ab-
stract, immutable essence, independent of time. Data are thus
plural, capable of being spoken for in many different ways, but
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also looked at in many different ways: with the naked eye, in
thin section under the microscope, as grouped by statistics,
etc. (Shanks and Hodder 1995, p. 20).

In sum, to accept the post-positivist critique of objectivity
is not to embrace a rabid, anything goes, relativism. Rather,
it is to accept that facts and data are always relative to a par-
ticular historical context and are always mustered in relation
to a network of other forces and institutions. This means that
the interpretations that seem to fit best and the criteria used
to judge the closeness of fit cannot exist outside of historical
time (Lampeter Archaeology Workshop 1997; Wylie 1989b;
Hutson 2001; Shanks and Hodder 1995). Our conclusions
closely match a recent discussion by Bruno Latour (1999),
who also rejects the choice between a timeless, unconnected
objectivity and the mob-rule threat of relativism. Latour em-
braces a ‘sturdy relativism’ (p. 5), in which we can be relatively
sure of many things and in which we improve our science by
reconnecting it and relating it to the multiple goals, groups
and gadgets of our social collective (pp. 16-18).

Having offered these suggestions - ‘sturdy’ relativism,
mitigated objectivity, critical hermeneutics, etc. - we back
away from recommending anything more specific. The paths
beyond objectivism and relativism will lead to different
outcomes in each archaeological case (Hodder 1999a, p. 24).
Which strands of argumentation and networks or resources
will prove decisive cannot be predicted in advance, only set-
tled in practice. We join Donna Haraway (1991, p. 195),
whose comments on relativism and objectivism mirror many
of the points made above, in ‘arguing for politics and epis-
temologies of location, positioning, and situating, where
partiality and not universality is the condition of [making]
rational knowledge claims’.

Sometimes there may be no common ground between
knowledge claims, no agreement as to what type of informa-
tion is meaningful or acceptable as evidence. In these cases,
where two or more contemporary groups that have a stake
in the past hold irreconcilably different - incommensurable -
understandings of the past, archaeologists can still halt the

202



Contextual archaeology

slide to moral relativism so feared by the guardians of unmit-
igated objectivism. Incommensurability does not absolve us
from responsible intervention in such confrontations, though
the appropriate intervention will depend on a local and un-
predictable mix of personal conviction and the circumstances
of the situation (Lampeter Archaeology Workshop 1997). In
the next chapter we present examples of the increasingly com-
mon encounters and engagements between archaeologists and
other groups that bring quite different meanings to the archae-
ological record.

In our view the above account of the hermeneutic, contex-
tual exercise describes what archaeologists can do in interpret-
ing the past. We have simplified the process, but we believe
we have described its essential characteristics. We can only
accommodate as best and as critically as we can, and choose
between theories by seeing which accommodates best. We
have to accept both the rigour and objectivity of contextual
analysis and the fact that our interpretations are moments in
a stream of learning and social practice.

Conclusion

In the discussion in this chapter an emphasis has been placed
on methods of identifying and studying contexts in order to
interpret meaning. It was noted that various types of mean-
ing can be sought, varying from the systematic processes of
social and economic relations, to the structured contents of
symbolic codes, to the conjuncture of these two, as medi-
ated by the embodied experiences and strategic intentions,
in the context of everyday life. Because the first two types
of meaning are produced and reproduced in these daily
operations, it is impossible to separate the three types of
meaning except for heuristic purposes. When based on con-
textual analysis, these meanings can be termed contextual
(for other discussions of contextual methods, and application,
see articles in Hodder 1987a and, for example, Parkington
1989).
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The first type of contextual meaning refers to the envi-
ronmental, technological and behavioural context of action.
Understanding of an object comes about through placing it in
relation to the larger functioning whole. Processual and Marx-
ist archaeology have tended to concentrate on the larger scales
of this type of context, but the moment-by-moment context
of situationally expedient action also needs to be incorpo-
rated.

Second, context can be taken to mean ‘with-text’. Just as
a written word can be more easily understood when it is
embedded within a sentence, an object of material culture
is more easily understood if it is situated in place and time
and in relation to other archaeological objects. This network
of relationships can be read, by careful analysis as outlined
in this chapter, in order to reach an interpretation of mean-
ing content. When possible, archaeologists should share the
labour of interpretation with descendent communities. Of
course, our readings may be incorrect, but misreading of the
language does not imply that the objects must remain mute.

Reading text is not an appropriate analogy for reading
material culture because text is a different sort of sign than
material culture. Nevertheless, when we remember that text,
like material culture, can be both a sign and an object (a book,
a newspaper), we realise that text is a better metaphor for ma-
terial culture than language. This is because material culture
is the product of action, and, as Ricoeur (1971) argues, human
action is best discussed by using the model of text rather than
language (see Hodder 1989a; Moore 1990). A text is a con-
crete product written to do something. It is the product of
discourse - situated communication (Barrett 1987). Yet the
text as product of discourse loses some of the force of the
original communication (Ricouer 1971; see also Austin 1962;
Searle 1970). The meanings may become distanced from the
intentions of the ‘writer’ of the text and may depend very
much on the context in which the text is read. In the same
way, as time elapses between action and the encounter of its
residues, the meaning of material culture often depends on the
context of use rather than solely on the context of production
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or on the ‘author’. Even more than a written text, material
culture meanings embody pragmatic and functional concerns.
Text, rather than language, is thus an appropriate metaphor
for the dual nature of material culture (as technological and
functional object and as sign) which has been argued through-
out this book (but see pp. 167-8).

These two types of contextual meaning have a common
characteristic also found in other uses of the term in archae-
ology (see pp. 162-6). All such uses refer to a concern with
particular data rather than general theory. One of the aims
of this volume is certainly to argue that general terms and
theories must be better grounded in the particular context of
study. Yet ‘contextualism’ does not equate with ‘particular-
ism’, a term which has come to be associated in archaeology
with the rejection of or lack of interest in general theory.
Within contextual archaeology a recognition of the need for
general theory and for theoretical archaeology remains, but
rather, the concern is to demand a closer relationship between
theory and data, placing one in terms of the other, and em-
phasizing inductive as well as deductive procedures.

Contextual archaeology involves the study of contextual
data, using contextual methods of analysis, in order to arrive
at two types of contextual meaning which are discussed in re-
lation to general theory. But in discussing contextual archae-
ology it has frequently been found necessary throughout this
volume to refer in passing to another type of context - the
particular contexts of archaeologists themselves. This latter
type of context seems intimately connected with the others,
in a relationship which it is no longer possible to ignore. The
context of the archaeologist is discussed in the next chapter,
as part of a widespread series of changes in archaeology that
can be termed post-processual.
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Processual archaeology made contributions to archaeologi-
cal theory by encouraging the notion of culture as adaptive,
and by applying systems theory, information exchange the-
ory and a host of other general theories. Many of these ideas
had existed in some form in earlier approaches in archaeol-
ogy, and the extent of this continuity will be further exam-
ined below. Yet perhaps the major contribution made by the
New Archaeology was methodological (Meltzer 1979; Moore
and Keene 1983, p. 4). Archaeologists became more con-
cerned about problems of inference, sampling and research
design. Quantitative and statistical techniques were used more
frequently; procedures were questioned and made more ex-
plicit. Contextual archaeology is an attempt to develop ar-
chaeological methodology further.

In the realm of theory, there have been a number of devel-
opments since the early 1960s which, it can be argued, indicate
movement from the initial stance of processual archaeology
as represented by the early papers of Binford (1962; 1965)
and Flannery (1967). In the 1980s, what we now call post-
processual archaeology encouraged an engagement with the
theoretical turns taken in other fields, particularly anthropol-
ogy, which had explored many new directions not foreseen
by the first wave of anthropological archaeology in the 1960s.
In the new millennium, as the debate between processualism
and post-processualism gives way to a thousand archaeologies
(Preucel 1995; Schiffer 2000), the usefulness of this debate is as
questionable as the demand for a resolution (Hutson 2001; cf.
VanPool and VanPool 1999). In this chapter we summarise
the ways in which archaeology benefits from the dismissal of
this and other dichotomies and suggest areas in which archae-
ology can export theory to fields from which it once only
imported.
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Beyond engaging with new theories, post-processual ar-
chaeology also valued engagements with society. The centre-
piece of the positivist methods introduced into archaeology
in the 1960s and 1970s was a strict separation between the
object of research and the social context of the subjects con-
ducting the research. Theory could come from anywhere but
if it contaminated the data, any chance of clean hypothesis
testing would be ruined. As mentioned in chapter 1, most
archaeologists have since backed away from this stance. In
the previous chapter, we stressed how understanding comes
from the mesh between present political contexts and past
‘data’. The politics of the present are therefore part of ar-
chaeological inquiry. We must therefore dissolve one final
dichotomy: that between subject and object. To show how
archaeology is a contemporary social process, we conclude the
chapter by illustrating a series of recent engagements between
archaeologists and other communities who have a stake in the
archaeological record.

Variability and materiality

Throughout this volume it has been noted that most current
archaeological theory, of whatever hue, retains a normative
component, in that explanation assumes ideas held in com-
mon and rules of behaviour. Adequate accounts of individual
variation and perception were encountered most frequently
in those studies based on modern theories of social action
and practice (chapter 5), embodiment (chapter 6) and history
(chapter 7).

This finding is in direct opposition to the commonly stated
aim of the New Archaeology to be concerned with variability.
Certainly in some of Binford’s later work (cf. 1984) the notion
of expedient, situational behaviour comes to the fore. As was
noted in chapter 2, such interests have not made their way
into archaeological consideration of ideology and symbolic
meanings. Even in Binford’s studies, individuals appear bound
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by universal rules concerned with what individuals will do ‘if
other things are equal’. Because Binford does not recount
a meaning-laden process, the ability of individuals to create
change and to create their culture as an active social process
is minimized.

