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Foreword

This book is one of a major series of more than 20 volumes resulting from the
World Archaeological Congress held in Southampton, England, in September
1986. The series reflects the enormous academic impact of the Congress,
which was attended by 850 people from more than 70 countries, and
attracted many additional contributions from others who were unable to
attend in person.

The One World Archaeology series is the result of a determined and highly
successful attempt to bring together for the first time not only archaeologists
and anthropologists from many different parts of the world, as well as
academics from a host of contingent disciplines, but also non-academics from
a wide range of cultural backgrounds, who could lend their own expertise to
the discussions at the Congress. Many of the latter, accustomed to being
treated as the ‘subjects’ of archaeological and anthropological observation, had
never before been admitted as equal participants in the discussion of their
own (cultural) past or present, with their own particularly vital contribution
to make towards global, cross-cultural understanding.

The Congress therefore really addressed world archaeology in its widest
sense. Central to a world archaeological approach is the investigation not only
of how people lived in the past but also of how, and why, changes took place
resulting in the forms of society and culture which exist today. Contrary to
popular belief, and the archaeology of some 20 years ago, world archaeology
is much more than the mere recording of specific historical events, embracing
as it does the study of social and cultural change in its entirety. All the books
in the One World Archaeology series are the result of meetings and discussions
which took place within a context that encouraged a feeling of self-criticism
and humility in the participants about their own interpretations and concepts
of the past. Many participants experienced a new self-awareness, as well as a
degree of awe about past and present human endeavours, all of which is
reflected in this unique series.

The Congress was organized around major themes. Several of these
themes were based on the discussion of full-length papers which had been
circulated some months previously to all who had indicated a special interest
in them. Other sessions, including some dealing with areas of specialization
defined by period or geographical region, were based on oral addresses, or a
combination of precirculated papers and lectures. In all cases, the entire
sessions were recorded on cassette, and all contributors were presented with
the recordings of the discussion of their papers. A major part of the thinking
behind the Congress was that a meeting of many hundreds of participants that
did not leave behind a published record of its academic discussions would be
little more than an exercise in tourism.

ix



X FOREWORD

Thus, from the very beginning of the detailed planning for the World
Archaeological Congress, in 1982, the intention was to produce post-
Congress books containing a selection only of the contributions, revised in
the light of discussions during the sessions themselves as well as during
subsequent consultations with the academic editors appointed for each book.
From the outset, contributors to the Congress knew that if their papers were
selected for publication, they would have only a few months to revise them
according to editorial specifications, and that they would become authors in
an important academic volume scheduled to appear within a reasonable
period following the Southampton meeting.

The publication of the series reflects the intense planning which took
place before the Congress. Not only were all contributors aware of the
subsequent production schedules, but also session organizers were already
planning their books before and during the Congress. The editors were
entitled to commission additional chapters for their books when they felt that
there were significant gaps in the coverage of a topic during the Congress, or
where discussion at the Congress indicated a need for additional
contributions.

One of the main themes of the Congress was devoted to ‘Archaeological
“Objectivity” in Interpretation’, where consideration of the precirculated
tull-length papers on this theme extended over four and a half days of
academic discussion. The particular sessions on ‘Archaeological “Objectivity”
in Interpretation’ were under my overall control, the main aim being to focus
attention on the way that evidence of the past—including archaeological
evidence—has been used and viewed by particular groups (whether local,
regional or national) at different times. Essential to this aim was the
exploration of the reasons why particular interpretations might have been
chosen, or favoured, by individual societies and traditions at specific points in
their development, or at certain stages in their activities. The whole theme
attempted, therefore, a unique mix of critical assessment of the basis of
archaeological methodology with critical awareness of the social contexts of
the use (and possible manipulation) of the evidence of the past.

Central to this re-evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of
archaeological approaches to the interpretation, and indeed ‘display’, of the
past—whether through academic articles or by means of formal or informal
curricula, or through museums or site presentation—is an assessment of the
methodologies and approaches to the significance of material culture. This has
long been a core issue in archaeological discussion, but it badly needed re-
examination. Throughout the history of archaeology as a discipline material
culture, or at least the repetitive association of distinctive material culture
objects, has been taken to reflect activities of specific social groups or
‘societies” whose physical movements across a geographic stage have often
been postulated on the basis of the distribution patterns of such objects, and
whose supposed physical or ethnic identity (see also State and society, edited by
J.Gledhill, B.Bender & M.T.Larsen) have often been assumed to correlate
with such artefactual groupings. More recently archaeologists have been
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forced to recognize, often through lessons gained from ethnography, that a
distinctive material culture complex may represent the activities of a vast
variety of social groupings and subgroups, and that archaeological
classification may often serve to camouflage the subtle message of style and
technique (see also Animals into art, edited by H.Morphy, and Domination and
resistance, edited by D.Miller, M.J.Rowlands & C.Tilley) which probably
symbolize complex patterns of behaviour, as well as individual aspirations,
within any society.

If the very basis of the equation between a material culture complex and
a social grouping is ambiguous, then much of archaeological interpretation
must remain subjective, even at this fundamental level of its operations.
Whenever the archaeological data of material culture are presented in
museums, on sites, in literature, in schools or in textbooks, as the evidence for
the activities of ‘races’, ‘peoples’, ‘tribes’, ‘linguistic groups’ or other socially
derived ethnic amalgamations, there should be at least scepticism if not
downright suspicion. In a large number of such cases, what we are witnessing
is the none-too-subtle ascription of racial/cultural stereotypes to static
material culture items.

The overall theme therefore took as its starting point the proposition that
archaeological interpretation is a subjective matter. It also assumed that to
regard archaeology as somehow constituting the only legitimate ‘scientific’
approach to the past needed re-examination and possibly even rejection. A
narrow parochial approach to the past which simply assumes that a linear
chronology based on a ‘verifiable’ set of ‘meaningful’ ‘absolute’ dates is the
only way to tackle the recording of, and the only way to comprehend, the past
completely ignores the complexity of many literate and of many non-literate
‘civilizations’ and cultures. However, a world archaeological approach to a
concept such as ‘the past’ focuses attention on precisely those features of
archaeological enquiry and method which archaeologists all too often take
for granted, without questioning the related assumptions.

Discussions on this theme during the Congress were grouped around
seven headings, and have led to the publication of five books. The first
subtheme, organized by Stephen Shennan, Department of Archaeology,
University of Southampton, which lasted for almost a day, was concerned
with ‘Multiculturalism and Ethnicity in Archaeological Interpretation’ and
the second, under the control of Ian Hodder, Department of Archaeology,
University of Cambridge, which occupied more than a day, was on ‘Material
Culture and Symbolic Expression’. The fourth subtheme, ‘The Politics of the
Past: Museums, Media, and other Presentations of Archaeology’ was organized
by Peter Gathercole of Darwin College, Cambridge, and also lasted for more
than a day. Each of these subthemes has led to a separate book: this volume,
The meanings of things, edited by I.Hodder, and The politics of the past, edited by
P.Gathercole & D.Lowenthal (until recently of the Department of Geography,
University College London). The fifth subtheme on “The Past in Education’
was organized by Robert MacKenzie, Central Training Department, National
Association of Citizens’ Advice Bureaux, and discussion of this topic (which
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lasted formally for half a day at the Congress and informally throughout the
week by means of displays and educational events) has been expanded into
the book The excluded past, under the editorship of Peter Stone (of English
Heritage) and R. MacKenzie. David Bellos of the Department of French,
University of Manchester, was responsible for a short discussion session on
the sixth subtheme ‘Mediations of the Past in Modern Europe’, and
contributions from this subtheme have been combined either with those
from the third on ‘Contemporary Claims about Stonehenge’ (a short
discussion session organized by Christopher Chippindale, of the Department
of Archaeology, University of Cambridge), or with those from the seventh
subtheme on ‘Indigenous Perceptions of the Past’ which lasted for almost a
day. Robert Layton of the Department of Anthropology, University of
Durham, was in charge of this seventh topic and has also edited the two
resulting books, Who needs the past? and Conflict in the archaeology of living
traditions. The latter also incorporates several contributions from a one-day
discussion on ‘Material Culture and the Making of the Modern United States:
Views from Native America’, which had been organized by Russell
Handsman of the American Indian Archaeological Institute, Washington, and
Randall McGuire of the Department of Anthropology of the State University
of New York at Binghamton.

The whole of the ‘Archaeological “Objectivity” in Interpretation’ theme
had been planned as the progressive development of an idea and the division
of it into subthemes was undertaken in the full knowledge that there would
be considerable overlap between them. It was accepted that it would, in many
ways, be impossible, and even counter-productive, to split, for example,
education from site presentation, or literary presentations of the past from
indigenous history. In the event, while each of the books resulting from this
overall theme has its own coherence, they also share a concern to make
explicit the responsibility of recognizing the various ways of interpreting
humanly created artefacts. In addition they recognize the social responsibility
of archaeological interpretation, and the way that this may be used,
consciously or unconsciously, by others for their own ends. The contributions
in these books, directly or indirectly, explicitly or implicitly, epitomize the
view that modern archaeology must recognize and confront its new role,
which is to address the wider community. It must do this with a sophisticated
awareness of the strengths and the weaknesses of its own methodologies and
practices.

A world archaeological approach to archaeology as a ‘discipline’ reveals
how subjective archaeological interpretation has always been. It also
demonstrates the importance that all rulers and leaders (politicians) have
placed on the legitimization of their positions through the ‘evidence’ of the
past. Objectivity is strikingly absent from most archaeological exercises in
interpretation. In some cases there has been conscious manipulation of the
past for national political ends (as in the case of lan Smith’s Rhodesian regime
over Great Zimbabwe, or that of the Nazis with their racist use of
archaeology). But, apart from this, archaeologists themselves have been
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influenced in their interpretations by the received wisdom of their times, both
in the sort of classificatory schemes which they consider appropriate to their
subject, and in the way that their dating of materials is affected by their
assumptions about the capabilities of the humans concerned. Nowhere is
archaeological explanation immune to changes in interpretative fashion. This
is as true of Britain as of anywhere else—Stonehenge, in particular, has been
subjected to the most bizarre collection of interpretations over the years,
including all sorts of references to its having been constructed by Mycenaeans
and Phoenicians. Although, at first sight, it is tempting to assume that such
contentions are different from attempts by politicians to claim that the
extraordinary site of Great Zimbabwe was constructed by Phoenicians using
black slaves, the difference is not very easy to sustain.

Realization of the flexibility and variety of past human endeavour all over
the world directs attention back to those questions that are at the very basis
of archaeological interpretation. How can static material culture objects be
equated with dynamic human cultures? How can we define and recognize
the ‘styles” of human activity, as well as their possible implications? In some
contexts these questions assume immense political importance. For example,
the archaeological ‘evidence’ of cultural continuity, as opposed to
discontinuity, may make all the difference to an indigenous land claim, the
right of access to a site/region, or the disposal of a human skeleton to a
museum, as against its reburial.

All these factors lead in turn to a new consideration of how difterent
societies choose to display their museum collections and conserve their sites.
As the debates about who should be allowed to use Stonehenge, and how it
should be displayed, make clear, objects or places may be considered
important at one time and ‘not worth bothering about’ at others. Who makes
these decisions and in what contexts? Who is responsible, and why, for what
is taught about the past in schools or in adult education? Is such education
based on a narrow local/regional/national framework of archaeology and
history, or is it oriented towards multiculturalism and the variety of human
cultural experiences in a world-wide context? What should the implications
be for the future of archaeology?

The main themes in Archaeological approaches to cultural identity have been
discussed in detail in its editorial Introduction. My aim in what follows is to
examine a few of the points which have struck me personally as being of
particular interest and fascination.

In this book Stephen Shennan and his contributors return to one of the
most—possibly the most—fundamentally important questions of
archaeological enquiry and interpretation. What can be legitimately inferred
about the social groups which produced the material culture objects which
are the primary evidence of archaeology? More particularly, when can such
presumed groups of people legitimately be assumed to have thought
themselves to be distinct from other contemporaneous social groups of
human beings?

Traditionally, archaeology of the Western European tradition has
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concentrated, using various criteria and techniques, on the classification of
archaeological discoveries such as pottery and flint tools into groups, or types.
Such types have then often been grouped into larger classes or families
sharing supposedly distinctive features. Traditionally, it is these ‘types’, ‘classes’,
and ‘families’ of similar objects which have been taken as indicators of
chronological and cultural relationships between different human cultures of
the past. Already in the works of Gordon Childe such a simple correlation
between apparently distinctive items of material culture and a human ‘society’
was considered to be too facile. Instead, he posited the equation of societies
with the archaeological evidence of material culture only when more than
one regularly associated ‘type’ of object occurred with another. The existence
of a specific past human society was, therefore, assumed only when there was
a demonstrable association between certain kinds of material culture
evidence.