Norms and rules do exist. The argument here is rather that,
in order to allow for change, innovation and agency, the rela-
tionships between norms, rules and individuals need to be
examined more fully. In the practice of daily life, ‘other
things’ never are ‘equal’. It is always necessary to improvise
expediently, yet through the framework of the norms and
rules, changing them in the process (see p. 91). In this volume
such questions have been discussed in the context of the re-
lationships between the individual and society, and between
practice and structure.

The first development that is found, then, in the post-
processual phase, is the inclusion, under the heading ‘pro-
cess’, of an adequate consideration of agency. For example,
it is necessary to develop approaches to typology which are
concerned less with defining ‘types’ and more with describ-
ing multi-dimensional surfaces of variability on which the
‘type’ can be seen to vary with context. More generally, ar-
chaeologists tend to force their material into styles, cultures,
systems, structures, preferring to ignore the ‘random’ noise
of individual variability. Leach’s (1954) insight that various
stages of development may be expressions of a common un-
derlying structure is an important one for archaeologists who
have tended to disregard variability: for example, there has
been little account of how individual sites in a region may
go through similar trajectories but at different, overlapping
times (but see Frankenstein and Rowlands 1978).

The concern with variability is of particular importance in
relation to social and cultural change. For example, it may
prove to be the case in a particular area that most individual
variability is allowed in areas outside the direct control of
dominant groups.

The recognition of variability in individual perception
leads to a curious twist in the tale of the reconstruction of
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the content of historical meanings. In chapter 8 we discussed
meaning content and how it can be attained in contextual ar-
chaeology, but we also showed that there is not one meaning
in the past. The same object can have different or conflicting
meanings along different dimensions of variation and from
different perspectives. Ethnographers too often assume that
there is some authoritative account of meaning that can be
achieved. Certainly one has to allow for different perspectives
from different interest groups in society (chapter 4), yet the
problem goes far deeper than this. If material culture isa ‘text’,
then a multiplicity of readings could have existed in the past.
An example is the varied meanings given in British society to
the use of safety pins by punks. It seemed to Hodder (1982d)
that individuals would create verbal reasons for such items but
that these verbal reasons were not ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ -
they were all interpretations of a text in different verbal con-
texts, and in different social contexts. Individuals seemed to
be making up the verbal meanings of things as Hodder talked
to them, contradicting and varying their responses as a social
ploy.

The fragmentation of holistic notions such as culture, so-
ciety and origin, and the dispersal of meaning along chains
of signifiers (p. 67) provide the main thrust of much post-
structuralist archaeology (e.g. Tilley 1990a; Bapty and Yates
1990). Much of the post-structuralist critique emphasizes the
different pasts we produce in the present and the plurality of
views that should be opened to debate. We will return to this
point below, but for the moment we can focus on the plurality
of meanings within past societies. At first sight this notion of
cultures as heterogeneous assemblages of overlapping, con-
flicting interpretations and representations of those interpre-
tations, in an endless spiral of movement and variation, is
dlsturbmg to the archaeologist. Given the difficulty of inter-
preting any meaning in the past, how can the archaeologist
ever approach this complexity of meaning? In fact, however,
the potentials introduced by this insight are considerable.
Archaeologists no longer need to force their data into well-
bounded categories, and overlapping multiple dimensions of
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meaning can be sought using a contextual methodology. The
real complexity of the archaeological data can be faced. An
example of the way in which material culture can be inter-
preted as having different meanings to different groups, at
different times in the past, is provided by Greene (1987).
Perhaps more important is the link between variability of
text interpretations and the discussion of power in chapter 4.
The potential of individuals to ‘see’ things from different and
contradictory perspectives may, in theory, be almost limit-
less. How, then, is meaning controlled by interest groups
within society? Strategles might include placing events and
their meanings in nature, making them ‘natural’, or placing
them in the past, maklng them appear inevitable. More gen-
erally, material culture has a number of distinctive aspects
which suggest that it may play a major role in the control of
meaning variation. In particular, it is durable and it is con-
crete. All the dimensions of material culture elaboration dis-
cussed under the heading of ‘contextual archaeology’ - all
the associations, contrasts, spatial and temporal rhythms and
so on — can be used in attempts to ‘fix’ meanings. Much,
if not all, material culture production can be described as a
process in which different interest groups and individuals try
to set up authoritative or established meanings in relation to
conflicting interests and in the face of the inherent ability of
individuals to create their own, shifting, foot-loose schemes.
The ‘fixing” of meanings may be most apparent at centres
of control, and in public rituals. The various domains of cul-
ture, the opposing strands, may here be brought together, and
the dominant structures re-established. A small contemporary
example of the relationship between perspective and control
may help to clarify the point. Walking in large, formal gar-
dens one is often aware of some larger pattern. Glimpses are
obtained of long lines of trees, shrubs, statues, lawn, ponds.
In many parts of the garden one is not allowed to walk, and
the individual understanding of the overall pattern remains
partial and personal, dependent on the particular trajectory
taken in the garden. Many of the formal gardens of which we
are thinking are arranged around a large house, itself raised up
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or at the centre of radiating alignments. It is only from here,
the centre of control, that the overall organization becomes
apparent. Suddenly, from the centre, the scheme makes sense
and the individual understandings can be placed within their
context — a context constructed by the centre.

All aspects of cultural production, from the use of space, as
in the above example, to the styles of pots and metal items, can
be seen to play a part in the negotiation and ‘fixing’ of mean-
ing by individuals and interest groups within society, whether
child, mother, father, chief or commoner. Rather than assum-
ing norms and systems, in the attempt to produce bounded
entities, archaeologists can use their material to examine the
continual process of interpretation and reinterpretation in
relation to interest, itself an interpretation of events.

Many great continental thinkers of the 20th century -
Freud, Benjamin, Lacan, Foucault - have appropriated ar-
chaeology in some form. However, the ‘archaeology’ re-
ferred to by these writers consists of little more than shallow
metaphors — the idea that archaeologists work with silent
traces and fragments or the idea that the past is concealed and
that we have to dig deep down, one layer at a time, to get to
it - for which no archaeologists would take credit. We can-
not claim that the actual work of archaeology has made an
impact on the conceptual repertoire of any of the theorists
listed above. Nevertheless, archaeology’s focus on material
culture positions it as a potential contributor to any field -
anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, history of science
and technology - that takes seriously the interaction between
people and things.

Early work by Rathje (1979), Miller (1984) and Shanks and
Tilley (1987a) showed that archaeology could contribute to
an understanding and critique of the present by paying atten-
tion to objects that are usually taken for granted. The success
of the cross-disciplinary Journal of Material Culture, founded
in 1996, demonstrates that many fields besides archaeology
recognise the importance of objects (Shanks 2001) and under-
scores the perceived need for a forum on the topic. Archae-
ology, a field which concerns itself with the production,
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consumption, discard, style, context and historicity of
objects, has much to contribute to the dialogue on material
culture, and it is perhaps no surprise that some of the path-
breaking works on the subject have come from writers trained
in archaeology (Miller 1987; 1995; 1998; Schiffer 1991; 1995).

There are many reasons to be interested in the material
world. As we noted in the previous chapter, the material
world is the substance out of which people create their own
meanmgful biographical texts. In chapter 6 we stressed that
one’s memories and sense of self are closely tied to the people,
landscapes and things that fill a life. And in chapter 5 we
presented the possibility that things are more than just props
in the creation of meaningful lives: they acquire hves of their
own. Bruno Latour has discussed this point in a number of
contexts. In his ethnographic and historical studies of science
(1999), he argues that when scientists isolate new substances
in labs, such as the fermenting microorganisms studied by
Pasteur, they do not simply reveal things that were always
there, but give those substances the conditions in which they
can act and prove their mettle. Thus, rather than seeing matter
as a passive substance waiting to create a fuss, matter is active
and can help scientists gain medals.

Even though things have lives, it is not quite correct to say
they have lives ‘of their own’. Matter is not a sort of bedrock
unaffected by the transient biographies of the people that skit-
ter across its surface. Rather, the reality of a thing depends in
part on the actions of people. Latour refers to this mutually
constitutive interrelationship as circulating reference: a net-
work of associations and collaborations between people and
things. In his analysis of a failed attempt to create a Personal
Rapid Transit system in Paris, Latour shows that one ‘can-
not conceive of a technological object without taking into
account the mass of human beings with all their passions and
politics and pitiful calculations’ (1996, p. xiii). Latour’s point,
then, is that the lives of people are so thoroughly interwoven
with the lives of objects that a human science can no longer be
the science of humans alone. Machines, like texts and human
actions, must also be interpreted.
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A case of intertwining of people and things to which ar-
chaeology has recently contributed is the house society ap-
proach to social organisation. Lévi-Strauss (1987) conceived
of the house society to help characterise social structures that
elude explanations based on kinship alone. At the core of such
ambiguous social groups, ranging from the noble houses of
medieval Europe to the Kwakiutl of the Pacific Northwest,
he and other ethnographers (see papers in Carsten and Hugh-
Jones 1995) found ‘a spiritual and material heritage, compris-
ing d1gn1ty, origins, kinship, names and symbols, wealth and
power’ (Lévi-Strauss 1987, p. 174). Since material heritage
such as heirlooms and landed estates have deep histories and
play an active role in constituting these social groups, the
archaeological approach has made substantial contributions
to the understanding of ancient, historic and contemporary
societies (Joyce and Gillespie 2000).