Since the time of Gordon Childe, archaeology has striven to become much
more rigorous, and much more sophisticated, in its methods of drawing social
inferences from material evidence. Nevertheless, an equation between tool
types and ‘peoples’, as well as reliance on physical migrations as explanation,
are often still in evidence. Thus, for example, Kozlowski and Bandi (1981) are
strongly critical of early efforts to explain the first peopling of the Americas,
including 16th-century attempts to class the Amerindians as a Semitic group
which had arrived from the West. They are also critical of later attempts to
derive them from Ancient Egypt on the basis of the claimed similarity
between their respective pyramids. They also dismiss those who, then and
later, postulated that the vanished Atlantis had once joined Spain to the New
World, and others who either claimed that the Indians were direct
descendants of a local fossil ape or that they had been forced out from the
Arctic with their reindeer in Pleistocene times, had crossed the Bering Strait,
and having arrived via Siberia in Europe, had then reversed their route (at the
end of the Upper Palaeolithic) to become what we now recognize as the
Eskimo culture(s). In the 1920s different theories continued unabated,
including the view that the earliest discoverers of the Americas had been of
Malayo/Polynesian/Melanesian/Australian stock who had crossed the
Antarctic. In 1963 it was even claimed that the Atlantic had been crossed in
skin boats.

After a detailed review of all the artefactual material and the available dates,
Kozlowski and Bandi concluded (1981, pp. 24-5) that there had been no less
than three separate and distinct migrations of East Asian peoples into America
via Alaska between ¢.20 000 BC and ¢.8 000 BC when Beringia
disappeared—all these mass movements of people being inferred from the
supposed similarities of stone tool manufacturing techniques and flint tool
morphologies.

Part of the increase in methodological rigour has consisted of attempts to
define and understand the nature of what constitutes ‘style(s)’, and has also
led to specially oriented fieldwork with living peoples. Several chapters in
this book continue discussion of this central concern (and see also The
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meanings of things, edited by I.Hodder, Animals into art, edited by H.Morphy
and Domination and resistance, edited by D.Miller ef al.). There is no doubt
that an anthropological or archaeological definition of style remains an
analytical tool which may or may not be coterminous with any
classification recognized by the society concerned. Even when ‘different’
styles can be expressed in scientific terms, they may reflect a whole range of
different social concerns, some of current political import to the social
groups themselves, and others derived from the particular histories of the
individuals and groups who make use of them. It would, therefore, be
incorrect to simply assume that where the archaeologist can recognize
stylistic differences in the material culture of the past, it is legitimate to infer
the existence of social groups who considered themselves to be distinct
from others.

At various times in the history of archaeology, the apparently distinctive
nature of tool, artistic, or weapon types have been assumed to reflect not
only human societies but actual races of people with distinctive languages.
As this book demonstrates (see also The politics of the past, edited by P.
Gathercole and D.Lowenthal), such an equation between material culture
and racial groups is not only unwarranted but has been subject to changing
interpretation and weighting of one side or the other of the supposed
balance according to often complex political and ideological considerations
(and see Conflict in the archaeology of living traditions, edited by R.Layton).
Some of these have led to abuse and extremism. The history of
archaeological interpretation was, until relatively recently, a mosaic of
assumed migrations, invasions and annihilations of peoples and cultures.
Several of the contributors to Archaeological approaches to cultural identity
provide much more satisfactory explanations for the archaeological record
without having to assume extensive migrations or equations with later
‘groups’ in historic literature.

Many chapters in this book demonstrate the now long-accepted fact that
all societies are continually changing, and can be assumed to have always been
far from static. It is even possible to recognize the eftects of assimilation in
some archaeological records. Peoples’ practices and beliefs have always
adapted to changing events and circumstances even in those areas, such as
burial practices, where the outside observer as well as the people of the
culture itself would both be (wrongly) inclined to expect and claim
continuity of belief and practice.

Given such well-documented changes in style, practices and attitudes,
Avrchaeological approaches to cultural identity brings into the open the question
whether there are, or are not, social or biological entities which can be
assumed to be unchanging, and to have existed and be recognizable in the
record of the past. If the answer is in the affirmative then the question turns
to the problems of demonstrating continuity of such groups into the present.
The former question raises all the problems of what it is that is ‘congealed’ in
the material culture record (Trigger 1986), and the latter question is also
central to the political role of archaeology in the aspirations of ‘indigenous
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minorities’ and others in the modern world (and see Archaeological heritage
management in the modern world, edited by H.ECleere, for the way that “World’
and ‘National’ legislation makes no, or little, allowance for any prior rights
accruing to such indigenous groups).

The literature on what constitutes ‘culture’, ‘race’ and ‘tribe’ is a vast one.
Chapters in this book stress that there is no necessary one-to-one correlation
between material culture and language or art style, nor between either of the
former and what a living group may consider the extent of its own culture.
In attempting to rid itself of the various connotations which have become
attached to terms such as ‘race’ and ‘tribe’, anthropologists and archaeologists
have, over the past few years, adopted the term ‘ethnic group(s)’, and a
considerable body of literature has concentrated on this supposed category of
human beings, often, but not exclusively, in the context of the Fourth World
and the relations between the (now) minority ‘ethnic’ indigenes and the
groups in political power in such areas. However, by simply shifting
nomenclature and by trying to isolate social groupings on the basis of emic
attitudes towards others, the problems for the archaeologists have not
necessarily decreased. Much as debate rages about whether or not there is an
‘objective’ past to be discovered somewhere ‘out there’ (see also Who needs the
past? and Conflict in the archaeology of living traditions, both edited by R. Layton,
and The politics of the past, edited by P.Gathercole and D. Lowenthal), so the
question shifts to attempts to determine whether the feelings of identity of
ethnic groupings derive from original distinct biological and/or linguistic
groups. Alternatively, are ethnic identities merely social constructs whose
compositions have adapted through time to changing conditions and political
allegiances? The matter is one of intense debate at the current time. The
evidence of this book demonstrates, in various different contexts, many of the
extreme problems of matching the archaeological and ethnographic record, a
lack of congruence which does little to support the view of continuity in
ethnic identities. Even where stylistically distinctive traditions can be
identified in the material culture record it may be that what is being attested
to is no more than the effects of training skills and logistics of production
rather than the shared distinctive experiences and preconceptions of an
ethnic group.

Avrchaeological approaches to cultural identity explores some of the kinds of
archaeological data which may adduce evidence of ethnicity in the past. In no
case 1s it an easy matter of evidence and proof. To most of us it would seem,
as a starting point, that disposal of the dead in distinctive fashions, coupled to
the skeletal evidence itself, should be a major source of data. However, as
already indicated, methods of disposal of the dead are subject to changes of
fashion and practice. Nor, as suggested in this book, is it entirely clear how the
practice of grave robbing (in any period) should be interpreted—whether it
can be taken to be evidence of effective political marginality from, or within,
a group or as the actions of people from ethnic groups other than those
whose human remains are being disturbed or desecrated. Furthermore, as is
well known (Ucko 1969), there is no simple correlation between the
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boundaries of an ethnic (or cultural) group and the adoption of only one
standardized and consistent disposal practice (Hubert 1989). In addition,
archaeologists have the added disadvantage that it is only very rarely that
exact temporal contemporaneity can be demonstrated between the modes of
disposal of two or more supposed distinct ethnic groups. Nor is the analysis
of skeletal morphology capable of fine discriminations of a kind that might
adduce evidence of ethnicity, if it can indeed be assumed that such ethnic
groupings had a biological basis. As this book reveals, the same archaeological
and osteological material has been taken to represent evidence of the Avars
and of the Hungarians.

If it 1s not the traditional analyses by typology and classification of tools
and dwellings that can securely reveal the existence of ethnicity, then it is
tempting to assume that the occasional evidence of artistic depiction may
be more rewarding. Indeed the study of prehistoric rock art (and see
Animals into art, edited by H.Morphy) has been characterized by attempts to
assign animals to species and subspecies, and humans to different racial
types. By and large these attempts have not been very successful for the
Palaeolithic period (Ucko & Rosenfeld 1972, Ucko in press), and the
analysis of Chinese bronzes in this book can do no more than show that in
the Iron Age there, stylistic conventions for hair and beard appear to divide
human beings into groupings which are not only meaningful to our own
20th-century perceptions but resemble those distinctive characteristics
which can still be seen in the area today. The difficulty comes in arguing
backwards from our own categories to the seemingly similar evidence of
the past, whether it be of those with whom the Iron Age Chinese might
have been in contact, or from the so-called tribal European groups
mentioned in the first Classical literature to the archaeological evidence of
the earlier Iron Age. There is a further problem regarding the interpretation
of art works in the context of ethnic identifications, for the visual image is
often a vehicle for stereo-typing. As is well documented for European
images of Australian Aborigines (Maynard n.d.), visual assumptions and
racial attitudes in such art works change and linger according to
philosophical ideas and social theories. In such situations there can be no a
priori assumption either that the ‘groups’ depicted as such were indeed
exclusive groups or, alternatively, were compound creations from a
heterogeneous set of individuals by the ‘dominant’ observers. In an
archaeological context, in particular, these questions are both very complex
and very important. At one level of analysis, the archaeologist’s interest in
material culture is focused on the determination of what kind of social
group, or subgroup (sexual, technological or whatever), has been responsible
for the particular patterning in the material culture record which has been
observed. At another level, however, the archaeologist is also bound to be
concerned with any larger groupings of identity or practice, whether or not
they be the results of ‘imposed’ categorizations from outside, once such
groups become visible in the archaeological record—and whether or not
they were accompanied by feelings of ‘identity’ and ‘belonging’.
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A recent conference of the Association of Social Anthropologists (1987)
was devoted to ‘History and Ethnicity’, the term ethnicity having been often
discussed in the social anthropological literature. It appears that, by now, the
term has acquired two very distinct meanings, the first being simply an
alternative to ‘culture’ and the second assuming a genetic basis to the ethnic
group. The weight of evidence produced at the conference left no doubt that
despite the emotions of ethnic identification, and the claims of members of
groups recognized as ethnic today, membership of such groups is in fact often
fluid and dependent upon agreement between the individual claiming to be
a member and acceptance by the group of the claimant. If this is indeed the
case in living cultures, the critical question remains as to whether the nature
of a distinctive ethnic identity is based on fiction or is derived from the past.
The most likely explanation is that ethnicity does derive from the past but
that the relationship is not a direct one. Instead it appears that the borders and
nature of an ethnic group will change according to the later needs and social
circumstances of the groups concerned (Ucko 1983a); the need to be, and
feel, distinctive is not an unchanging circumstance, neither are the needs and
wishes of dominant societies which may manipulate by changing the bases of
peoples’ allegiances (see also State and society, edited by J.Gledhill et al.). What
remains completely obscure, however, is the detailed nature of the
relationship between what did in fact happen in the past to the particular
group concerned and the later details of claimed ethnic separateness and
distinctiveness.

Several chapters in this book demonstrate how ethnic (or cultural)
groupings have in fact changed in composition, and adapted their modes of
production, in response to political change and political influence. Other
books in this One World Archaeology series have contained eloquent evidence
of the need for individuals and groups to be able to have access to their ‘own’
pasts. In this book the added point is made by Hill in a poignant discussion
of her own self-identity that material culture by itself does not seem to be a
good indicator for differentiating between particular American Indian
cultural groupings with their own distinctive oral traditions. It appears that
archaeology is not in a position to pinpoint what are ethno-specific artefacts
in most, or any, situations. As contributors point out, there are numerous
examples of the same archaeological data being interpreted quite differently
in terms of their ethnic implications by different researchers. As I have stressed
elsewhere (1983a, 1983b, 1987) it is this very characteristic of subjectivity in
the equation of groups (quite apart from the nature of the groups concerned)
with past material culture complexes which has made archaeological
evidence so amenable to political interpretation and even manipulation. It is
a striking feature of this book, therefore, that despite the fact that its subject
matter is traditionally at the very heart of archaeological interpretation and
has received much discussion over the past 100 years, it is also at the very
centre of debate about current political power. As other books in this series
have shown, the ability to be able to demonstrate primacy is often a political
matter, not just in specific contexts such as land rights claims, but also in
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wider issues. Indigenous ethnicity has, at least in a Fourth World context, often
acquired a political momentum of its own, as rival political powers claim to
care most about the demands of indigenous peoples for distinctive and special
treatment. In all these cases, part of the distinctiveness of the situation involves
the special relationship which such groups have traditionally shared with the
land and the sacred sites and areas within their estates. Archaeologists have
already been forced to enter into debates about the nature of the
archaeological evidence for ethnic continuity and discontinuity in specific
localized situations (Ucko 1983a, 1983b). Now, however, the context for
deciding how far archaeological evidence is capable of interpretation is
probably changing. No longer is it merely a question of determining
chronological primacy and deducing matters of continuity and discontinuity
within a particular archaeological context, for the argument is growing (e.g.
Diaz-Polanco 1987) that archaeological and anthropological claims for
indigenous distinctive ethnicity are being used by national governments and
international agencies to separate out such groups (and those who sympathize
with them), from other migrant non-indigenous (ethnic and cultural) groups
with whom they in fact share many of the common features of the
disadvantaged. Such claims demand that the chronology of distinctive
ethnicity be seen to be of less importance than the current economic and
social positions of such groups. In the context of all these changing and
complex interests in the nature of the pasts of different social groups of
apparently distinctive peoples, archaeology has to be very sure of its own basic
interpretative methods and assumptions. The discussions in Archaeological
approaches to cultural identity, which attempt to elucidate many of these key
concepts, are therefore bound to have a profound effect upon future
developments and attitudes to the role and nature of archaeology on the
world’s political stage.
PJ.Ucko
Southampton
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Preface

This book originated in the session on ‘Multiculturalism and Ethnicity in
Archaeological Interpretation’, the first part of the ‘Archaeological
Objectivity’ theme, at the World Archaeological Congress. However, the
differences between the book and the session with its precirculated papers are
quite considerable. In particular, after some considerable thought, the
structure of the project was changed. This led to the exclusion from the book
of a number of the papers presented in the session, the inclusion of three
presented in other sessions, and the commissioning of three others to fill in
obvious gaps. Thus, the chapters by Durrans, by Dolukhanov and by Veit are
new, whereas those of Arnold, Franklin and Washburn were originally placed
elsewhere in the Congress proceedings.

It was decidedly nerve-racking on the first day of the Congress being the
organizer of the session which started off the key theme of ‘Archaeological
Objectivity’. I would like to express my thanks to the contributors to the
session and to the chairmen—Per Mathiesen, Bozidar Slapsak and Polly
Wiessner—for helping things to run as smoothly as they did.

Much of the success of the meeting was due to Professor M.G.Smith’s
‘summing up’ of the day’s session—a staggering feat of concentration and
erudition. Subsequently, Mike Smith wrote up his comments in chapter form,
and I am most grateful to him for having allowed me to make use of them in
my Introduction.

Finally, I would like to thank Peter Ucko for making the whole enterprise
work and for taking his critical rdle as general editor of this series very
seriously. If the book reflects even a fraction of the excitement which was felt
by those present at the Congress, then it will have been more than
worthwhile.

Stephen Shennan
Southampton
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Introduction: archaeological
approaches to cultural identity

STEPHEN SHENNAN

The essence of the argument in this book is that the phenomenon of cultural
difference raises profound problems for archaeology at all levels of both theory
and practice. This introduction outlines some of these problem areas, and the
individual chapters examine various aspects of them from a variety of different
viewpoints.

Rationality and relativism

Climates of thought and the interests of particular groups strongly affect the
questions which archaeologists bring to their material. They go on to affect
the interpretations which are produced: the arrows of cultural influence on
the archaeological map go one way or the other, depending on whether the
archaeologist is Polish or German (Martens, Ch. 2); the interpretation of the
17th century New England cemetery is played one way or the other, in
relation to the current interests of the Native American group who see it as
part of their heritage (Nassaney, Ch. 4). In short, one’s position affects how
one sees the world:

What then is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms and
anthropomorphisms—in short a sum of human relations, which have
been enhanced, transposed and embellished poetically and rhetorically,
and which after long use seem firm, canonical and obligatory to a
people: truths are illusions about which one has forgotten that this is
what they are....

(Nietzsche 1873, quoted in Hollis & Lukes 1982)

The idea that the different traditions within an academic discipline may be
seen as so many cultures, with different criteria of relevance, significance and
meaning has long been commonplace. Hollis & Lukes (1982, p. 1) spell out the
point clearly:

Recent upheavals in the philosophy of science have turned the historian
or sociologist of science into something of an anthropologist, an
explorer of alien cultures. It is as if scientific paradigms and theoretical
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frameworks were strung out in time like islands across an archipelago.
Other minds, other cultures, other languages and other theoretical
schemes call for understanding from within.... Is not the world, as
interpreted in our scheme of things, but one of many? Are not our forms
of reasoning and tests of truth as parochial as any other?

Questions about why people prefer one tradition to another, or one
explanation to another, then become a matter not of reference to external
standards of objectivity or evidence, but of their interests—economic or
otherwise—and the milieu in which they were enculturated, whether as
students into a particular academic discipline or as people growing up within
a particular social group and acquiring its traditions. Of course, on this view
there is no reason to restrict the range of choices of explanation to those
available within the academic discipline itself. As far as reconstructing and
explaining the past is concerned, traditional origin myths are as good as
archaeology, which s, in fact, simply a way of producing origin myths which
are congenial to the way of thinking of a particular kind of society. It is all a
question of upbringing.

Taken to its radical conclusion, this view calls into question the deeply
entrenched belief that there was a real past in which people produced the
material which has come down to us as the ‘archaeological record’, that if we
study this material we can reconstruct what they did, and possibly why they
did it, and furthermore, that it is only by using ‘evidence’—whether
archaeological or documentary—that we can gain access to that past.

The starting point of these radical arguments is now very well known. It is
a rejection of the idea that deciding between different hypotheses is simply a
matter of collecting ‘objective facts’ and seeing which view they support. This
rejection is based on two arguments: first, theories are always underdetermined
by data; that is to say, a given set of data will always support more than one
interpretation, so the choice of one rather than another will also be based on
other factors. This is not just a problem for archaeology (cf. Mellor 1973).
Secondly, data only become data in the context of specific theories:
observations are ‘theory-laden’. In other words, we do not see the world as if
we were indiscriminate sensing devices; on the contrary, the ideas that we have
and the problems in which we are interested direct our attention to particular
‘facts’ or data which some chain of argument (implicit or explicit) leads us to
believe are relevant to our problem.

In their discussion of these questions Hollis & Lukes (1982) draw a series
of useful distinctions which tend to be overlooked by those who leap from the
view that archaeological hypotheses are not totally determined by the facts to
the conclusion that anything beyond description of the material is speculative
guesswork, in which one person’s guess is as good as anyone else’s. In fact,
what is striking is the great variety of distinctions that it is possible to make,
and the existence of tenable positions between the two extremes.

This is clearly demonstrated by the chapters in the first part of this book,
whose response to the problems just outlined is generally to argue for a
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qualified or limited objectivism, in the sense that at some point external
criteria involving the concept of ‘evidence’ are relevant to deciding between
hypotheses. This approach is explicit in Wylie’s chapter (Ch. 5), but implicit,
and in some ways against the run of his argument, in Nassaney’s chapter (Ch.
4). The position is clearly distinct from the outright relativism of authors such
as Barnes & Bloor (for example, 1982) in the philosophy of science, or the
recent work of Shanks & Tilley (1987) in archaeology, who take the view that
preferences within the discipline for one hypothesis over another depend
entirely on factors arising from the sociology of the practitioners, rather than
from constraints given by the objects that they study.

However, even strong forms of relativism do not necessarily imply outright
subjectivity, as some of the more superficial discussions of these issues in
archaeology seem to suggest. Subjectivity implies ‘that some proposition, with
a content independent of reasoning, could be held to be true or false
according to the mode of reasoning we adopt’ (Hacking 1982, p. 65); a strong
relativism, ‘that their very sense and their being true or false depends on how
we reason about them, that alternative styles of reasoning yield other
categories of truth-or-falsehood than ours’ (Hollis & Lukes 1982, p. 14).
However, to accept this does not produce an indeterminacy of translation, or
incompatibility of meaning:

The indeterminacy of translation...is empirically empty, because we
know that unequivocal translation evolves between any two
communities in contact. It is the wrong theoretical notion because it
starts from an idea of truth-preserving matching of sentences. In fact, the
possibilities available in one language are not there in the other. To get
them into the second language one has to learn a way of reasoning and
when that has been done there is no problem of translation at all, let
alone indeterminacy.

There 1s perfect commensurability, and no indeterminacy of
translation in those boring domains of observations that we share with
all people as people. Where we as people have branched oft from others
as people, we find new interests, and a looseness of fit between their and
our commonplaces. Translation of truths is irrelevant. Communication
of ways to think is what matters.

(Hacking 1982, pp. 60-1)

Horton (1982) also takes note of the non-problematical aspect of
communication with regard to Hacking’s ‘boring domains’, but goes on to
develop it as the basis for arguing that at a certain level there exist human
universals which undermine strong relativist conclusions derived from
anthropological studies of different systems of thought. By this Horton
means ‘a strong core of human cognitive rationality common to the cultures
of all places on earth and all times since the dawn of properly human social
life’ (Horton 1982, p. 256). This core of rationality is based on the common
evolutionary heritage of the human species, and it revolves around what



4 INTRODUCTION

Horton calls ‘primary theory’, developed to cope with a world of middle-
sized objects, ‘interrelated...in terms of a push-pull conception of causality,
in which spatial and temporal contiguity are seen as crucial to the
transmission of change’ (ibid. 1982, p. 228). It 1s this primary theory which
‘provides the cross-cultural voyager with his intellectual bridgehead’ (ibid.
1982, p. 228).

However, such ‘primary theory’ is insufficient to account for everything
that goes on in the world, and all cultures have developed what Horton calls
‘secondary theory’ in an attempt to transcend it. Such ‘secondary theory’
varies greatly from culture to culture, although it often involves postulating
the action of hidden entities and processes, whether these be particles and
currents or gods and spirits. On Horton’s view the reason why some societies
postulate particles and others spirits is nothing to do with differences in
rationality between the cultures concerned, but rather with the fact that ‘in
different technological, economic and social settings, the “logic of the
situation” dictates the use of different intellectual means to achieve the same
ends’ (ibid. 1982, p. 257).

Horton’s arguments provide one way, although certainly not the only one,
for archaeologists to maintain a universalist position, rather than a relativist
one which denies the possibility of the growth of archaeological knowledge.
His approach is attractive for two reasons: it does not seek to deny the
importance of context in formulating explanations, and it accords explanatory
primacy to ‘the technological, economic and social setting’ rather than to
differences in rationality, which are not nearly so accessible to the prehistoric
archaeologist.

It 1s perhaps worth making clear that to talk of a ‘universal rationality’, as
Horton does, is not to postulate the operation of universal laws governing
human history; it is to designate a species-wide capacity to relate to the
phenomena with which ‘primary theory’ is concerned in a similar fashion,
arising from a common evolutionary heritage. The psychologist James
Gibson has made a similar point concerning the nature of human
perception, which he sees as deriving from a functional relation to the
environment based on human needs in the course of evolutionary history
(see Costall 1982).

However, the problem of reconstructing and explaining specific situations
on the basis of archaeological evidence remains, and even if we allow that the
process of doing this is not totally subjective or arbitrary, that does not mean
it is easy. In the face of our lack of direct access to the nature and basis of the
cultural schemes which lie behind the situations that we wish to reconstruct,
how do we know that we are making valid inferences concerning the
significance of the patterning in material culture which we observe? Binford
has tried to solve this problem by arguing that the cultural schemes are
irrelevant (see, for example, Binford 1983), because we can explain what seem
at first sight to be arbitrarily chosen cultural practices as adaptive solutions to
problems posed by the environment. However, as Wylie (Ch. 5) points out, this
does not work, because it is only too easy to find particular examples of
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material culture in today’s world whose features are not explicable in terms of
adaptive rationality.

Conversely, Gardin (Ch. 6) is concerned with developing a framework
which will cope not only with the specificity of the situations that the
archaeologist investigates, but also with that of the archaeologist operating
in a current context. This involves the formulation of locally relevant rules
which have empirical implications; for example, that in certain contexts
but not in others representations of a bird sitting on a man’s gloved hand
can be interpreted in terms of the practice of falconry (cf. also Eluyemi,
Ch. 13). In doing this Gardin is prepared to concede that there are clear
limits to the possibilities of inference in particular situations, as indeed
does Wylie.

However, it is insufficient for archaeologists to take a particular pattern of
cultural variation at some point in the past as a static given situation which
poses problems for interpretation. Archaeology has shown that these patterns
come into existence and disappear again, and documenting and understanding
the nature of these changes is one of its prime tasks, both as an end in itself
and because changing cultural patterns imply changing rules of archaeological
interpretation. Local knowledge (in Gardin’s terms) is bounded in time as well
as space.

Archaeological ‘cultures’

It 1s very easy indeed to demonstrate that the way in which people
conduct their lives varies from time to time and from place to place, and,
as we have seen, this variation is important to archaeological
interpretation. However, from this simple truism archaeologists have
elaborated a complex and unsatisfactory explanatory edifice, based on the
idea of the archaeological ‘culture’, which has in general served to confuse
rather than enlighten (for example, Rouse 1972). In order to avoid this
confusion it is essential at this point to anatomize the archaeological
‘culture’ and the ideas associated with it:

(a) as a result of the fact that people living in different places conduct their
lives differently to a greater or lesser extent, the material residues (and
therefore the archaeological record) of those ways of life will also difter;

(b) archaeologists have classified these patterns of spatial variation into
entities called archaeological ‘cultures’: ‘a culture must be distinguished
by a plurality of well-defined diagnostic types that are repeatedly and
exclusively associated with one another and, when plotted on a map,
exhibit a recognizable distribution pattern...” (Childe 1956, p. 123);

(c) these entities which have been constructed have been regarded as actors
on the historical stage, playing the rdle for prehistory that known
individuals and groups have in documentary history;

(d) in playing this role these ‘cultures’ have been regarded as indicators of
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ethnicity—self-conscious identification with a particular social group;
and

in their role as indicators of ethnicity, archaeological ‘cultures’ have had,
and continue to have, a political role as legitimators of the claims of
modern groups to territory and influence.