Historians and anthropologists have come to recognise in
particular that monuments and material heritage play an ac-
tive role in society, and that archaeologists can contribute to
wider debates from the perspective of their theoretical un-
derstanding of material monuments (e.g. Bradley 1993). For
example, Rowlands (1993) has discussed different ways in
which societies develop relationships with monuments and
memory. In a highly politicised context, Jerusalem, Nadia
Abu El-Haj focuses on the materiality of archaeology as be-
ing constitutive of a new reality. She argues that ‘in the case
of archaeologys, it is not only historiographies or narratives of
and for past and present that are made. Rather, in excavating
the land archaeologists produce material culture - a new ma-
terial culture that inscribes the landscape with the concrete
signs of particular histories and historicities. It is through the
making of those objects that archaeology most powerfully
“translates” past and present, that it is able not simply to
legitimize existing cultural and political worlds, but also to
reinvent them’ (1998, p. 168). Archaeology not only can con-
tribute to the study of the relationships between materiality
and memory, but also plays an active part in forming those
memories.
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As we have noted throughout the book (see chapters 3
and 9), material culture is often not the focus of conscious
reflection or conversation. Our feel for our landscape and
our bodily adjustments or reactions to things are not consti-
tuted in discourse. This condition creates what Buchli and
Lucas (2001) refer to as an absent present. The unconstituted
or nondiscursive nature of material culture makes it an espe-
cially attractive site for attempts by special-interest groups to
control meaning in society.

Process and structure

Archaeologists have in the past been concerned with two
main types of process, historical processes (such as diffusion,
migration, convergence, divergence) and adaptive processes
(population increase, resource utilization, social complexity,
trade and so on). Although the work of Grahame Clark and
Gordon Childe, for example, shows that both types of process
have been studied for a long time in archaeology, it was the
processual archaeology of the 1960s and 1970s that introduced
a special emphasis on the latter form.

In essence, the two types of process are very similar. If
a culture changes we might say that this is because of the
process of diffusion or because of the processes of population
increase and environmental deterioration. Of course, as was
discussed in the first part of this chapter, we can argue about
whether diffusion is an adequate explanation, in the same way
that we can argue about whether any processual account is
adequate. Yet the manner of argument is always the same -
visible event is related causally to visible event. It was on
the inter-relationships, correlations and covariations between
such events that a positivist New Archaeology was able to
build.

The notion that there might be structures, codes of pres-
ences and absences, that lie behind historical and adaptive
processes, cannot exist comfortably with the empiricism
and positivism that have dominated archaeology since its
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inception. In this sense, post-processual archaeology, in so
far as it incorporates structuralism and Marxism, is a far more
radical break than that which has occurred before.

There are dangers in talking of ‘structure’ as if a unified
concept is widely accepted for this term. There are major
differences between the types of social structure studied in
Marxist archaeology, and the formal and meaning structures
studied in structuralist archaeology. Yet despite these funda-
mental differences, all such uses of the term imply something
not visible at the surface - some organizational scheme or
principle, not necessarily rigid or determining, that is imma-
nent, visible only in its effects. Thus a new level of reality
is proposed in archaeology, often described as ‘deeper’ than,
‘behind’ or ‘beneath’ the measurable evidence.

Yet rather than talking about these deeper structures as
underlying the historical and adaptive processes, it is more
appropriate to talk of how each of these elements contributes
to an integrated view of society that is always in the pro-
cess of becoming. From the practice theories and dialectics of
domination and resistance discussed in chapter 5, from the in-
tersections of historical events and structures in chapter 7, and
from the operational meanings in chapter 8, there emerges the
familiar idea that society is never a given: its reproduction or
transformation is contingent on historical actions that draw
upon various unpredictable combinations of structures. The
structures and processes mentioned are fluid and constituted
in their performance. Because of the passage of time, which
allows for the reformulation of context, these structures can
be differently reproduced even if the performance is a reiter-
ation of the previous performance.

Historical meaning content: the ideal and the material

The third aspect of post-processual archaeology that can be
identified is an increasing acceptance within archaeology of
the need for, and possibility of, the rigorous reconstruction
of contextual meanings. Within traditional archaeology the
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‘ladder of inference’ (see p. 43) leading to the ideational realm
could scarcely be scaled, and the New Archaeology often op-
erated with the same attitude. For example, Binford (1965;
1982, p. 162) has claimed that archaeology is essentially mate-
rialist and poorly equipped to carry out ‘palaecopsychology’.

We have seen throughout this book, however, an increas-
ing readiness on the part of archaeologists to deal with the
ideational sub-system, meaning and operational intentions.
All such developments have played an important part in sug-
gesting to archaeologists that systematic links can be identified
between the material and the ideal.

We have also seen, in all realms of archaeology, an increas-
ing awareness that the particular historical context needs to
be taken into account in applying general theories. The older
law-and-order attitude has been faced with its own inability
to deliver valid and interesting general laws.

Yet the ideational realm is, in most of archaeology, still
studied largely in terms of the functions of symbols and rit-
uals. And the historical context is no more, usually, than the
specific conditions in phase A that affect phase B. In tradi-
tional archaeology too, meaning content was rarely exam-
ined; material symbols were seen as indicators of contact,
cultural affiliation and diffusion. Only in chapter 7 were a
few studies noted of an emerging explicit interest in meaning
content as the ‘cog-wheel’ for the inter-relationships between
structure and process.

Insofar as post-processual archaeologists recognize that all
archaeologists necessarily impose meaning content, and that
such meanings form the core of archaeological analyses which
must be made explicit and rigorous, the concern with mean-
ing content is a third marked break with most recent and
traditional archaeology.

Initially, the linking of meaning contents with historical
particularism appears to have pernicious results for archae-
ology. A dangerous and negative pessimism lurks. How can
archaeologists understand these particular other worlds, co-
herent only to themselves? In the discussion of contextual
archaeology in chapter 8 we have attempted to demonstrate
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that increasingly plausible approximations to this ‘otherness’,
in all its particularity, can be achieved. This is ultimately be-
cause historical meanings, however ‘other’ and coherent to
themselves, are nevertheless real, producing real effects in the
material world, and they are coherent, and thereby structured
and systematic. In relation to the real, structured system of
data, archaeologists critically evaluate their theories. The data
are real but are both objective and subjective; and the theories
are always open to further questions and new perspectives.
Better and better accommodations and new insights can be
achieved in a continuing process of interpretation.

Such discussions open up a debate about the relationship
between subject and object. And if every society and time
can be expected to produce their own prehistory, what are
the responsibilities of archaeologists to the worlds in which
they live?

Archaeology and society

Object and subject

Processual archaeology was not characterized by a detailed
examination of the social contexts of archaeologists, since
the main emphasis was to be placed on independent testing
of theories against ethnographic and archaeological data. In
the 1980s, however, archaeologists began to show a greater
interest in the subjectivity of the pasts we reconstruct in
relation to contemporary power strategies (Patterson 1986;
Gibbon 1989; Meltzer 1983; Kristiansen 1981; Rowlands
1984; Wilk 1985; Leone ez al. 1987; Trigger 1980). Archaeol-
ogists engaging in critical theory have been the most vocal in
exploring this issue.

Although the archaeologist can be rigorous and scientific
in the accommodation of theory and data, much of our def-
inition of those data depends on ourselves. It is writers such
as Childe and Collingwood who, from their Marxist and his-
torical idealist positions respectively, discussed most fully the
contemporary social basis of archaeological knowledge. The
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discussion of power and ideology in chapter 4 raises the issue
of whether archaeological interpretations are ideological in
relation to sectional interests.

Critical Theory

‘Critical Theory’ is the umbrella term given to a diversity
of European authors, particularly those of the ‘Frankfurt
school’, centred around the Institute of Social Research es-
tablished in Frankfurt in 1923 (Held 1980). The main figures
are Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse. More recently Haber-
mas and his associates have reformulated the notion of Critical
Theory. The approaches followed in Critical Theory derive
from the tradition of German idealist thought, and incorpo-
rate a Marxist perspective. Critical Theorists claim on the one
hand that all knowledge is historically conditioned, but at the
same time suggest that truth can be evaluated and criticism
can be conducted independently of social interests - in short,
that Critical Theory has a privileged position in relation to
theory.

Among the various aspects of the work of Critical Theory
that might be of most interest to archaeology, the analysis of
aesthetics and contemporary culture is immediately relevant
to the presentation of the archaeological past in museums, on
television and so on. In their Dialectic of the Englightenment
Horkheimer and Adorno (1973) use the term ‘culture indus-
try’. Contrasting, for example, ‘serious’ and ‘popular’ music,
they show that modern culture is standardized according to
the rationalization of production and distribution techniques.
Individuals do not ‘live’ art and culture any more - they con-
sume its performance. The culture industry impedes the de-
velopment of thinking, independent individuals; it conveys
a message of adjustment, obedience. People are diverted, dis-
tracted and made passive. While there are many exceptions,
archaeology in television documentaries and in museum dis-
plays is often presented as ordered, to be passively viewed. It is
consumed as the cultural component of the leisure industry,
rarely challenging and participatory. Archaeological scientists
can place this sense of order and control and the supremacy
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of science (their own science and that of all dominant social
groups) in a long-term historical perspective involving escape
from the disordered primeval past through technological in-
novation. The result is a powerful ideological message.

Another relevant aspect of the work of Critical Theorists
is their discussion of the philosophy of history. Habermas
argues that it is inadequate to rest with the idealist interpreta-
tive understanding of contextual meanings, and the analyst
must move towards the explanation of systematically dis-
torted communication. In other words, one must see how
the ideas of an age relate to domination and power. Similar
points are made by Marcuse, Horkheimer and Adorno. In the
Dialectic of the Enlightenment, the aim is to ‘break the grip of
all closed systems of thought; it is conceived as a contribution
to the undermining of all beliefs that claim completeness and
encourage an unreflected affirmation of society’ (Held 1980,
p. 150).