These are controversial, but essential, tenets of much archaeological
methodology today and the remainder of this introduction is devoted to
discussing them. However, first some short comments on each of them may be
useful.

(a)

(b)

Spatial variation in human ways of life: there is no problem in accepting
this, and it will be suggested below that it has some interesting
evolutionary implications.

‘Cultures’ as a way of classifying spatial variation in the archaeological
record: it can be useful to summarize spatial variation in this way for
shorthand descriptive purposes, but it has been disastrous to use the
results of this classification procedure for many analytical goals.
Furthermore, the adoption of this particular kind of summary is not
simply the result of some kind of neutral inductive reasoning from the
data but also of preconceptions arising out of points (c)-(e), above.
Cultures as historical actors: ‘cultures’ cannot be considered as historical
actors since they are not real entities. They have been regarded as such
for reasons arising out of (d) and (e), above. In a parallel fashion some
sociologists (for example, Mann 1986) have recently suggested that
‘societies’ are not real entities.

‘Cultures’ and ethnic identity: the question of the origin of ethnic
groups in the sense of self-conscious identity groups is an interesting and
important one, but it is analytically distinct from that of the nature of
archaeological ‘cultures’.

The political significance of archaeological ‘cultures’: it is precisely
because of their political role through their identification with ethnic
groups that ‘cultures’ have played such an important part in
archaeological interpretation. This was the reason for their introduction
to the discipline in the 19th century, and it is why they have again
become important in recent years after a period during which their
significance declined. In other words, it is only rarely, and then usually
only on a local scale, a question of objective groupings of material being
discovered by the archaeologist which are then available for use in
political arguments (for example, Ucko 1983a, b). More frequently
political interests have conditioned archaeologists’ ideas about the type
of grouping that they ought to be constructing.

These arguments should come as no surprise after the discussion of rationality
and relativism above. It is now necessary to document them, so that they
become more than mere assertions. It is appropriate to begin with the political
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significance of ‘cultures’, since this takes us back to the origin of their
introduction to the discipline of archaeology, and shows how political and
other considerations arising from the intellectual milieu of the time aftected
the development and use of the ‘culture’ concept.

The political and intellectual context of the concept of the archaeological ‘culture’ and
its link with ethnic identity

The early interest in archaeological cultures and their ethnic identification
arose from 19th century romantic nationalism in Europe and its attempt to
show the long history of the peoples and nation-states which were then
emerging as important political entities (Veit 1984, Ch. 1, this volume,
A.D.Smith 1986, Gellner 1987a, Muehlmann 1985). The newly emergent
late-19th century German Reich had particular problems from the point of
view of establishing its historical legitimacy as a unified national state within
its newly acquired German-speaking territories, as A.D.Smith (1986, p. 141)
points out:

‘Germany’ was not aided by its ragged geography, nor really by its Holy
Roman imperial polity, since here, too, the boundaries fluctuated and
political memories were vague. Hence the increasing recourse to ethnic,
especially linguistic, criteria, crossed, however, with historical memories
of former statehoods in the area.

However, the idea of the importance of such criteria for German identity goes
back earlier than this. Hegelian concepts of history no doubt played a rdle (cf.
Gellner 1987b), while Muehlmann (1985, p. 11) has indicated other factors,
including an extensive misuse of Tacitus’ Germania as evidence for the
German past:

Tacitus’ ‘Germania’, discovered in 1455, played an important role in the
ethnocentric self-definition of the Germans. Fichte’s ‘Talks to the
German People’ of 1807—8 had a similar influence on a concern with
ancestry and origins, especially the idea of a primaeval German people
and of a primaeval language. Also important in the case of Friedrich
Ludwig Jahn was the idea of an opposed French and Jewish type with
which it was not permissible to mix.

Girtler (1982) identifies a different, but not unrelated, set of factors when he
suggests that ideas of Tolk and Nation are to be linked with the French
Revolution and the setting up of new social categories in contrast to the class
strata of feudalism. The Volk or Nation was considered to be a totality, a closed
whole which was culturally uniform.

It was in this context that Kossinna developed his approach to prehistory
(see Veit 1984, Ch. 1, this volume), with the aim of documenting the antiquity
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of the Germans in the new state of Germany. In the course of this he created
a set of methods and interpretative principles for the new discipline of
prehistoric archaeology: the method involved the definition of archaeological
‘culture provinces’, and the interpretative principles postulated a link between
such culture provinces and the territories of prehistoric peoples. In addition,
for Kossinna the peoples of prehistory were not all equal—the Germans, or
the Nordic race of which they were representatives, were held to be superior,
as Veit (Ch. 1) points out.

Ideas of racial superiority were by no means restricted to Germany, but
were part of a widespread racist ideology current in the later 19th and early
20th century (Gould 1981). It was based on an evolutionary view which saw
races as hierarchically arranged in terms of their capacities, and which
produced the nascent discipline of physical anthropology, together with 1Q
testing, with the aim of ‘scientifically documenting’ these varying capacities,
as Gould shows. Again, it was not just in Germany that this view had
repercussions:

Americans of European origin were thought to belong to one of three
entirely distinct physical types, Nordic (which included Anglo-Saxon
and Teutonic, or Aryan), Alpine, or Mediterranean. Nordics were viewed
as superior, but their dominance was believed threatened by the mass
immigration of ‘inferior’ types from eastern and southern Europe. This
theory, later entirely discredited, was the basis of the discriminatory
immigration quotas [into the USA] enacted in the 1920s and not
repealed until 1965.

(Thernstrom et al. 1980, p. 749, quoted in M.G.Smith 1982)

The significance of this climate of thought is difficult to overemphasize, since
it coloured so much of the thinking about socio-economic processes current
during the later 19th and earlier 20th centuries.

Thus, Kossinna had a powerful set of ingredients with which to produce his
picture of the European prehistoric past and the method on which it was
based: a belief, derived from the present, of nation-states as historical actors,
whose predecessors were the ‘peoples’ whose character and movements were
described by classical authors at the dawn of recorded history; and an
explanation of variations in social and economic patterns in terms of the
innate capacities of the ‘peoples’ producing them, ranked on a widely agreed
scale of evolutionary superiority.

As Veit (1984, pp. 349-50) makes clear, it was Kossinna’s achievement to
project these assumptions into prehistory by linking ‘peoples’ with material
culture distributions and then explaining the changes in these distributions in
terms of the activities of these ‘peoples’. Childe too, of course, initially held
similar views to Kossinna, as is seen in his discussion of the Aryans (Childe
1925), but then largely gave them up in favour of a concern with socio-
economic evolutionary processes (for example, Childe 1936, see Veit 1984 for
an extensive discussion of the relationship between Childe and Kossinna).
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Nevertheless, it is a measure of the power of Kossinna’s ‘settlement
archaeology’ method that it has continued to be widely used, particularly in
continental European circles, albeit now without its racist overtones (see Veit,
Ch. 1, this volume, Gebuehr 1987). Traditional European archaeologists take a
concern with cultures as self-evidently of importance, and use them as the
basis of much routine archaeological activity. In doing so they have largely lost
sight of the origins of the ‘culture’ concept in the romantic nationalism of the
19th century, and have taken their definition as a simple matter of inductive
pattern recognition in the way discussed above. Indeed, as Veit (Ch. 1) points
out (see also Shennan 1978) some of them have regarded the definition of
such entities as one of the few legitimate goals which prehistoric archaeology
can pursue, given the data at its disposal.

However, this unreflecting continuation of Kossinna’s legacy in European
archaeology must be distinguished from a new concern with the history of
cultural entities which has appeared in recent years as a result of what has been
called an ‘ethnic revival’ (A.D.Smith 1981, cf. Gellner 1983), a development
which has occasioned some surprise (cf. Friedman 1988). Regional groups
have emerged in the nation-states of Europe questioning the legitimacy of the
states to which they belong and asserting their own special identity; as in the
19th century, the past has become an arena for the establishment of that
authentic identity. In the developing world too, similar issues have arisen, often
in a starker form, because there the process of nation-building within the
boundaries left by the European colonists is still actively continuing. The old
white-dominated colonies, such as Australia, Canada and the USA, have also
been faced with similar issues, often related to claims on the mineral or other
resources of particular areas, which have depended on evidence concerning
the identity of the occupiers of the area in the past. Even within Europe, with
its long tradition of written history, archaeological evidence has played an
important role in the arguments. Outside Europe, where in many cases
written history begins with the colonial era, archaeology is of even greater
significance.

There are several elements in this re-awakened interest in cultural identity,
to which A.D.Smith (1986) has drawn attention:

...nostalgia for one’s ethnic past has become more acute and widespread
and persistent in the modern era, with the decline of tradition and
salvation religions. In this sense, ethnic nationalism becomes a
‘surrogate’ religion which aims to overcome the sense of futility
engendered by the removal of any vision of an existence after death, by
linking individuals to persisting communities whose generations form
indissoluble links in a chain of memories and identities.

The issue is also discussed by Friedman (1988), who links the phenomenon
to other general cultural trends and suggests that many of the causes of its
most recent massive resurgence are to be sought in global scale economic
patterns:
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The tendency to cultural fragmentation is, in our view, not part of a
process of development, of the emergence of a post-industrial order, an
information society on a global scale. It is, rather, a question of real
economic fragmentation, a decentralization of capital accumulation, an
accompanying increase in competition, a tendency for new centres of
accumulation to concentrate both economic and political power in their
own hands, i.e. the beginning of a major shift in hegemony in the world
system.

In looking at the development of these cultural identities and their historical
justification, the question arises of whether the past is merely an invention
designed to meet current needs (Rowlands 1984, A.D.Smith 1986); this point
takes us back to the issues already discussed in our examination of rationality
and relativism. Smith clearly believes in the importance of evidence: some
societies, he suggests (A.D.Smith 1986, pp. 177-8), have very ‘full’ pasts, in the
sense that a great deal is known about them; in presenting this past it is
possible to be decidedly selective, but there are limits to the possibilities of
manipulation. In other cases the past is relatively ‘empty’—that is to say, little
is actually known about it—so that production of the past amounts to a
conjectural reconstruction in which there is considerably more latitude. The
possibilities of archaeology in producing life-like reconstructions of ‘the
atmosphere and drama of past epochs in the life of the community’ (ibid., p.
180—1) are considerable:

How can one truly re-enter the past? This is where modern, scientific
disciplines like...archaeology...can help. They are able to translate the
idealised images of the ethnic past into tactile realities, according to
modern canons of knowledge. Archaeology has been, perhaps, the most
useful of these disciplines in recovering communal pasts.... Through our
archaeological discoveries and interpretations we locate ‘ourselves’ and
dignify ‘our communities’ by reference to an ancient pedigree and time-
honoured environment. The material remains uncovered bring home to
us, as only tactile objects can, the physical immediacy of former eras and
archaic peoples, lending vivid substance to the records of chronicle and
epics.

For a ‘returning intelligentsia’ bent on rediscovering its ‘roots’, this
physical presence confirms on the ground its re-entry into a living past;
for a secular intelligentsia, committed to rationalism and empiricism,
archaeology and philology provide the surest basis for their
reconstructions.

However, in this sense archaeology is a double-edged weapon: if it can be
used to legitimate new national states by giving them a past, then it can also
be employed to undermine them by its use to demonstrate that different
groups within the state have different cultural histories (Ucko 1983b). Many
arguments can be made for and against the use of the past to define identity
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in this way. A.D.Smith tends to take a positive view of the enterprise as a
valid one. From a Marxist point of view Diaz-Polanco (in press) is sceptical,
arguing that the whole approach is a romantic and unproductive one,
associated with an ethnic separatism based around the idea of preserving
indigenous groups in some sort of primeval condition. Such a viewpoint,
argues Diaz-Polanco, encouraged by philosophers of Western capitalism,
ensures that working-class interests and ethnic-minority interests in Third
World countries are seen as being opposed to one another when in fact they
are largely identical, a divide-and-rule policy which is to the benefit of
multinational capitalist interests.

Given that archaeology is being used in this way, however, and that such a
use implies an acceptance of the idea (or at least lip-service to it) that
archaeology provides evidence relevant to such debates, we are entitled to ask
whether such a use is valid in archaeological terms. This brings us back to the
questions about the nature of archaeological ‘cultures’ as entities, and their
ethnic equivalence, which have already been raised.

‘Cultures’ as entities

It has been suggested above that archaeological ‘cultures’ have traditionally
been treated as entities acting on the historical stage, and that such a treatment
is mistaken: they are summary descriptions of patterns of spatial variation, not
merely useless for analytical purposes, but positively misleading if taken as the
basis of an approach to prehistory. The arguments for taking this view are
many and varied.

(a) Part of the reason why they have been regarded as entities is because
they have been regarded as equivalent to other entities, such as ‘tribes’,
‘societies’ and ‘ethnic groups’. However, we can question not only the
equivalence (see, for example, Clarke 1968, Ucko 1969, Hodder 1978a, b,
Renfrew 1987) but even the existence of these other supposed entities.