Following Hegel, the Enlightenment is seen as the rise of
universal science in which the control of nature and human
beings is the main aim. Within positivism, the world was seen
as made up of material things which could be commanded
and ordered according to universal laws, and the laws of his-
tory were equated with the laws of nature. It can certainly
be argued (Hodder 1984b) that archaeological use of the nat-
ural science model, positivism and systems theory supports
an ‘ideology of control’ whereby the ‘apolitical’ scientist is
presented as essential for the control of society in past and
future time and space.

In contrast, Critical Theory seeks a new enlightenment,
an emancipation in which critical reason leads to liberation
from all forces of domination and destruction. With writers
such as Lukacs, the insight which leads to this liberation is
that the structure of the social process constrains, dominates
and determines the social totality, including thought and con-
sciousness.

The ideals of objectivity and value-freedom are described
by critical theorists as being themselves value-laden. Critical
Theory seeks to judge between competing accounts of reality
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and to expose realms of ideology, and thus to emancipate
people from class domination. By emphasizing the material
and social conditions, ideological distortions can be revealed,
leading to self-awareness and emancipation.

A materialist approach to history as ideology has been
taken most clearly in archaeology by Leone (1982; Leone
et al. 1987; see also Handsman 1980 and 1981). Leone notes
that when the past is interpreted and made history it tends to
become ideology, and he suggests that the consciousness or
revelation of that process may help those who write or are
told about the past to become aware of the ideological notions
that generate modern everyday life. Through, for example, lo-
cating the origins of individualism or modern notions of time
in the growth of capitalism in eighteenth-century America,
visitors to museums could be made aware of their own ideol-
ogy as historically-based, and their taken-for-granteds could
be revealed as sources of domination.

While the notions of self-critique, and awareness of the
social and political value of what we write, are of prime im-
portance in the further development of archaeology, the po-
sition held by Critical Theory - as exemplified by Leone and
Handsman’s publications in the 1980s - seems to us to be
difficult, although undoubtedly attractive and important, for
two main reasons.

First, such work embodies an unsatisfactory notion of
domination both in the past and in the present. Leone has
acknowledged that the early stages of his collaborative work
on the archaeology of Annapolis focused too heavily on domi-
nant ideologies and did not account for the possibility of resis-
tance (see chapter 5). Additional oral history and archaeology
of residences of both free and enslaved African Americans in
Annapolis strove to give voice to alternative experiences of
the past (Leone et al. 1995). Whether or not the new phase of
work succeeds in granting agency to these voices is a matter
of debate (Wilkie and Bartoy 2000).

As for the present, society is represented as being rid-
den with all embracing, unified systems of representation.
‘Society appears in their writings as steered from above rather
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than as the outcome, as I believe it to be, of a continuous pro-
cess of struggle over rules and resources’ (Held 1980, p. 365).
However, there is evidence that different people in the con-
temporary public view the past in very different ways, and it
is not at all clear that archaeology contributes to the mainte-
nance of a universal Western ideology that prevents people
from understanding their social conditions of existence. In-
deed it seems that the past as constructed and experienced in
contemporary life may reveal as much about the present as it
masks.

Surveys of the general public in England conducted by
Merriman (1991) suggested that individuals and subordinate
groups in contemporary Britain are not easily duped by dom-
inant interpretations of the past: although dominated groups
including the working class appeared to have least scientific
knowledge about the past, they scored highest in responses
to questions about the need for the past. Individuals in such
categories do think that the past and archaeology are neces-
sary and worthwhile in giving meaning to the present. Yet
individuals frequently showed a scepticism about the manip-
ulation of the past by the media or by national governments;
many people felt that little of what was said about the past
by archaeologists and scientists could be proved in any way.

The second problem with current critical approaches in
archaeology concerns the critique of those approaches them-
selves as historically generated. How can Critical Theory on
the one hand claim that all knowledge is historical, distorted
communication, and on the other hand be a critical means
of enlightenment and emancipation? By what right or pro-
cedures does it accord itself a special theoretical status? The
dilemma of critical theory in archaeology is: why should any-
one accept a Marxist or critical analysis of our reconstructions
of the past including the origins of capitalism? If the past is
ideology, how can we presume to argue that only certain
intellectuals can see through ideology to identify the social
reality?

More recently, Leone has avoided the premise of the ex-
istence of a single social reality. Instead, since understanding
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history requires multiple views, the goal is to produce a va-
riety of perspectives on the past, particularly those that have
gone unrecorded historically. In this approach there is a will-
ingness to give interviews and oral history equal weight to
the material data (Leone et al. 1995, p. 122).

The special theoretical status which Leone claims in order
to avoid the above dilemma is an avowedly ‘materialist ar-
chaeology’. But if, for example, we do not accept the basic
tenets of materialism, for reasons outlined in this book, we
can claim that materialism is itself a false ideology - that it
is just another universal theory developed by the academic
community in order to maintain privileged control of the
‘correct’ interpretation of the past.

An alternative response to the second criticism made above
is to argue that the past is not knowable with any integrity.
The task of the archaeologist is, then, to choose any political
stance he or she likes as a member of society, and to write the
past so as to further that political viewpoint. This is certainly
an honest reply which many may find attractive, but the po-
tential results are disturbing. If the past has no integrity, and
anyone’s interpretation is as good as anyone else’s, then ar-
chaeology is completely open to political manipulation by
governments, elite interest groups, and fascist dictatorships.
With the data described as totally subjective, the archaeologist
would have no recourse to the data in objecting to ‘misuses’
of the past. The past which was disseminated would depend
entirely on power, and the ability to control theory, method
and communication. In this volume, however, we have ar-
gued that the data from the past do have a contextual reality
in relation to theory (see p. 200).

Another important source of critique in archaeology is pro-
vided by post-structuralist writers such as Derrida (1975; see
Bapty and Yates 1990; Tilley 1990a). The underlying idea
here (see chapter 3 and p. 65) is that meaning is dispersed
along chains of signifiers. Thus the validity of terms like truth
or origin is undermined by the dependence of these terms
on other terms in an endless sequence. One useful result of
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this critique is that it encourages archaeologists to examine
their own writing and show how it is imbued with style and
rhetoric (e.g. Hodder 1989b; Tilley 1989). In other words, the
objectivity and truth claims can be shown to be constructed
using various mechanisms (such as choice of words, appeal to
authority, impersonal descriptions, avoidance of the ‘I’, the
experienced and the contingent). Another useful result is that
attempts are made to think of ways in which the past and our
writing about the past can be opened up to alternative per-
spectives. However, difficulties similar to those encountered
with Critical Theory approaches recur. The fragmentation of
the past and the dispersal of meaning, distinctive characteris-
tics of post-modern thought, can be seen as entirely consis-
tent with dominant interests within later or high capitalism
(Eagleton 1983). In the post-modern world in which individ-
uals, time and place are fragmented and commodified, the
directed interests of subordinate groups are undermined and
their ‘truth’ dispersed. This is why we have resisted a radical
decentring of the subject and embraced a theory of agency
and why we have retained an account which puts faith in
the reality and modified objectivity of the past. Ultimately
a fully critical and responsible archaeology must be able to
use the objectivity and reality of the experience of its data to
shape and transform the experience of the world.

Although critical theory in archaeology emerged partly asa
result of initiatives taken by academic archaeologists alone, it
can be argued that some movement in the direction of critical
perspectives has resulted from recent confrontations between
‘established’ and ‘alternative’ archaeologies and from engage-
ments between archaeologists and non-archaeologists. By
‘established” we mean the archaeology written by Western,
upper middle class and largely Anglo-Saxon males. We wish to
identify three examples of the kind of confrontations and en-
gagements that have had an emergent impact on the practice
of archaeology. In all these cases, two points can be made: first,
the past is subjectively constructed in the present, and second,
the subjective past is involved in power strategies today.
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African burial grounds

The African Burial Ground project in New York City can be
read as part of a critical tradition in archaeology as well as a
paradigm case of how the goals and motivations of scientific
archaeology can be successfully coordinated with the goals
and motivations of other communities who have a stake in
the past (La Roche and Blakey 1997; cf. Langford 1983).

In the summer of 1991, a CRM firm contracted by the
US government began excavating the construction site of
a proposed office building near City Hall in Manhattan.
Eighteenth-century maps referred to an African cemetery in
the vicinity, and within less than a year more than 400 buri-
als were disinterred. Upset by the disturbance of the buri-
als and osteological analyses that focused mainly on racial
classification, a broad coalition of concerned citizens, artists,
clergy members, activists, anthropologists, and city, state and
federal politicians succeeded in stopping the excavation and
transferring the artifacts and human remains to a team of
African-American anthropologists whose research design was
supported by the descendent community. Thereafter, the
African Burial Ground project consisted of not only oste-
ology and forensics (stable isotope analysis, molecular genet-
ics, morphology, morphometrics, etc.), but also African and
African-American history, art history and ethnology, a pub-
lic education and interpretation programme, plans to rebury
the human remains and determine the future fate of the site,
and more.

The research conducted by the African Burial Ground
project has addressed a number of Eurocentric distortions
and omissions in the historical record that, if left uncorrected,
would deny northern racism and locate enslavement primar-
ily in the southern United States (Pittman 1998). During the
18th century, the vast majority of Africans in New York
were enslaved. Evidence of malnutrition and excessive physi-
cal strain demonstrate the abhorrent quality of life for many
New York slaves (Blakey 1998). Disrespect for the human-
ity of New York city’s Africans continued after death. Not
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allowed to bury their dead in church cemeteries, Africans
had to use a plot of land in a ravine outside of the palisades
that marked the edge of the city. The burial ground was dese-
crated by dumping of refuse from nearby tanning and pottery
industries, grave robbing by medical students, executions in
retribution for alleged revolts, and, once the burial grounds
were closed, the digging of privies and cisterns as part of Dutch
American occupation of the site in the 19th century. Ironi-
cally, now that we know much more about the African Burial
Ground, distortion continues today in artistic portraits that
picture the burial grounds as a lush, flat pastoral landscape
rather than a hilly ravine on the margin of noxious industries.
Such inaccuracies negate the actual hardships faced by New
York’s early African community and defuse the raw power
of the Burial Ground (La Roche and Blakey 1997, p. 98).

Beyond providing evidence that confronts a whitewashed
past, the African Burial Ground is ‘an avenue leading to
spiritual rebirth and renewal’, a possibility that ‘slavery’s
wounds might finally be tended’ (La Roche and Blakey 1997,
p. 100; Blakey 1998, p. 58). In other words, the African
Burial Ground project, along with other examples of African-
American historical archaeology (Franklin 1997; Leone et al.
1995; McDavid and Babson 1997), empowers contemporary
descendants by giving them tangible, material evidence of
their heritage and of the contributions and suffering of their
once ignored, silenced and disenfranchised ancestors.

As an example of an archaeology engaged in contempo-
rary politics, the African Burial Ground project also serves as
a model for the potential benefits of collaboration between
archaeologists and non-archaeologists. Despite the fact that ar-
chaeology, physical anthropology and history have tradition-
ally abused or demeaned African-Americans, systematic con-
sultation between the descendent community and the team
that replaced the original CRM firm led the descendent com-
munity to endorse wholeheartedly a scientific research design.
Because of a shared affinity for African-American culture,
past and present, it helped that the archaeologists and descen-
dent communities were both African-American (La Roche

225



Reading the past

and Blakey 1997, p. 93). However, the recent history of en-
gagements between archaeologists and native Americans, to
which we now turn, shows that a successful collaboration
does not require ethnic homogeneity of the participants.

Indigenous archaeologies

Western archaeologists working in non-industrialized soci-
eties, particularly in the post-colonial era, became increas-
ingly confronted both with the idea that the pasts they were
reconstructing were ‘Western’ and with an articulate rejec-
tion of those pasts as being politically and ideologically mo-
tivated (Layton 1989a and b). The secure rocks of objective
data began to seem more like shifting sands of subjective im-
pressions. In many parts of the Middle East and of Africa, for
example, Western archaeological interpretations have been
rejected or reassessed and the Western archaeologists them-
selves excluded.

It can be suggested that the Australian government pub-
licized anthropological and archaeological interpretations of
Aborigines as ‘natural’, primitive and isolated. By processes
such as these, the Australian Aborigines were denied another
identity and their access to Western knowledge about disease,
health, the law and power was restricted. On the other hand,
Aborigines make use of archaeological interpretations in land
claims, and similar strategies are used elsewhere, for example
by the Canadian Inuit. In Europe, too, archaeology makes
legitimate claims about long-term residence in certain areas.
For example, in Norway, debate about archaeologists’ abili-
ties to identify ethnic groups in prehistory is heightened by
political issues concerned with Sami (Lapp) rights.

The United States of America, a country which has grown
up through the relatively recent mass genocide of indigenous
American peoples and which has even developed high posi-
tive values in relation to ‘the frontier’, has complex attitudes
to the archaeology of the peoples it displaced (Watkins 2000).
These attitudes have changed through time, but they have
always portrayed America’s native people as unprogressive
(Trigger 1980). Thus in the nineteenth century native peoples
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were seen as unprogressive savages, a view resulting in the
‘Mound Builder’ myth according to which spectacular earth-
works in North America were described as produced by non-
native Americans. In the early twentieth century, the same
disrespect for native Americans led to a lack of interest in ex-
plaining their cultural developments; a descriptive and static
picture was painted. In processual archaeology, native Amer-
icans were treated as laboratories for the testing of general
statements of interest to non-native American archaeologists
but of little relevance to the history or concerns of the native
Americans themselves (Trigger 1980). In all these ways, the
native Americans’ place in America, and the Euro-American
destruction of that place, are minimized, and archaeology
contributes to an ‘historical amnesia’. Recently, however, lib-
eral tendencies and environmental resource concerns in West-
ern society, coupled with native American land claims, have
led to Western archaeologists working on behalf of groups
in the United States and Canada. Indeed recent legislation
in the United States (including NAGPRA) attempts to safe-
guard the interests of native Americans in regard to their
heritage. This has led to closer cooperation between archae-
ologists and native Americans (Swidler et al. 1997; Watkins
2000), and even to changes in archaeological method which
involve native American oral traditions and ritual obser-
vances within the scientific process (e.g. Dowdall and Parrish
2003).

The differences between Western and indigenous percep-
tions of non-Western pasts are often difficult to handle in
practice. There is often considerable mistrust, misunderstand-
ing and resentment. But it is difficulties such as these which
have begun to push Western archaeologists to consider their
own biases and to confront the issue of whether differences
in interpretation can be resolved by testing theories against
objective data. In many cases the doctrines of verification are
themselves perceived as political (Langford 1983). The temp-
tation is to withdraw from the confrontation and the debate,
rather than to expose the apolitical nature of Western empiri-
cism and positivism to erosion.
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Feminist archaeologies

It is this ability of Western archaeologists to note but ignore
the confrontation with indigenous archaeologies which em-
phasizes the importance of a feminist perspective in archae-
ology. By ‘feminist’ we mean here a critical perspective from
the point of view of women in contemporary society, which
goes beyond ‘gender archaeology’ - the study of the relations
between men and women in the past. Since this perspective
in archaeology derives from a contemporary current within
the West it is potentially less easy to ignore than the archaeol-
ogy of distant countries. This potential (Conkey and Spector
1984) is rapidly being realized (Barstow 1978; Claassen 1994;
Conkey and Gero 1997; Engelstad 1991; Gero 1985; Gero and
Conkey 1991; Gilchrist 1993; Meskell 2002; Sgrensen 1988;
2000; Wright 1996).

We do not intend to discuss the imbalance in the represen-
tation of women in the archaeological profession or the use of
sexist language in archaeological publications, although both
matters are linked to the main aspect of feminist archaeology
to be discussed here as relevant to the theme of this chapter.
Rather, we shall concentrate on two important points made
by feminist archaeologists (Conkey and Spector 1984). The
first is that archaeologists have tended to view the past sex-
ual division of labour as similar to that of the present. For
example, hunting and trade are often seen as male pursuits,
while gathering and weaving are female. Projectile points
and well-made tools are linked to men, while non-wheel-
made pots are linked to women. This sex-linking of past ac-
tivities makes present sexual relations seem inevitable and
legitimate.

Second, greater interest is shown in the ‘dominant’ male
activities. Males are generally portrayed as stronger, more ag-
gressive, more dominant, more active and more important
than women, who often appear as weak, passive and depen-
dent. The past is written in terms of leadership, power, war-
fare, the exchange of women, man the hunter, rights of in-
heritance, control over resources, and so on.
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These two androcentric strands of archaeological analysis
have been critically examined, in particular, in relation to
the debate about the ‘origins of man’ and ‘man the hunter’
(Conkey and Spector ibid.), and reinterpretations of the
‘origins of man” have been made in which women play a more
positive role (e.g. Tanner 1981). The impact of the debate is
equally relevant for the adoption of agriculture (Draper 1975;
Gero and Conkey 1990) and for the rise of the state (Gailey
1987; Hastorf 1990).

In relation to the two points made above, feminist ar-
chaeologists argue that, first, we cannot assume universally
equivalent divisions of labour and sex-linking of activities.
Rather than assuming that the term ‘woman’ has universal
cultural characteristics, there is a need to examine the way
in which gender constructions can vary. Archaeological data
are rife with evidence of the cultural constructions of gen-
der relations. Objects can be linked to women in graves,
the nutritional aspect of gender relations can be examined
in comparing female and male skeletons (Hastorf 1990), the
representation and non-representation of women in art and
symbolism can be studied. Indeed, it is often the absence of
women from certain domains of representation that will sup-
port insight into gender constructions.

In relation to the second point made above, it is argued by
feminist archaeologists that women can play an active role
in society (see Tanner 1981). For example, pottery decora-
tion has been seen by archaeologists largely as a cultural in-
dicator - it is a passive indexing device. Even when viewed
in terms of information flow, exchange and interaction, the
decoration remains passive and unrelated to women. Femi-
nist perspectives, however, suggest that in certain situations
pottery decoration may be involved in the covert discourse of
women who are ‘muted’ in the dominant modes of discourse
(Braithwaite 1982). Indeed, decoration and elaboration in the
domestic context may often have much more to do with the
negotiation of power between men and women than they
have with symbolizing contact and interaction between local
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groups (see Hodder 1984a for an application of this notion to
European prehistory).

One of the most important aspects of the feminist critique
relates to the discussion of power in chapter 4, where it was
argued that there are different types of power which overlap
and conflict and are continually being negotiated between dif-
ferent interest groups. Power is not simply a ‘reality’ of force
or the control of resources but is also closely linked to mean-
ings, values and prestige. Control of a prestigious resource can
only be used as the basis of power when the resource has been
given cultural and social values. Moore (1988, p. 35) argues
that ‘most feminist scholars would now agree, I think, that
the cultural valuations given to women and men in society
arise from something more than just their respective positions
in the relations of production’. The representation of gen-
der relations in material culture (in burials, dress, art, use of
space, etc.) may tell us more about the attempts made to value
or devalue men and women than it tells us about the ‘real’
power of men and women in the control of resources. We
cannot simply read off gender dominance from the material
representation of gender relations (Hodder 1990c). Rather, we
are forced, in discussing the representation of gender domi-
nance, to interpret symbolic meanings. For this reason, we
would argue that the overall theoretical shift being outlined
in this volume is needed in the discipline before many of
the most exciting aspects of feminism can take hold in ar-
chaeology. As Michelle Rosaldo said of this shift in anthro-
pology, we must pursue not universal, general causality but
meaningful explanation. ‘It now appears to me that woman’s
place in human social life is not in any direct sense a prod-
uct of the things she does, but of the meaning her activities
acquire through concrete social interaction’ (Rosaldo 1980,
p. 400).