Mann (1986) has argued that individual ‘societies’ do not exist; instead we
should think in terms of overlapping social networks of varying scales relating
to different types of social power, whether ideological, economic, military or
political. Fried (1967, 1968) has argued that ‘tribes’ as we usually conceive
them are an artefact of the political situations which arose in many parts of the
world with the expansion of Western influence.

Similarly, Geary (1983) has cast doubt on what has always been one of the
pillars of an ethnic interpretation of prehistory, in Europe at least—the
protohistorical migrations of ‘peoples’ of the Roman and post-Roman
period. One important problem is that of understanding the meanings and
uses of ethnic terminology by contemporary authors (Geary 1983, p. 16):

Early medieval authors stress origin, customs, languages and law, as the
most significant characteristics by which ethnicity is determined. In
contemporary terms each of these characteristics was subjective and
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together [they]| do not provide a means by which one can determine the
ethnic identity of individuals or groups.

When one examines the actual uses of ethnic labels, one finds that
these articulated criteria in fact had a very limited role in determining
the vocabulary of ethnicity. Apparently ethnic identity became
conscious to writers largely within the context of politics, and ethnicity
was perceived and molded as a function of the circumstances which
related most specifically to the interests of lordship.

Geary’s conclusion is that medieval historians have started from the
mistaken assumption that ethnicity, or ethnic group identity or
membership, was an objective fact about the past which they could go out
and find—a category ‘amenable to precise determination’. On the
contrary (Geary 1983, p. 16):

Early medieval ethnicity should be viewed as a subjective process by
which individuals and groups identified themselves or others within
specific situations and for specific purposes.

One concludes that ethnicity did not exist as an objective category
but rather as a subjective and malleable category by which various pre-
existing likenesses could be manipulated symbolically to mold an
identity and a community.

Hill’s chapter (Ch. 16), in the third part of this book, dealing with the very
different case of changing ethnic identities among Native Americans in the
eastern USA over the past 200 years, leads to similar conclusions, as, of course,
do a number of the contributions to Earth’s (1969a) well-known book on
ethnic groups and boundaries.

(b) The second reason to reject the idea that archaeological ‘cultures’ are
entities arises from the fact that spatial variation in archaeological material is
the product of a variety of different factors, not merely of the fact that
different people in different places have different ideas about how to do things.
The most powerful critic of this latter view has been Binford, who
characterizes it as follows (Binford 1972b, pp. 197-8):

Culture is viewed as a vast flowing stream with minor variations in
ideational norms concerning appropriate ways of making pots, getting
married, treating one’s mother-in-law, building houses or temples (or
not building them, as the case may be) and even dying.

On this view changes observed in the archaeological record are the result of
changing ideas about how to do things. Ideas change either because the
people who hold them are replaced by different people with different ideas, or
because their ideas are influenced from outside, by diffusion.

Binford’s argument is that cultural variation results from all sorts of
different factors, operating in various ways and in varying combinations. Thus,
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different aspects of variation in pottery, for example, may relate to vessel
function, cooking techniques, the size of the domestic group, the rank of the
individuals using the pottery, whether the pottery is made by specialists, as well
as the milieu in which the potters learned their craft (on this latter subject, see
Arnold, Ch. 10).

The lesson from this is not that migration and diffusion never occur and are
never reflected in the archaeological record, but that archaeological data must
be subjected to a process of analysis, and that we can no longer continue with
implicit interpretative principles which assume precisely what should be open
to question and investigation. In treating cultures as entities this is exactly the
mistake we make.

(c) The third reason for rejecting the idea that archaeological ‘cultures’ are
entities 1s an empirical one, but it arises because archaeological distributions
are the product of a variety of different processes in the way just described. If
we examine the distributions of individual types of archaeological material,
especially if we use quantitative rather than mere presence—absence
information, we find not neatly bounded entities but an enormous variety of
cross-cutting patterns. Childe, in fact, was not unaware of this, but his answer
was to throw away the information that did not fit (Childe 1956, p. 124,
emphasis added):

‘We may have to be content...with saying that only in culture A are types
a, b, ¢ and d repeatedly associated though type b, in association with
types e, f and g may distinguish culture B, types ¢, h, j and k culture C
and so on. Our aim should be demoting b and ¢ from the rank of diagnostic
types by finding other types |, m, n.... that, being exclusively associated together
and with a, should better define A.

In Analytical archaeology Clarke (1968) rejected Childe’s approach and argued
for a polythetic definition of cultures (see Osborn, Ch. 8). However, although
Clarke differed from Childe in the way that cultures should be defined, both
regarded the results of their process of definition as entities representing the
cultural traditions of human groups (in other words as ‘organic totalities’ in
the terms of Girtler 1982). Both adopted classificatory expedients to remove
the untidiness in the cross-cutting distributions, rather than taking the more
radical step of recognizing that this untidiness is, in fact, the essence of the
situation, arising from the fact that there are no such entities as ‘cultures’,
simply the contingent interrelations of different distributions produced by
different factors.

(d) Finally, the examination of the origins of the concept of the
archaeological ‘culture’ presented above (see also Veit 1984, Ch. 1, this
volume) has already provided further reasons for being profoundly sceptical of
it as a real entity, as Girtler (1982) has also argued.

What are we left with at this point? Cultures have been dismissed as
imaginary entities which simply confuse an analysis of social and historical
processes. Ethnic identity appears to be an evanescent situational construct,
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not a solid enduring fact through which we can trace the destinies of peoples.
Furthermore, as we have seen, the notion of individual ‘societies’ has also
come under attack.

Is the answer, then, to dismiss all questions relating to such topics as
meaningless and irrelevant? This is tempting but unsatisfactory, since the
concerns from which they arise are valid even if approaches to them have
been misconceived. As already stated, human practices (and therefore local
interpretative principles) do vary from place to place and the patterns change
over time. Furthermore, the phenomenon of ethnicity plays an important role
in the modern world, and the question of the circumstances of its origin is an
important one.

Ethnicity and archaeology

Ethnicity must be distinguished from mere spatial variation and should refer
to self-conscious identification with a particular social group at least partly
based on a specific locality or origin. If we accept this definition, then it
appears that prehistoric archaeology is in a difficult position as far as
investigating it is concerned, since it does not have access to people’s self-
conscious identifications (cf. Arutiunov & Khazanov 1981). The position of
documentary history is no better. As we have seen already, Geary (1983) has
shown that the ethnic labels applied by early writers do not necessarily
correspond to our definition of self-conscious identity groups. All too
frequently the mere existence of documentary sources is taken to be
conclusive in any argument, whereas such sources should simply be viewed as
one more piece of evidence.

However, it 1s a question of general importance for the history of human
societies to establish when the phenomenon of ethnicity in the sense defined
above first appeared, and what factors brought it into existence. Gellner (1983)
takes the view that entities of the ethnic group type are essentially
characteristic of the onset of industrialism and its impact—before that they
did not exist. In the preceding agrarian civilizations it was class identity that
mattered, with a clear distinction between an élite stratum and a peasantry, the
former typified by widespread élite styles and the latter by the prevalence of
village communities which were largely insulated from one another and
which were differentiated only in the sense of the existence of a certain
amount of spatial variation between them.

On the other hand, A.D.Smith (1986, p. 45) traces ethnic entities back
much further:

But it was with the emergence of the first city-states and patrimonial
kingdoms in the early 3rd millennium BC...that we find a growing
sense of a more than local ethnic consciousness and sentiment, notably
among the Egyptians and Sumerians.
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Given that these statements are ultimately based on contemporary
documentary sources, we are faced with the problem raised by Geary
(1983) which has already been discussed: that ethnic identity is better
considered as a subjective and changing phenomenon rather than as an
objective and enduring one, and we cannot assume that the ‘peoples’
described in the sources correspond to the self-conscious identity groups
which are essential to the definition of ethnicity. At present this problem
remains unresolved.

However, if for the moment we take the view that the ‘peoples’ described
were indeed ‘ethnic groups’, then obviously Gellner is wrong, Smith is right
and further questions about the origins of such entities arise, most importantly
whether ethnic identity arose as a product of the development of the earliest
states, whose documents provide us with our references to ‘peoples’, or is a
more general phenomenon which also arises in other economic, social and
political contexts not characterized by the presence of states. Several
arguments can be advanced in favour of the view that it is indeed a product
of the appearance of states.

As we have seen already, Fried (1967, 1968) suggested that ‘tribes’ as real
entities arose as a result of external pressure from more-complex societies; they
coalesced on the basis of a segmentary principle in the face of an outside
threat, and when they were incorporated into expanding empires they were
treated and administered as a fixed unit. Without such pressure, Fried argues,
there are merely temporary and fluctuating patterns of groupings and
alliances. In a similar fashion Bentley (1987) sees ethnicity as very much
associated with complex societies and the impact they have on people in
terms of social and economic upheavals.

Bentley’s model is an interesting one because it offers an explanation of the
form that ethnicity takes, links it to the larger-scale society in terms of the
conditions in which it appears, and has some implications for attempts to infer
the presence of ethnicity in the past. He rejects what he calls the instrumentalist
and primordialist views of ethnicity. The former sees ethnic groups appearing as
the result of the pursuit of common interests, the latter as the result of a desire
for ‘rootedness’ which gives rise to communal sentiments. Bentley (1987, p.
27) argues that neither model stands up to empirical testing or specifies how
collectivities of interest and sentiment come into existence:

At base ethnicity makes a claim to be a particular kind of person...,
ethnic identity claims involve symbolic construal of sensations of
likeness and difference, and these sensations must somehow be
accounted for.

Instead he suggests that the conscious sensations of affinity involved in
membership of an ethnic group arise from a ‘subliminal awareness of objective
commonalities in practice’ (ibid., p. 27), that is to say, in the terms of Bourdieu
(1977), whom Bentley takes as the basis of his theoretical position, from
similarities in the habitus.
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Ethnic identity is therefore not something which is completely arbitrary,
whether guided by interests or emotion, but rather ‘ethnic identities are
anchored internally in experience as well as externally in the cognitive
distinctions in terms of which that experience is ordered’ (Bentley 1987, p.
36). In other words, the habitus is the link between subjective identity and
objective context. However, having provided a basis for the generation of
ethnic sentiment, Bentley still has to deal with the question of why and how
an ethnic sentiment comes into existence. This is usually taken to arise from
contexts of competition (cf. Hodder 1979), although other possibilities also
exist (Barth 1969b, p. 19). For Bentley, examining ethnicity in the modern
world, ethnic mobilization is related to ‘a shift in conceptions of personal
identity as new modes of domination are instituted in response to changed
environmental circumstances’ (Bentley 1987, p. 45), that is, in the light of the
pervasive political, social and economic changes of recent times.

Bentley (1987, p. 48) concludes that Bourdieu’s theory accounts for the
power that is available to the ethnic dimension once it has been mobilized:

Rooted in preconscious patterns of practice that are not susceptible to
conscious apprehension or alteration, ethnic identities implicate...
who people are. It is this authenticity that advocates of instrumentalist
models deny. At the same time, the idea of habitus accounts for ethnic
group formation and coordinated ethnic action without having to
assume that ethnic identities represent either artifice or the product of
some psychologically improbable process of unconscious interest
aggregation.

To understand ethnicity it is necessary to have a historical perspective, because
only then can we see how it comes into existence, what resources it uses, what
role it plays in the process of social reproduction, and why it might have been
mobilized. Archaeologically, the suggestions of Bentley are interesting, as they
emphasize the cultural nature of the process of ethnic identity creation, which
provides a key reason for the emotional power associated with it. On this basis
the creation of ethnic identities should have repercussions in terms of the self-
conscious use of specific cultural features as diacritical markers, a process
which might well be reflected in the archaeological record. However, the
process of ethnic identity creation only comes to have its power in a situation
in which pre-existing forms of identity creation and maintenance—xkinship,
for example—are being destroyed; this is often seen as a key feature of the
processes at the root of the origins of states (for example, Crone 1986).
Outside of such societies and their spheres of influence the formulation of
collective interests is very much a situational phenomenon; a kind of
segmentary principle operates, producing the coalescence and disintegration
of groups depending on what people’s current interests are (ct. Gellner 1987c¢).
Personal identity is not so strongly implicated. In other words, if one follows
through the implications of this line of argument, ethnicity as defined above,
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and discussed by Bentley, Smith and others, does not exist outside the orbit of
early states.

Spatial variation, style and identity

This still leaves the question of the nature and significance of the spatial
variation which is apparent almost universally in the archaeological record. We
have already seen that the concept of the ‘archaeological culture’ is a
hopelessly unsatisfactory way of dealing with it, so some alternative must be
offered. That suggested here has three elements:

(@) an emphasis derived from Binford on the importance of dissecting
cultural phenomena;

(b) an analytical approach to the concept of style; and

(c) a suggested theoretical basis to account for the prevalence of spatial
variation.