If we want to show how gender relations are experienced
and given meaning, how they are used to define person-
hood and how they are involved in subtle ways in multi-
dimensional relations of power, a critical hermeneutic or
contextual approach may be necessary. In so far as issues
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of meaning are part of feminist archaeology, positivism is
not an appropriate framework. Feminism has had a very
late impact in archaeology in comparison with related dis-
ciplines. Stacey and Thorne (1985) claim that feminist ap-
proaches have succeeded least in disciplines (like sociology,
psychology, economics) more deeply anchored in positivism.
It is in fields with a strong interpretive approach (history,
literature, sociocultural anthropology) that feminism has ad-
vanced furthest. It may be archaeology’s recent positivist his-
tory coupled with its increasing resource base in the sciences
that impeded the development of feminist archaeology for so
long.

In recent years there has been internal debate within femi-
nist archaeology about the overall emphasis on women rather
than on gender relations, and on various forms of sexual-
ity that counter dominant modes of discourse (Voss and
Schmidt 2000). Indeed, one of the main issues at the heart
of a ‘third wave’ of feminism and feminist archaeology is that
not enough attention has been paid to different categories of
men and women. Rather than talking of women as a whole
in a particular society, the focus is on differences in class, age,
occupation and so on which may be just as important in defin-
ing identity as sex or gender (Joyce 2000; Meskell 1999). This
emphasis on difference radically undermines claims for an
essential character for men and women. Even the biological
basis of sexual difference is now seen as embedded in discourse
(Foucault 1981b). Cultural ‘gender’ cannot be set against bio-
logical ‘sex’ because the latter too is discursive and historically
changing. This type of ‘third wave’ approach leads to attempts
to describe individual and private lives (Meskell 2002). It leads
to a focus on difference and social agency, but also to a situ-
ating of sex and gender as components in wider social fields
which vary historically and spatially.

Other alternative Western archaeologies

From Creationists and readers of Von Daniken to metal de-
tector users (Gregory 1983) and ley-line hunters (Williamson
and Bellamy 1983), alternative and often extremely popular
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pasts are derived which establishment archaeologists may try
to ignore, or dismiss as ‘fringe’. Increasingly, however, di-
rect confrontation occurs, particularly in Western societies
in which the past as a resource has now to be used more effec-
tively for the general public, as a commodity, well-packaged
and responsive to demand.

In many Western countries archaeology has long been
linked to the upper and middle classes. To what extent is
this true today, how is the past used to legitimate established
interests, and what are the effects on interpretations of the
past? A survey of the British public’s knowledge of and atti-
tudes to archaeology was carried out by Merriman (1989a, b;
1991).

From the surveys, it is clear that certain groups of people
in contemporary Britain know more about the past than oth-
ers. They have a broader and more accurate knowledge of
what archaeologists write. They watch more archaeological
documentaries on television, go more to museums and visit
sites and churches, and read more about the past. Not surpris-
ingly, these people have often had more education (stayed at
school longer, or had some form of further education) than
those with less archaeological knowledge. They also often
have higher-valued jobs with more control over people and
resources.

How exactly do these different groups in society interpret
the past? The survey results suggested that less educated, lower
income groups tended to be relatively more interested in their
local past, in archaeology as history. Most individuals in the
general public find it extremely difficult to develop their ideas
about an alternative past in relation to the data from the past.
They are excited by Von Daniken and films such as One Mil-
lion Years B.C. and Raiders of the Lost Ark, and they develop
their personal views about what the past must have been like,
but they are kept at a distance from archaeological artifacts by
glass cases, systems analyses and the jargon of social theory.
Where they do manage to gain some access to an immedi-
ately experienced past, they are often directly confronted by
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the archaeological establishment, or else their views are stu-
diously ignored. For example, metal detector users and the
archaeological establishment in Britain have entered into a
heated and acrimonious debate which serves only to widen
social divisions (Hodder 1984b). Those archaeologists who
do try to work with, rather than against, metal detector en-
thusiasts have found ways of encouraging cooperation and
understanding (Gregory 1983).

The same can be said for the various forms of New Age
archaeology that are burgeoning world-wide. In particular,
the interactions between archaeology and the various goddess
communities have been explored by a number of archaeolo-
gists (e.g. Meskell 1995; 1998b; Tringham and Conkey 1998).
Locations such as the Neolithic temples in Malta, the Bronze
Age sites on Crete, or Catalhdylik in Turkey have become
pilgrimage sites for such groups (Rountree 1999; 2001; 2002).
The individuals involved in these tours are often well edu-
cated. Their aim is often to engage in sites more deeply than
most tourists, and this can lead to conflict with local commu-
nities (Rountree 2001). There is often a desire to perform cir-
cle dances and other rituals on sites. Some goddess groups are
very sensitive to local interests and to the preservation of sites,
but other groups may be antagonistic towards archaeologists
whom they see as male-biased and secular, unresponsive to the
presence of the goddess. But attempts can be made to enter
into a dialogue with these groups (see www.catalhoyuk.com),
and successful collaborative programmes at sites can be devel-
oped in which the new religions, archaeological science and
local communities are accommodated to each other.

There is, then, great potential for archaeologists to encour-
age and help to create different views of and ways of partici-
pating in the past (Willey 1980). Attempts could be made to
explain how the past is excavated (Leone 1983) and how it
is reconstructed. Many museums, such as the Jorvik Viking
Centre in York, are now more concerned with providing liv-
ing versions of the past that can be experienced by the public.
This is equally true of some well-established museums.
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Conclusion

In the latter part of this chapter we have discussed the ac-
tual and potential archaeological viewpoints of a number of
groups which can be described as subordinate on a global or
intra-societal scale. These alternative, but by no means ‘mi-
nority’, viewpoints confront establishment perspectives and
imply that the pasts we reconstruct are both partly subjective
and involved in the negotiation of power.

It does not seem possible to react to this discussion of the
contextuality of archaeological knowledge by claiming that
‘method” will allow differentiation between the alternative
interpretations of the past. Positivism, independent Middle
Range Theories, materialist analysis, all can be seen to be tied
to particular contemporary social assumptions; method too
is ideological.

An open relativism appears at first to be the only solution,
whereby ‘anything goes’. Certainly there are some attractive
aspects of this solution, if it allows greater debate between
different viewpoints and a fuller involvement of archaeology
in contemporary social and political issues. Yet most archae-
ologists feel that this solution is too extreme. Most feel that
some interpretations of the past are not as good as others, that
not everything can be said with equal integrity.

The contemporary social basis of our reconstructions of
the past does not necessitate a lack of validity for those re-
constructions. Our interpretations may be biased, but they
may still be ‘right’. Clearly, however, it is important to un-
derstand where our ideas come from, and why we want to
reconstruct the past in a particular way.

There is a dialectical relationship between past and present:
the past is interpreted in terms of the present, but the past can
also be used to criticize and challenge the present. In this view
it is possible critically to evaluate past and present contexts in
relation to each other, so as to achieve a better understanding
of both. There is a human mental ability to conceive of more
than one subjective context and critically to examine the rela-
tionship between varied perspectives. This discussion returns
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us to earlier statements in this volume about the relationship
between the larger whole (structure, system) and the indi-
vidual part (action, practice, the individual). Structures and
taken-for-granteds may well be the media for thought and ac-
tion, yet they can themselves be changed by critical thought
and action.

Thus the data are not objective or subjective but real. And
there are no universal instruments of measurement, but it is
possible to understand ‘otherness’. Even the notions of the
universality of meaning construction must be subject to crit-
ical evaluation, especially in periods prior to Homo sapiens
sapiens. We always translate ‘their’ meanings into ‘our’ lan-
guage, but our language is flexible and rich enough to iden-
tify and perceive differences in the way the same ‘words’ are
used in different contexts. The subjectivity of other objects
can be comprehended without imposing our own ‘objective’
subjectivities; the subject/object division that has dominated
archaeology can be broken down.

Post-processual archaeology, then, involves the breaking
down of established, taken-for-granted dichotomies, and
opens up study of the relationships between norm and in-
dividual, process and structure, material and ideal, object and
subject. Post-processual archaeology does not espouse one ap-
proach or argue that archaeology should develop an agreed
methodology. It is about opening up, not shutting down,
and therefore welcomes the proliferation of archaeologies.
Though we endorse the hermeneutic method, our endorse-
ment should not be taken as a rejection of other methods or
approaches. In fact, we argue that the hermeneutic approach
is extremely broad, subsuming modes of inquiry that priori-
tise both the laboratory sciences and the humanities. Finally
post-processual archaeology is about engagements with so-
cial theory and social groups. Though in the next chapter we
maintain that archaeology is archaeology is archaeology, it
is strongest when most broadly networked with other disci-
plines and most relevant when interwoven with social issues.
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The archaeology for which we have been advocating at-
tempts to capture a new openness to debate in archaeol-
ogy - a broadening to include a variety of influences including
Marxism, structuralism, practice theories, embodiment, fem-
inist critiques and public archaeology. At the same time, the
aim is to establish archaeology as a discipline able to con-
tribute an independent voice to both intellectual and public
debates. The contextual approach discussed in chapter 8 is
one way of doing this which we personally find attractive,
given our own views of the society in which we live and of
what ought to happen to it, and given our opinion of the
development of archaeology over the last 20 years.