The analytical approach to variation in the archaeological record

This has already been discussed in the course of arguing for the unsatisfactory nature
of archaeological ‘cultures’ as entities. Variation in artefacts across space and time
arises as a result of an enormous range of different processes, from the problems of
coping with a specific environment to the distribution of social power, the
organization of material production or changing patterns of religion and
iconography. Despite all the subsequent attacks on the ‘New Archaeology’ of the
1960s, the need for the analysis of processes has remained a fundamental premise of
modern archaeology even if the explanations for those different processes have since
changed considerably from the initial emphasis on functional adaptation.

The nature of style

There is one key aspect of spatial variation which has not yet been
considered—style:

Clearly, the meanings of style have become many. However, all the more
central usages of the word refer first to form as against substance, manner
as against content. Secondly, they imply some consistency of forms. And
third, they may suggest that the forms used in the style cohere
sufficiently to integrate into a series of related patterns.

(Kroeber 1957, p. 4)

Many Anglo-American archaeologists have accepted all of the points about
archaeological cultures outlined above, and the importance of dissecting
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cultural processes, but they have argued that the phenomenon of stylistic
variation in artefacts remains unaccounted for. In fact, many of the discussions
which in the past concerned the nature of archaeological ‘cultures’ and the
kinds of entity that they represented have not disappeared, but have become
refocused around the concept of style.

The most influential view of style in Anglo-American archaeology in recent
years has seen it in terms of information exchange (Wobst 1977). Stylistic
variation in artefacts functions to transmit messages of one kind or another
which facilitate social interaction, especially at intermediate social distances.
Thus, Wobst cited a modern example of different styles of hat conveying an
instantly visible message concerning the ethnic identity of the hat wearers.

Wiessner has developed these ideas in a series of important papers (1983,
1984, 1985) which have involved her in a debate with Sackett (1982, 1985)
about the nature and significance of stylistic variation. Wiessner has argued for
an essentially active view of style, suggesting that it has two aspects: emblemic
and assertive. Emblemic style is (Wiessner 1983, p. 257):

formal variation in material culture that has a distinct referent and
transmits a clear message to a defined target population about conscious
affiliation or identity.... Most frequently its referent will be a social
group..., and thus it will be used to express objective social attributes of
identity. Because it has a distinct referent, emblemic style carries
information about the existence of groups and boundaries and not
about degree of interaction across or between them.

Assertive style, on the other hand, is (ibid., p. 258):

formal variation in material culture which is personally based and which
carries information supporting individual identity.... It has no distinct
referent as it supports, but does not directly symbolise, individual
identity and may be employed either consciously or unconsciously.

...consequently [it] has the potential to diffuse with acculturation
and enculturation, providing a measure of interpersonal contact for
archaeologists.... Whether it carries such information, however, is a
complex matter that depends on a number of decisions of the maker and
on the natural, functional and social properties of the object....

In her particular case study Wiessner demonstrated that San projectile points
were characterized by emblemic style, in the sense of being a good indicator
of linguistic group boundaries. She also sketched out certain features which
might be expected to characterize vehicles of emblemic style.

Sackett (1982, 1985) does not actually exclude such a rdle altogether, but
regards the vast majority of stylistic variation in artefacts—or, as he prefers to call
it, ‘isochrestic variation’—as passive. In his view material culture inevitably
carries a heavy load of ethnic symbolism because it is produced in ethnically
bounded contexts.
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In another book in this One World Archaeology series, however, Wiessner
(1989) has outlined a view which integrates her ‘emblemic’ and ‘assertive’
categories, as well as Sackett’s isochrestic variation, in a single framework,
based on the idea of ‘identification by comparison’ operating in difterent
conditions (Wiessner 1989, ch. 2):

The specificity of the referent for a given style [i.e. the extent to which
it is emblemic or assertive] is...dependent on context and conditions, i.e.
whether distinctive social units are recognized in a society, whether
factors such as competition make it advantageous to send a clear stylistic
message to a defined target population, and so on.

Isochrestic variation simply arises where particular artefacts, or aspects of
them, are not of great importance, so that choices about how to make and use
them are largely automatic or subconscious, arising from the local pattern of
enculturation, rather than being used in the process of identification by
comparison. It is important to note that (ibid.)

since it is the context and conditions affecting social and stylistic
comparison that create different aspects of style, no distinct line can be
drawn to separate isochrestic variation from style. If during times of
change an item takes on new social and symbolic value, its profile of
variation may change radically.

These distinctions made by Wiessner are extremely useful ones and fit in very
well with the ideas of Bentley (1987) discussed above. They also make clear the
confusion in the original concept of isochrestic variation. It is mistaken and
unhelpful to think of isochrestic variation expressing ‘ethnicity’, or carrying a
load of ‘ethnic symbolism’; this is precisely what, as isochrestic variation, it
does not do.We have argued already that ethnicity must be distinguished from
mere spatial variation and should refer to self-conscious identification with a
particular social group. Once some aspect of style has an ethnic reference, it is
by definition ‘emblemic’, since it has acquired a different and specific value. As
we have noted several times already, spatial variation always exists (or certainly
has done since the origins of modern man), but ethnicity is a specific and
contingent phenomenon, the product of particular situations, involving the
mobilization of an ethnic identity, which may well involve new uses for old
styles. ‘Ethnicity’ may, as we have suggested, be a rather special kind of group
identity associated with the appearance of states, in contrast with other kinds
of more-flexible group definition involving the use of emblemic style (see
below).

The concept of isochrestic variation may also be criticized for other
reasons: it may lead us to think that we have explained something when all we
have done is give it a label. It refers to the largely automatic choices about how
to do things which arise from local patterns of enculturation, but it does not
take us very far in analysing or explaining those patterns. In fact, it is
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vulnerable to precisely the same criticisms as Binford made of the ideas behind
traditional culture history—it views spatial variation and change purely in
terms of variation in people’s ‘mental templates’ of how to do things.
Understanding why such variation takes the form that it does involves the
detailed dissection of a series of adaptive and other processes.

Bentley’s use of Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus discussed can be seen to
correspond in many respects to Sackett’s isochrestic variation, except of
course that it refers not just to material culture, but to social life in general:
what people are enculturated to do and think from birth onwards without
conscious reflection, simply by virtue of having been brought up in one place
rather than another. This provides the resources for ethnic identity, and indeed
for ‘emblemic’ and ‘assertive’ uses of style in general. As a result such uses of
style perhaps have a stronger and more genuine basis than Wiessner, with her
emphasis on conscious identity creation related to context, is prepared to
allow. On the other hand, the habitus is not in itself ethnic identity, any more
than is isochrestic variation, nor can it be regarded as representing the bedrock
explanatory level—it must itself be subjected to a process of further analysis.

Emblemic style and identity

In the above discussion of ethnicity it was speculated that it was a
phenomenon deriving from the social and economic dislocation associated
with the existence of states and that outside of such situations the formation
of collective interests and supralocal groups is a more situational phenomenon.
Nevertheless, it may still involve the use of ‘emblemic style’, as Wiessner
(1989) illustrates in her description of the way in which members of a
swidden horticultural group use material means to create an impression of
strength, unity and wealth on the occasion of major ceremonials involving the
participation of groups from several different valleys.

However, ‘emblemic style” has a wider relevance than to the creation and
definition of supralocal or ethnic groups. As Schortman’s (in press) discussion
of ‘salient identity’ emphasizes, individuals have a variety of aspects to their
identity, which they can use to construct aspects of differentiation which are
important in different situations; for example, age, sex and social class (where
present), as well as group membership. In a particular context ‘emblemic style’
may relate to any of these. Precisely why particular aspects emerge as salient in
a particular context is a matter of considerable importance, and it is quite
likely that there will be interactions between them. This point is well
illustrated by two interesting recent ethno-archaeological studies from East
Africa (Hodder 1985, Larick 1986). In both cases the form and material
expression of inter-‘tribe’ relations are connected with patterns of intra-group
social differentiation. From a different perspective such links between local
and larger-scale socio-economic processes are also emphasized in some of the
archaeological work using ‘neo-Marxist’ and ‘world systems’ perspectives (for
example, Kristiansen 1982, 1984, Rowlands 1980).
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It follows from this that archaeology has the task of recognizing any
emblemic uses of style in the definition of groups arising from particular
interests in particular social networks of differing scales (cf. Mann 1986).
Emblemic uses must be distinguished from other aspects of stylistic variation,
and the nature of the reference group to which the emblemic style refers must
be determined. This is not necessarily a hopeless task by any means. There may
well be at least partly independent lines of evidence to establish whether age,
gender or social class are relevant, whereas changes over time in the structure
of spatial distributions can give an indication that a particular material
attribute has acquired an emblemic role. Nevertheless, obvious problems exist.
If, for example, patterns of group definition are short-term and fluctuating, as
we have suggested they often will be, then any material aspect of them may
not be detectable at the relatively low levels of chronological resolution
normally available to prehistorians.

To sum up, Wiessner’s view of style, which has been adopted here, is of
considerable importance, with its emphasis on the process of identification by
comparison, in which ‘emblemic’ and ‘assertive’ style and ‘isochrestic
variation’ are distinct but not totally unrelated. Indeed, in principle a given
attribute—for example, a particular type of decoration on pottery—could
over a period, and without changing its form, play an ‘assertive’ role, an
‘emblemic’ one and represent mere ‘isochrestic variation’. Precisely which is
relevant at a given time depends on the context and conditions, as Wiessner
points out. This further emphasizes the argument presented above that it is
impossible to regard what goes on within social groups as independent of
what happens in the relations between them, and again brings home the
importance of detailed analysis of archaeological data and their social and
economic implications.

Darwinian models for style and isochrestic variation

Archaeology has usually taken as the limit of its brief the description of the
patterns of variation, most often in terms of ‘cultures’, and the explanation of
the specific patterns observed in particular cases, traditionally on the basis of
a ‘culture=people’ hypothesis. However, it is reasonable to ask the more
general and more basic question, why is the world like this at all? Why do such
patterns of variation as those discussed in this introduction exist? It is possible
to suggest some answers to this question by looking at it from a Darwinian
viewpoint.

Wiessner (1983, 1989) does this in her discussion of ‘assertive style’. She
suggests (following Crook 1981) that there would be an advantage in natural
selection terms in the creation of a positive self-image, since it would
encourage others to engage in desirable social relations, and that the use of
assertive style is one way of achieving this (Wiessner 1983, p. 258):

Desire to present a positive image to partners in reciprocity and to
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members of the opposite sex was the most frequent motive for stylistic
effort given by San informants.... If Crook’s hypothesis is correct, one
would expect assertive style to appear first in the archaeological record
with the origins of regular, delayed and unbalanced reciprocal
relations.

However, Darwinian explanations may also be adduced for the general
phenomenon that differing areas of uniform ‘practice’—patterns of
isochrestic variation—are a general occurrence. This is because in a context
where culture is much more important than genes from the selection point
of view, it will usually be advantageous to take decisions based not on
individual learning, but on imitation of existing culturally transmitted
practices, especially those which are most frequent. Thus, the transmission of
cultural, as opposed to genetic, variation from generation to generation is
not a process of random intermixing of the available material. Common
variants of cultural practices will tend to be transmitted preferentially within
an area, rather than the random intermixing of the genes which occurs in
genetic inheritance. Of course, the result of this is the generation of areas of
cultural uniformity with respect to the various phenomena in question,
where people tend to do things in the same way. It follows from this that
specific populations will tend to be far more homogeneous culturally than
genetically.

This kind of imitation may operate at various levels of consciousness, and
at the conscious level may be accompanied by another phenomenon, which
Boyd & Richerson (1985) called ‘indirect bias’: this is a tendency to imitate
those who appear particularly successful in their society, not just in the specific
aspects that are relevant to their success, but also in other aspects of their
behaviour and appearance. This would lead to the appearance of areas of
similarity in the expression of ‘assertive style’. Wiessner’s account explains why
people should want to use ‘assertive style’; ‘indirect bias’ explains why the
content of ‘assertive style’ is not unique to each individual, but shows
widespread patterns of similarity in particular places at particular times.

In short, there is every reason to believe that the human species, or rather
the culture which characterizes it, will inevitably exhibit spatially varying
patterns of isochrestic variation and assertive style. These need to be analysed
essentially in the ways already discussed. As we have seen, these patterns
provide the material from which emblemic uses of style, including the
construction of ethnicity, can develop.

Archaeological approaches to cultural identity

This book is divided into three sections, each relating to a different aspect of
the problems discussed above.

The first part of the book deals with general theoretical and philosophical
questions revolving around the question of objectivity in archaeological
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interpretation, and the possibility of acquiring knowledge about the past, and
in particular prehistory, by archaeological means.

Veit’s chapter discusses the development of the concept of the
archaeological ‘culture’ by Kossinna, a very appropriate place to begin, given
that Kossinna’s work has set the agenda for a century of subsequent
discussion. However, in exploring the subsequent development of
Kossinna’s ideas, a key part of Veit’s argument is the ambivalence of German
archaeologists since World War II with regard to the ‘culture’ concept,
because of its origins in the attempt to demonstrate the antiquity and
superiority of the Germans and its consequent use by the Nazis. Clearly,
they still accept the importance of archaeological ‘cultures’ as entities, and
do not subscribe to the arguments against them outlined above, but they
have attempted to strip them of any significance other than the purely
archaeological. In various ways this has tended to lead to sterility at the
theoretical level, as Veit describes.

Martens (Ch. 2) presents a case study which very effectively illustrates many
of Veit’s arguments. He shows how a concern with the antecedents of the
historical Vandals led to an extremely dubious linkage between this historically
known group and an archaeological ‘culture’ located in Poland. Since the
Vandals were ‘Germanic’, this became a further excuse for Nazi plans of
expansion to the East, and it was argued that the ‘culture’ itself had appeared
in Poland as a result of a Germanic migration from Jutland. Once the Nazis
were defeated, Polish archaeologists argued that the arrows of migration
should be reversed, but subsequently archaeologists with evolutionist
preconceptions, who placed more emphasis on internal social developments,
ignored similarities in the archaeological record of Poland and Jutland, and
suggested that Iron Age developments in the two areas were independent of
one another. Nothing could illustrate better the tenuous nature of ‘evidence’
in archaeological arguments.

Durrans, in Chapter 3, continues the emphasis on the rdle of interests and
ideology, as opposed to ‘evidence’, in archaeological interpretation. However,
the sources of ideology that he discusses come less from pre-conceptions
about ethnicity and more from the problems faced by archaeologists working
within the context of capitalism, although to the extent that this includes
imperialism it also has a racist component. Durrans argues for a critical role
for archaeology in exposing the false consciousness characteristic of capitalist
societies. If it is to achieve this rdle, then the knowledge of the past that it
provides is necessary but not sufficient; archaeologists must also involve
themselves in political action, since it is only by this means that they will come
to a realization of the ideological preconceptions governing their work. This
is why, he suggests, ‘some of the sharpest criticism of orthodox archaeology is
now coming from the Third (and Fourth) World and from blacks and women
in the West” (Ch. 3, p. 73).

In the same way that Martens provides a case study illustrating some of
Veit’s general points, Nassaney’s study (Ch. 4) of interpretations of a cemetery
of the Narragansett, a Native American group, complements Durrans. He
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refers to it as an enterprise in the ‘ethnography of archaeology’, and supports
his own interpretation of the cemetery with reference to two very different
sets of criteria. First, it is an improvement in its fit to the data, since it is
consistent with a wider range of evidence than previous interpretations were.
Secondly, it is potentially acceptable to the current Narragansett and to
archaeologists, and assigns a creative rdle to the Narragansett of the 17th
century in their dealings with European encroachment. That the
interpretation is satisfactory in relation to both of these sets of criteria is very
convenient. One wonders what the outcome would have been if it had
satisfied the first, but not the second. In any event, he suggests, the
Narragansett concern with such questions is itself a response to demands by
the modern state in which they belong to demonstrate continuity and
persistence if they wish to claim legitimacy, demands which inevitably lead, to
some extent, to the invention of tradition. These questions of how groups
emerge and define themselves are also discussed by Hill (Ch. 16).

Wylie (Ch. 5) treats the same questions of objectivity and interests, but from
a general philosophical and epistemological point of view; her focus is the
epistemological debates which have taken place within archaeology
concerning the possibility of acquiring knowledge about the past by using the
methods of archaeology. Binford (1972a) argues for a strongly objectivist point
of view, stating that we can find out anything we want to about the past, so
long as we use the right methods in the context of a generalizing approach
based on the central importance of the ecosystem. Wylie argues against this
view, and against its opposite, which presupposes that ‘if knowledge claims
about the past are not established with certainty, then they are nothing but
arbitrary speculation” (Ch. 5, p. 108). On the contrary, appeals to evidence can
constrain the free play of archaeological interpretation, but the extent of that
constraint is variable and changing: ‘what can be known of the past and the
security of this knowledge will change as the relevant background (or
“middle-range”) knowledge and associated technologies develop’ (Ch. 5, p.
108).

A similar position is taken by Gardin (Ch. 6), who also shares Wylie’s
emphasis on the importance of ethno-archaeology and related research. He,
too, takes the view that there are contingent limits on what we can say about
the past, while emphasizing the constraining role of data, on the one hand, and
the lack of universal interpretative principles, on the other. According to
Gardin, what we must do is establish rigorous rules of archaeological
interpretation which take into account the essential specificity and local
nature of cultural situations: they must be local rules rather than universal laws,
they must be internally consistent and fit the data, and they should contain a
statement of the limits of their own application. Although he can accept the
relevance of interests to choosing a question to investigate or a model to test,
there should be no room for them, when it comes to model validation, even
if that means drawing very tight limits round the possibilities of archaeological
interpretation.

The need emphasized by Gardin and Wylie for ethno-archaeological and
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other work which enables us to see processes at work and their outcomes has
been widely felt in recent years, especially in Anglo-American archaeology. In
addition, as we have already seen, examination of more-general ethnographic
information collected without archaeologists in mind demonstrates (see, for
example, Clarke 1968, Ucko 1969, Hodder 1978a, b, Renfrew 1987) an
enormous range of different possibilities with regard to the relationship
between material culture distributions, language distributions and the
boundaries (if indeed there are any) of social groups.

The second section of the book deals with these questions of the
relationship between cultural identity and variation in material culture. It
includes several ethno-archaeological studies in which information has been
collected on people’s cultural identity, on variation in material culture, and the
relationships between them, thus enabling an examination of the factors
behind spatial variation in material culture. Other chapters in this section are
more purely archaeological or are based on archaeological and documentary
evidence, but they are careful to avoid assuming an equation, of the kind
criticized above, between archaeological ‘culture’ and ethnic group. They use
their information analytically to discuss questions of cultural identity, ethnicity
and even, in the case of Rowlett (Ch. 15), political boundaries.

DeCorse (Ch. 7) presents an ethno-archaeological study from Sierra Leone,
in which he examined variation in a number of aspects of the material culture
of three adjacent distinct ethnic groups and found that it showed relatively
little relation to the ethnic divisions, although he sketches out some
possibilities for future research which might be more successful at defining
them.

Osborn’s contribution (Ch. 8) is also based on ethnography. Its special
interest lies in its demonstration of a situation in which there are no clear
boundaries except at the very edge of the system.The U’wa of the Colombian
Andes are made up of several different groups which are culturally distinct
from one another in a wide variety of different and complex respects but in
a polythetic fashion. There are no characteristics which are specific to one
group and not to any of the others, merely an overall dissimilarity which
increases with distance. Here Clarke’s (1968) emphasis on the polythetic
nature of archaeological ‘cultures’ would be relevant, although how successful
the archaeologist would be at identifying the correct real groups, or even the
correct spatial scale of group, is another matter. At the boundary between the
U’wa, on the one hand, and whites and lowland Indians, on the other, there
is a very clear boundary but, in keeping with what has been said above about
contexts for the creation of clear and enduring boundaries, Osborn suggests
it 1s a result of colonial disruption (Ch. 8, p. 154):

I do not believe that in pre-Conquest times radical differences were
drawn between people living in different areas of the northeastern
Andes. It seems much more probable that the Spanish conquest, with its
disruption of native beliefs, was a prime factor in the development of
sharper boundaries.... As time passed this situation was exacerbated by
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the dispersal and disappearance of many of those groups that had once
formed links in a more-or-less continuous chain.

Washburn’s ethno-archaeological study (Ch. 9) is much more specific.
Following on the criticisms of the archaeological ‘culture’ concept outlined
above, she is concerned to identify aspects of the archaeological record which
can confidently be used to specify group boundaries, and argues that most of
those used in recent attempts to solve this problem are too superficial and
object-specific. Washburn’s answer is to suggest that the analysis of patterns of
symmetry may be a better method of distinguishing ethnic groups, and she
carries out a survey which demonstrates that members of a particular ethnic
group do, indeed, have consistent preferences with regard to symmetry
patterns. As Washburn points out, however, this is very much a preliminary
study which establishes that members of two groups from different parts of the
world have different preferences. An important next step would be to
investigate the way in which symmetry preferences vary between groups
within a given region.

Arnold (Ch. 10) tackles the important question of the microprocesses of
cultural transmission within a single community with respect to pottery, and
demonstrates that it does, indeed, relate to kinship in this case, despite
suggestions to the contrary from elsewhere, which he reviews. Children learn
pottery making within the household, and recruitment to households is based
on kinship. The aspects of the pottery in which this situation is reflected are
those related to the ‘basic motor habits of vessel fabrication’ (Ch. 10, p. 181)
rather than decorative patterns, which are much more prone to variation
relating to other influences. Like Washburn’s chapter (Ch. 9), this chapter
provides some interesting suggestions for further work.

As we have already seen, when the information available to us is no longer
ethnographic but historical and archaeological, we have to be more clear-
minded than ever. Such clear-mindedness is well illustrated by Balint’s chapter
(Ch. 11) on what he calls ‘ethnospecific’ features of the archaeological record
in eastern Europe during the early Medieval period. He shows the complex
relations between distributions of material culture items and historically
known groups, and the way in which ideas about the definition of these
groups and the material culture associated with them have varied with
changing patterns of nationalism in the area in the recent past. As Smith
(1986) pointed out, Balint also suggests that the ‘so-called Bijelo Brdo culture’
in the 10th and 11th centuries AD represents ‘the archaeological culture of the
Hungarian state’, created by Hungarian commoners ‘blending their own
culture with those found on the spot’; if it is correct, this represents an
interesting comparison with situations like the USA, where a state culture has
developed, produced by several ethnic groups.

Wang (Ch. 12) has a remarkable data set with which to explore the
definition of ethnic groups in the Yunnan area of China ¢. 500100 BC—a
series of bronzes depicting scenes from people’s daily lives and other activities,
including battle scenes and ceremonies. He uses this information, linked with
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ancient documentary sources and modern ethnography, to suggest that four
ethnic groups can be defined which have survived relatively unchanged for
more than 2000 years, up to the present. The quality of the data sources is very
high indeed, and this makes this suggestion far more convincing than such
arguments usually are—it confirms Wylie’s and Gardin’s proposal that the
limits of inference in specific cases are contingent rather than absolute. The
study is also interesting for other reasons: first, because it achieves, apparently
convincingly (to someone who is not a specialist on the Chinese data),
precisely what Kossinna was trying to achieve when he developed his ‘culture’
concept—the projection of current ethnic groups into the past. Secondly, it
demonstrates that ethnic identity can in certain circumstances be an
extraordinarily enduring phenomenon.

Eluyemi, in Chapter 13, who does not have access to data sources of the
same quality as Wang, discusses the problems of trying to trace the
ethnohistory of the Yoruba by archaeological means, and notes the problems
that archaeologists have if they do not have access to what Gardin would call
the ‘local knowledge’ to understand what they find.

Larsson (Ch. 14) provides a case study relevant to the classic archaeological
problem of making inferences about cultural identity in prehistory. After
discussing the various problems which can arise in this enterprise, such as poor
preservation conditions and general lack of data, as well as the non-
contemporaneity of different sites, he eventually does suggest that there may
have been ethnic difterences in late Mesolithic southern Scandinavia, on the
basis of consistent differences in burial ritual between the two regions he
discusses. In my view he makes the case that there are differences in burial
practice, but not necessarily that they should be considered ethnic; there are
many reasons for spatial variation, of which ethnicity is only one.

In recent years archaeologists have become at least as interested in trying
to establish the boundaries of political units as cultural or ethnic ones: the
emphasis on social archaeology has directed attention to the study of
political processes, and the demonstration that the link between cultural
distributions and political entities is very much a contingent one has made
it clear that defining political entities constitutes a separate problem. The
problem has led to the use of several expedients to ‘guesstimate’ them, for
example Thiessen polygons. In a study of Iron Age material from France,
Rowlett (Ch. 15) suggests that certain cultural distributions did indeed have
a political significance by demonstrating that their edges are characterized
by very high incidences of grave-robbing, which he attributes to intertribal
raiding. As Smith (1986) pointed out, there is more that we need to know
before we can accept this interesting and provocative idea. For example, it
might be that the heavily looted graves were in a less rich or less well-
connected part of the region, so that they had a greater need to recycle grave
goods to meet the demands of the population for the often rich ornaments
that were buried.

The definition and understanding of spatial variation in material culture
beyond the level of the individual site is clearly of central importance to
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archaeology, as indeed 1s the reconstruction of patterns of ethnicity, or indeed
the lack of it. However, such reconstructions cannot be an end in themselves.
Rather, they are a means to an end, since the archaeologist is not normally
content with reconstructing a static picture of cultural variation at a particular
point in time, but in diachronic change in such patterns. Why these variations
occur, and the extent to which ethnic group distinctiveness, or the loss of it,
is characteristic of them, are questions of major importance which are the
object of the chapters in the third section of this book, all of which are
concerned with change, albeit in a wide variety of different contexts.