In contributing to and being involved in broader interdis-
ciplinary debate, archaeologists read various types of general
meaning in their data. We have discussed three overlapping
types of meaning. One is the meaning of objects as physical,
involved in exchanges of matter, energy and information; the
concern here is with the object as a resource, functioning
after its production, to facilitate organizational needs. A sec-
ond is the meaning of objects in relation to the structured
contents of historical traditions. A third kind of meaning -
operational meaning - resides in the specifics of the context
of each event or expression. Operational meaning is shaped
by the previous two meanings but also takes into account (1)
the specific intentions underlying the discrete actions of peo-
ple in the past and (2) the unique lived, embodied experience
of each actor. In claiming that these views (object as object,
object as meaningfully constituted, object as product of sit-
uated intentions, object in relation to personal experience)
are necessary in archaeology, we do not espouse a live and
let live policy in which these approaches can exist separately,
side by side. There is little one can do by focussing only
on the object as physical object. Perhaps distance from the
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source of an exchanged object, the amount of meat on bones,
the efficacity of tools for cutting skin and so on, can be as-
sessed without reference to historical meanings; but we have
shown in numerous examples that most statements about
the past involve making assumptions about such meanings -
whether one is talking of prestige exchange, the economy or
the population size of a settlement. Even words like ‘wall’,
‘pit’ and ‘settlement’ denote purpose. We cannot always as-
sume that ‘figurine’ and ‘agriculture’ mean the same thing
in different contexts. Archaeologists have always worked by
thinking themselves into past cultural contexts — one cannot
get very far otherwise. The three approaches cannot exist sep-
arately because each is necessary to the other and is routinely
involved in the other. The concern of this volume has been
to argue for the necessity of this relationship, to argue that
we should be more explicit and rigorous in our reconstruc-
tions of historical meanings, and that we should discuss the
theoretical and methodological issues which result.

However, the reaction against such discussion in archae-
ology has been remarkably persistent. Much of Binford’s
writing centres on this theme. In an account of resin-
processing activities amongst the Ayawara Australian
Aborigines, Binford (1984) notes variation between Aborig-
inal groups. He asks whether this variation is expedient and
situational or cultural, thus continuing the old split between
process and norm, and framing the question on the assump-
tion that such a split exists. Binford argues that variation in
resin-processing depends on whether processing is carried out
by mixed-sex groups using female-curated items, or whether
it is done by all-male groups away from the residential camp.
He concludes that resin-processing is situational and not cul-
turally determined.

Clearly resin-processing may vary depending on whether
women are present, and on where it is carried out. But to
describe this variation and covariation is to do an adequate
analysis of neither of Binford’s two concerns - situational
adaptation and culture. We have argued that situational de-
cision making is a central part of context (chapter 8); but to
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examine situational variability we need to have a clear idea of
why women do certain tasks and men others, and we need to
examine the active social context of male and female strate-
gies in relation to each other. What are women or men trying
to do in refusing to do this task in this residential camp, but
not in that camp, and so on? Binford provides no answers to
such questions. To examine the role of culture, we need to
examine indigenous attitudes to the particular tools used in
resin-processing, to those tools which can or cannot be used
inside and outside the residential camp, to resin and resin-
processing themselves, to men and women. We would need
to examine such attitudes and strategies by observing more of
the cultural context (what else do men and women do, what
else are the different locations used for, and so on).

Rather than seeing culture and situational decision making
as divorced, we can see them both as closely intertwined in
each social ‘action’. In Collingwood’s terms, we need to get
at the ‘inside’ of the Ayawara events. As in his Nunamiut
study, Binford provides us with inadequate information to
examine culture as the medium of action - the situational de-
cisions, as described, occur in a cultural vacuum so that we
cannot explain their specificity, their causes or their effects.
The poverty of the argument is clear. Binford is more in-
terested in making some general contribution to an abstract
theoretical debate about which ‘ism’ is correct than he is in
understanding the particular event in all its richness and com-
plexity. The contemporary game of power is played out, but
the cause of science is not necessarily advanced. Of course, we
would return to the larger theoretical issues after having dis-
cussed Ayawara resin-processing in full, and general theories
are necessary in the initial approach to and interpretation of
the data, but in Binford’s account the dialectical relationship
between theory and data, the critical comparison of contexts,
never takes place. Binford short-circuits the argument by ‘test-
ing’ theories against pre-selected criteria, rather than trying
to place the theories more fully in their contexts. Binford
does not ‘read’ the Ayawara resin-processing ‘text’. Discus-
sion about ‘isms’ therefore becomes confrontational, based
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on a priori assumptions and on power. The contribution that
the Ayawara could make to debate between the ‘isms’ is never
realized.

Testing interpretations

We do not wish to give the impression in the above account of
Binford’s work that we cannot ‘test’ theories. A dichotomy
sometimes emerges between testing and interpretation. In fact
the dichotomy should concern different approaches to test-
ing. Some processual archaeologists have built up an inaccu-
rate and contradictory picture of how archaeologists test their
theories.

Instead of testing, we come to an understanding. Though
our understandings are contingent on our contemporary en-
gagements with the world and are therefore subject to change,
it is indeed possible to show that certain understandings fit the
data better than others. There are two aspects of this fitting
procedure. First, we may show that the theories feeding our
interpretations are incomplete, self-contradictory or perhaps
unconscionable given the contemporary context of the work.
This context includes the relations of power impacting and
impacted by archaeology and the interests of other commu-
nities that claim connections to the past. Second, we show
that previous theories leave much of the data unaccounted
for in comparison with new theories, or we show that earlier
theories used incorrect data (such as incorrect dates) or that
they were based on the recognition of patterns which were
not statistically significant, and so on.

It is easy to confuse scientific procedures with the
hypothesis-testing approach. But in fact the use of scientific
means of analysis, whether involving the use of statistics,
quantification, chemical or physical studies, is equally rele-
vant with a hermeneutic approach. Such scientific methods
are used for discerning and testing patterns (for example
against the notion of randomness), relationships, dates and
sources. The methods help us to find patterns against which
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we can evaluate our claims. But they do not provide a way
of avoiding the hermeneutic circle. They allow us to describe
pattern more accurately and to look for more dimensions of
variability, but the pattern still has to be interpreted. We still
have to appeal to coherence and correspondence. However
much we use statistical and scientific methods, whether we are
primarily concerned with ecological or with cultural issues,
we all follow a hermeneutic enterprise as outlined in chapter 8.

This description of archaeology is decried by some archae-
ologists as unscientific because it argues that we use ad hoc
accommodative arguments (Binford 1982). Such archaeolo-
gists feel that a properly scientific argument needs to reach
a greater degree of certainty, stability and universality and
that the social construction of archaeological knowledge can
be discounted. They argue for universal instruments of mea-
surement which are not historically variable.

We would agree that Middle Range Theory can be built
with some success in relation to the various non-cultural pro-
cesses which affect the archaeological record. For example,
knowledge about the responses of types of stone, bone and
clay to different forces allows us to evaluate the validity of hy-
potheses about the past. They provide a test which is based on
universal non-cultural processes and which is independent be-
cause based on theories unrelated to those being evaluated. It is
not possible to make the same claims for cultural processes.
We would accept that we need to generalise about cultural
processes in order to form abstractions and construct theo-
ries. An example of an attempt to generalise about cultural
processes includes Cowgill’s sketch of a Middle Range The-
ory of the Mind (1993). These generalisations include infer-
ences about meaning, emotion, ideology and power. Cowgill
claims that his Middle Range Theory is similar to other
Middle Range Theories in that its assumptions should be inde-
pendent of the evidence. However, Cowgill explicitly states
that Middle Range Theory can pertain to local situations,
which means that his approach is in fact contextual and there-
fore significantly different from traditional Middle Range
Theory.
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Traditional Middle Range Theory, which works best for
non-cultural processes and assumes strict independence of
context, creates a contradiction when it is applied to the
testing of hypotheses about mind, meaning and representa-
tion. On the one hand, it is argued by some processual ar-
chaeologists that universal relationships in the organization
of, for example, ritual and religion (Renfrew 1985) allow the
archaeologist to test theories against the data. Various predic-
tions are made on the basis of Middle Range theoretical un-
derstanding and the data are examined to see if they fit. For
this procedure to be scientific in the way that is often claimed,
the hypothesis about the past, the Middle Range Theory and
the data should all be independent of each other and the Mid-
dle Range knowledge should be universal. On the other hand,
as was noted in chapter 2, writers such as Renfrew, Flannery
and Marcus and Binford and Sabloff argue that each culture
has its own ‘cognitive phylogeny’ or each approach its own
paradigm. These two positions simply do not compute. The
contextuality of knowledge undermines the dependence on
universal measuring devices, the independence of theories and
the objective confrontation of theory and data.

The alternative is to move backwards and forwards be-
tween theory and data, trying to fit or accommodate one to
the other in a clear and rigorous fashion, on the one hand
being sensitive to the particularity of the data and on the
other hand being critical about assumptions and theories.
Much damage has been done in archaeology by the crudity of
hypothesis-testing and narrow ‘scientific method’, although
in practice most archaeologists have continued to find that
what they discover is of greater interest and complexity than
their expectations. There is always a surplus of meaning
which requires a more sensitive, hermeneutic interpretation.
A properly scientific approach accepts the need to account
for all the data, in all its particularity, and the need for the
critical probing of the only partial independence of theory
and data.

However much they would like to think otherwise, ar-
chaeologists rarely work as positivist natural scientists. We
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would argue that on the whole what they tend to do is follow
simple hermeneutic procedures within a stream of changing
interpretation. This realization has been clarified by the need
to interpret internal meanings but it is equally relevant to all
types of archaeology.

Any discussion of ‘reading’ the past or of internal mean-
ings has hints of empathy and a lack of science, so that the
statement ‘it makes sense to me’ appears to become the final
arbiter of any debate. Archaeology thus becomes prey to spe-
cial interests. Post-processual archaeologists would, however,
reject empathy and would reject the notion that anyone’s
interpretation of the past, however unrelated to the data, is
equally valid. Some would emphasize the contribution made
by debate between different perspectives on the past as one
mechanism for the critique of vested interests and invalid in-
terpretations. Others (e.g. Shanks and Tilley 1987a and b)
would describe the archaeological data as ‘networks of re-
sistances’ which constrain what can be said about the past.
Our own view is that even this is too ‘presentist’ and does
not allow that our conception of the present is partly built
out of the reality of the past. For example, it is undoubtedly
the case that our present ideas about evolution and progress
have been contributed to by the hard findings of archaeolo-
gists. Equally, archaeology is what it is today in each country
partly because of what has been found. What has been found
is a product of what has been looked for but it also affects the
way we look (for example, concentrating our researches on
certain wealthy or visible sites, regions or periods). Archae-
ology, the present and the past, subject and object, are in a
dialectical relationship which is always in movement. They,
we, depend on each other and bring each other into existence.

Archaeology and its distinctive role

In order for a broader, post-processual archaeology to be
achieved, studies of the three types of meaning of material
objects (as object, as signs and as operational contexts) need
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to be incorporated. In this way the four general issues of post-
processual archaeology (the relationships between norm and
individual, process and structure, ideal and material, subject
and object) can be addressed. It might seem that in becoming
part of such debates, and using theories from other disciplines,
archaeology would lose some of its distinctiveness and inde-
pendence. Post-processual archaeology is part of wider con-
cerns within social theory, and contextual analysis derives
much of its methods and theory from linguistic analysis.

Yet it has also been argued in this book that contextual
archaeological data can be examined in their own terms, and
that the specificity of past meanings can be approached. Per-
haps archaeology can contribute its own data to the general
debates, using its own methods and theories to do so, as an in-
dependent discipline. We wish now to examine the proposal,
again different from traditional and processual archaeology,
that archaeology is neither history nor anthropology, but just
archaeology.

The claim that ‘archaeology is archaeology is archaeology’
was forcefully made by David Clarke. His Analytical Ar-
chaeology (1968) is the most significant attempt to develop
a peculiarly archaeological methodology based on archaeo-
logical contexts. In his later Glastonbury study (1972; see
above, p. 68), Clarke conducted a detailed contextual analy-
sis incorporating a structural element. Apart from his non-
alignment with the view that ‘archaeology is anthropology or
it is nothing’, Clarke differed from much processual or ‘New’
archaeology because he retained a concern with cultural en-
tities, their diffusion and continuities. Despite a strong nat-
ural science element in his work, he was suspicious of too
easily imposing and ‘testing’ general laws. There are clearly
many similarities, therefore, with the more limited account
of a contextual approach provided in this volume. The ma-
jor difference, apart from the detailed type of methodology
embraced is in Clarke’s failure to identify ways of moving
beyond the data to interpret them. In Analytical Archaeology
his scheme is analytical and empirical. The social and cultural
meanings of his archaeological patterns are far from clear.
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Simple cross-cultural interpretations were imposed (for exam-
ple regarding the significance of regional cultural groupings),
and there is little concern with meaning content and ‘history
from the inside’ in this or any of his later works.

Taylor too had claimed (1948) that ‘archaeology is nei-
ther history nor anthropology’ (ibid., p. 44). Again there are
many similarities between the view put forward in this vol-
ume and his conjunctive approach, which had as its primary
goal ‘the elucidation of cultural conjunctives, the associations
and relationships, the “affinities”, within the manifestation
under investigation’ (ibid., pp. 95-6). The aim was to exam-
ine contextual information in each unit or site as a discrete
entity within its own cultural expression, with an empha-
sis on the cultural context in contrast to the comparative
method. Further, ‘culture is a mental phenomenon, consist-
ing of the content of minds, not of material objects or ob-
servable behaviour’ (ibid., p. 98). In applied examples, Taylor
demonstrates the ability of archaeologists to reconstruct ideas
in the covert culture of past societies. For example, in an ex-
amination of cloth decoration Taylor notes whether cords are
twisted to the left or right, and goes on to identify structuring
principles, one being that Coahuila textile shows ‘unconcern
with regularized decorative wholes’ (:bid., p. 182).

Despite these clear similarities with the viewpoints dis-
cussed in chapter 9, there are some important limitations in
his approach, recalling the critical comments made earlier in
this volume. First, Taylor claims a categoric distinction be-
tween idea and practice: ‘Culture itself consists of ideas, not
processes’ (tbid., p. 110). This is the opposite to Binford’s
claim, and it is equally inadequate.

Second, Taylor’s view is normative, although not in the
sense that ‘societies’ somehow share an outlook on the world.
Taylor suggested that culture can be either shared or indi-
vidual and idiosyncratic. However, we would take issue with
Taylor in regard to the second meaning of normative - that
behaviour is rule-bound. Individuals or groups are so con-
trolled by systems or codes or structures that they cannot
usurp them. Taylor appears to talk of culture as made up
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of rules of this kind, rather than of contextual decisions in-
formed by rules and dispositions. In this sense his approach
is not contextual (situationally contextual) but normative.

Despite these and other differences with Taylor’s approach
(in particular Taylor does not develop asocially self-conscious
and critical stance in relation to the subjectivity of data de-
scription and interpretation), it is clear that Taylor, in com-
mon with Collingwood, has much to offer contemporary
archaeologists. It is not our concern to deny links to ear-
lier archaeologists — indeed it seems necessary to rebuild the
bridges which were so harshly broken by processual archae-
ology, and to re-evaluate what has been termed the ‘long sleep
of archaeological theory’ (Renfrew 1983b).

In this volume, the notion that archaeology should have
an independent existence, despite its involvements in general
theory and method, has the following components. First, we
have already commented in chapter 9 that archaeology can
be distinguished from antiquarianism by its concern with the
contexts of material objects. It has been argued that archae-
ologists can incorporate inductive methods in building up
from contextual associations and contrasts towards a critical
understanding of specific historical meanings. These readings
and interpretations are translations in a different time; they
make universal assumptions, but the results are not wholly de-
pendent on the present. The readings inform and contribute
to the present through critical evaluation of the past. How
much archaeologists can interpret depends on the richness
of their data networks and on their knowledge and abilities,
yet there is a clear potential for independent archaeological
contribution.

Second, while archaeologists may read material culture, we
do not read it as if it were text. There are distinct differences
between material culture and spoken or written language, dif-
ferences which need to be researched further. Material culture
often appears to be a simpler but more ambiguous language,
and, in comparison to speech, it often seems more fixed and
durable. In addition, most words are arbitrary signifiers of the
concepts signified: thus, the relationship between the word
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‘tree’, as opposed to ‘arbre’ or ‘tarm’, and the concept ‘tree’
is conventional, and historical. But a material culture ‘word’,
such as a photograph or sculpture of a human being, is not
an arbitrary representation of that which is signified: thus,
in contrast to the majority of words, many material culture
signs are iconic or indexical. These and other differences im-
ply that archaeologists have to develop their own theory and
method for reading their own particular data.

Third, archaeology can avail itself of evidence of human
cultural activity that covers enormous spans of time. This
long-term perspective has the potential for leading to new
insights into the four main issues in post-processual archae-
ology. For example, over the long term, what role is played
by the individual event in the general processes of social and
cultural change, and what is the relationship between struc-
ture and process? In the short term, it may appear that social
and economic determinants are more important, but over the
long term the social and economic decisions may be seen to
form repeated patterns that have an underlying structural or
cultural rhythm. Initial archaeological work in this direction
was discussed in chapter 5.

In these various ways, archaeology can be seen as an inde-
pendent discipline groping towards independent method and
theory, but necessarily linked to and contributing to general
social theory. The problem of the relationship between the
particular and the general, which underlies the three points
discussed in the previous paragraphs, is itself a wide issue to
which archaeology can make a particular contribution.

Archaeological objects raise questions about the relation-
ship between the specific and the general, in an extreme
and evocative form. This relationship, apparently ignored
in much recent academic archaeology, has been captured by
Mags Harries in her public art on the streets of Boston (fron-
tispiece). We claim that her art is archaeological, first because
she recognizes the close immediacy of everyday mundane
objects, their historical specificity. Often produced to be left
behind, unintended and unnoticed, the objects capture a fleet-
ing moment in concrete form. Second, however, we feel that
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we understand the objects, that there is a commonality and
nearness, even over great expanses of time. We are confronted
by the enormity of time and the generality of experience. In
this volume we have tried to argue that we can understand
this distance and generality only by exploiting to the full the
concrete everydayness of the artifacts themselves, in all their
specificity.

On the streets of Boston, Mags Harries creates archaeo-
logical objects. Her art is archaeological in the two senses
just defined. For archaeology itself to become archaeological
once again, it must involve more than digging up more ar-
tifacts and putting them in museums and into socio-cultural
sub-systems — we need to examine the specific contexts of ob-
jects in the past, in order to debate our own contexts in the
face of the generality of the long term.

In discussing tentative steps in these directions, this volume
intentionally raises more questions than it answers - about
the relationships between individuals and societies, about the
existence of general laws, about the role of archaeologists in
society, and so on. The meaning of the past is more com-
plex than we might have thought. However, rather than
taking the line that archaeology now appears hopelessly diffi-
cult, we have in fact suggested that archaeologists can return
to basic principles in translating the meaning of past texts
into their own contemporary language. The methods of ex-
cavation and interpretation based on the notion of context
are well-developed. Using such methods - Collingwood’s
question-and-answer procedure, notions of coherence and
correspondence, the idea that meaning is constructed through
structured sets of differences — and recognizing the impor-
tance of critical analysis, it is argued that contextual infor-
mation from the past can lead to understanding of functional
and ideational meanings. In this way long-term history can
be reconstructed and can contribute to debate within modern
social theory and within society at large.
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