In contrast with the long duration of ethnic identity identified by Wang,
Hill’s chapter (Ch. 16) demonstrates how situations can be disrupted by rapid
and violent social change, in this case the effect of the European colonization
of North America. To what extent identities before this were ethnic in the
sense discussed above (and cf. Osborn, Ch. 8) is an open question, but the pace
and complexity of ethnic group formation which followed the disruption it
caused is remarkable. Hill also demonstrates the subtlety of the factors which
lead people to identify themselves with one group rather than another, and
the fact that the way in which groups have defined themselves is strongly
affected by the power of the dominant group in the larger society. It is in the
face of this that Native American groups have been trying to define a heritage
for themselves in recent years, a process of which Nassaney’s study (Ch. 4)
gives us an example.

Mendoza & Wright present a case study (Ch. 17) which is somewhat
similar, in the sense of examining trajectories of change of two groups in the
Argentine Toba as white influence has increased. Their detailed and
wideranging analysis shows how initial differences in adaptation and spatial
position have led them in rather different directions as they have interacted
increasingly with the outside world. Its examination of changing subsistence
and consumption patterns deals with areas which are fairly directly accessible
to archaeologists. However, Smith (1986) criticized their use of Marvin
Harris’ cultural materialist approach as a framework for their study:

In that theory the infrastructure, structure and superstructure are aligned
by relations of linear determinism, though conceptually and in practice
they are inseparably associated at emic and etic levels so that the
deterministic relations that link them are systemic and recursive rather
than unilinear.

Borrero’s chapter (Ch. 18) also deals with Argentina; but this time from a
much longer time perspective (from 12 000 years ago to the present)
concerned with the appearance and expansion of human populations in this
area. As a result he focuses on general ecological issues, and gives an interesting
account of the colonization process from this point of view.

Dolukhanov (Ch. 19) also adopts a macroscale approach, both
chronologically and spatially, but ventures some speculative and provocative
arguments about the relationship between archaeological evidence and
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language with reference to the appearance and spread of proto-Indo-
European languages. Renfrew (1987) has recently again made this a topical
question, and many of Dolukhanov’s arguments follow a similar line to
Renfrew’s, in particular the suggestion that the spread of these languages is
associated with the spread of agriculture.

Franklin (Ch. 20) examines changes in rock art styles and their
distributional patterns in Australia, and argues for a view of them in terms of
what she calls ‘stochastic style’, a concept not dissimilar to Sackett’s
‘isochrestic variation’ discussed above. She specifically rejects the concept of
‘emblemic style’ (see above), on the grounds that its use presupposes that
stylistic variation is related to differences between ethnic groups. However, as
we have seen above, ‘emblematic’ and ‘isochrestic’ are not mutually exclusive
concepts: establishing whether a particular style is emblemic is a matter for
empirical investigation in a given case. By excluding it a priori, Franklin
excludes the very possibility that style might be used in this way.

Of course, Franklin is in the difficult position of the prehistorian, not the
case for Paloczi-Horvath, whose study (Ch. 21) of cultural assimilation in
medieval Hungary is based on both archaeological and historical sources. It
has several similarities to Balint’s chapter (Ch. 11), in the second section of the
book, but belongs here because the main object of concern is not the
correlation or otherwise of material variation and historically documented
groups, but the process of cultural assimilation itself. In providing this detailed
and fascinating account, based on good-quality information, Paloczi-Horvath
pursues the approach advocated above of documenting change in a variety of
different spheres and demonstrating their interrelations. The situation he
presents makes an interesting comparison with those of Hill and Mendoza &
Wright (Chs 16 & 17).

Kobylinski (Ch. 22) similarly presents a study of change, this time
concerned with Poland in the 5th and 6th centuries AD. Despite the date, the
sources of information available mean that Kobylinski is, in eftect, working as
a prehistorian, and the bulk of his chapter presents archaeological arguments
related to the question of continuity over this period in Poland. This is not a
neutral zone. The questions being posed are highly emotive ones, such as the
origins of the Slavs, and the answers are seen to hinge on archaeological
evidence: we have already noted the case study of the Vandals by Martens (Ch.
2), which raises similar issues, but examined from a rather different viewpoint.
In discussing the evidence, Kobylinski shows an acute awareness of the various
theoretical issues which his chapter raises and which are, in fact, the main
theme of this book.

Conclusion
The importance of ethnic issues and conflicts of interest in the modern world

at least partly explains and justifies our interest in them in the past.
Unfortunately, in investigating these questions, as with so many others, we
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have tended to create the past in our own image. The challenge for the future,
to which I hope this book is a contribution, is to try to transcend this
parochial subjectivism. We can only do this by remaining constantly aware of
what is in effect the main lesson of this book: problems of theory, aims,
methods and results, especially the link between substantive patterns in the
past and the approaches that we use to investigate them, are inextricably
bound up with one another and with the problems of the wider world of
which archaeologists are members.
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1 Ethnic concepts in German
prehistory: a case study on the
relationship between cultural
identity and archaeological
objectivity
ULRICH VEIT

(translated by Stephen Shennan)

It is almost fashionable to be derogatory about Kossinna’s theories, but his

methods were perhaps not as bad as the way he himself misused them.
(McWhite 1956, p. 7)

Historians of the development of anthropology seem to be united in the
belief that the past decade has seen a major change in the whole scene. Just
as there has been a trend in society as a whole towards a new traditionalism,
so the science of man has largely said goodbye to modernism, and
consequently to a belief in the progress of civilization and to the idea of a
single world society (Friedman 1988). Thus, it is not surprising that in the
field of prehistoric archaeology too the self-styled guardians of modernism
are on the retreat.

In the 1960s the liberation of archaeology from the fetters of culture
history was proclaimed under the banner of a ‘New Archaeology’. Today
we can perceive an opposite trend. History has a future once more. It is no
longer the pursuit of cultural universals that is at stake. It is the variety and
specificity of cultural developments on which people’s eftorts are focused.
In the context of systems theoretical approaches the term ‘culture’ was at
times reduced to the level of an extrasomatic means of adaptation to the
natural environment. However, now there is a renewed interest in
‘cultures’ in the plural and not merely ‘culture’ in general. One result of
this development is that ‘cultural identity’ is increasingly becoming a key
term for the self-definition of a ‘post-processual’ archaeology. Questions
about problems such as ethnicity and multiculturalism, which people long
thought they could avoid by regarding them as unimportant, or even
unscientific (for example, Hagen 1980, p. 8) are again open to
archaeological debate.

In the light of these developments, it seems to me to be important to
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remember that there were areas of prehistoric research where problems of
ethnicity and multiculturalism had always remained of interest. However, these
lay outside the approaches mentioned above which have determined the
direction of theoretical discussion in the subject since the 1960s. This is also
true of prehistoric research in the German-speaking countries. Here the topic
of cultures and ethnicity has traditionally had considerable significance,
although specific academic and historical circumstances to which we will
return below have meant that in recent decades this line of enquiry has not
always been looked at with as much open-mindedness and soberness as one
would wish.

Apart from language difficulties, historical circumstances may also be
one of the reasons why, outside Germany, approaches to the question of
‘ethnic interpretations’ of archaeological data have not taken the
corresponding German tradition into account. Remarkably enough,
even in a recent work by McGuire (1982) on The study of ethnicity in
historical archaeology’ one finds not a single reference to the old Central
European research tradition concerning the ‘ethnic interpretation’ of
archaeological data. On the other hand, German research since World
War II has largely ignored such discussions going on outside Germany,
and even more so outside Europe, although occasional forays over the
language barrier convincingly demonstrate how profitable an argument
with the other side can be (McWhite 1956, Cullberg 1977, Trigger 1978,
1984, Narr 1981, 1985). What follows below cannot in itself provide
such an argument, but it does aim to make a contribution, mainly from
the perspective of the history of research, as an attempt to provide
admittedly subjective glimpses into the German tradition of the ethnic
interpretation of archaeological finds. Thus, the following presentation is
intended more as a discussion of some general theoretical and
methodological problems in prehistoric archaeology (on the question of
different technical terms in the German- and English-speaking
archaeological traditions; see Narr 1966) than as a treatment of the
problem of the Germani, which is, in fact, inseparable from the question
of ethnic interpretation. However, this is not an area in which the author
can claim the necessary factual knowledge and technical competence
(for recent summaries of this topic, see Hachmann 1975, Mildenberger
1986, cf. Martens, Ch. 2, this volume).

The case of Kossinna and its consequences

As far as German research is concerned, the argument about the problem
of ‘the ethnic interpretation of archaeological culture areas’ remains
inseparably linked with the name of Gustaf Kossinna. Although competing
with other schools of archaeological thought, such as the ‘Marburg
school’, the fate of his teachings exemplifies the rise and fall of German
archaeology in the first half of the 20th century. Indeed, in many respects,
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even today he casts a shadow over the subject, a phenomenon which
Smolla (1979-1980, 1984-1985, 1986) recently characterized by the
convenient term, ‘the Kossinna syndrome’. Therefore, it is necessary to
start by at least spotlighting the causes and symptoms of this syndrome,
which can serve us as a case study of the relationship between
archaeological objectivity and cultural identity.

First it must be made clear that Gustaf Kossinna (b. 1858), who was
originally trained in Germanic philology and entered prehistory via his
antiquarian study of the Germani (see Stampfull 1935, Schwerin von Krosigk
1982, Smolla 1978-1980, 1984—1985, 1986), was by no means the first person
who attempted to ascribe archaeological finds to specific peoples (on the
question of his predecessors see, for example, Wahle 1941, Eggers 1959,
Meinander 1981, Hachmann 1987). Certainly today it is his name which is
associated with this idea; this is because he, like no other person, brought the
question of ethnic interpretation to the centre of prehistoric thought. In
doing this he made a lasting contribution to the establishment of prehistory as
an academic discipline. Undoubtedly, the rising tide of nationalism at the
beginning of this century was remarkably convenient for him in this respect.
Indeed, one could go so far as to say that it was this which made possible the
rise in the status of prehistory to that of an independent academic subject
(Smolla 1979-1980).

Kossinna first stepped on to the archaeological stage with a paper on
‘The prehistoric distribution of the Germani in Germany’, presented at a
meeting of the Anthropological Society in Kassel in 1895 (Kossinna 1896).
In this paper he had already sketched out the principles of his so-called
‘settlement archaeological method’. He continued to develop these in the
following decades, and tried to apply them on a large scale to European
prehistory. An extended presentation of his methodological basis
combined with a polemical settling of accounts with his academic
opponents appeared in 1911 under the title The origin of the Germani. On
the settlement archaeological method (Kossinna 1911a). It was in this that he
made his famous statement ‘Sharply defined archaeological culture areas
correspond unquestionably with the areas of particular peoples or tribes’
(ibid., p. 3). Fifteen years later, after Kossinna had in the meantime
succeeded in obtaining a professorship in German archaeology at the
University of Berlin, a revised version of his volume on methods of 1911
appeared, under the title Origin and distribution of the Germani in the
prehistoric and early historic periods (Kossinna 1926). Between these two dates
lay a period of extremely intensive work as an author, as a university
lecturer and as an organizer. The last of these applies especially to his
presidency of the newly founded German Society for Prehistory, and his
editorship of the journal Mannus and of the monograph series of the same
name associated with it.

As well as academic publications in the strict sense, Kossinna produced a
whole series of publications intended to influence a wider non-academic
audience. The title of his popular book, German prehistory, a pre-eminently
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national discipline (Kossinna 1914) gives an adequate impression of the
nationalistic, indeed racist, attitude which was inseparably associated with
Kossinna’s work. In his concept of an Aryan, Nordic ideal race, superior to all
other peoples—his Germani, or their supposedly even more upright
predecessors the Indo-Europeans—he saw the key to an unwritten history, as
it lay hidden in his prehistoric find groups. According to him, in ever-repeated
advances towards the south these Germani gave the decisive push to the course
of history (Schwerin von Krosigk 1982, p. 71)—a slim, tall, light-
complexioned, blonde race, calm and firm in character, constantly striving,
intellectually brilliant, with an almost ideal attitude towards the world and life
in general.

In the light of these ideas, it comes as no surprise that Kossinna finally
attempted to derive political demands from the results of his ethnohistoric
research. Apart from his explicit war propaganda during World War I, these
included as a political footnote his flawed attempt to influence the
political decisions made at Versailles. His demands were laid down in his
book The German Ostmark, a homeland of the Germani (Eggers 1959, pp.
2314tf.)

Kossinna died in 1931, and did not live to experience the upsurge of his
subject, and especially of his theories, which followed the seizure of power
by the Nazis. However, it goes without saying that, had he still been alive, he
would have hailed it with considerable satisfaction, even if the new
propagandists did not do adequate justice to his work. Posthumously,
Kossinna became, albeit less on the basis of his academic achievements and
more because of his ‘political influence’, the conceptual father and the
leading figure of a National Socialist popular (vélkischen) prehistory
(Stampfull 1935). After the Nazi seizure of power its representatives
occupied the key positions in the discipline, once the academic world of
Germany had been brought into line according to the ideological
prescriptions of the ‘Rosenberg office’ (Bolmus 1970, Kater 1974). Most
members of the discipline, however, especially in those circles which had no
direct connection with Kossinna and his school, behaved more discreetly
and waited to see what would happen. More direct opposition to the
ideological takeover of the discipline, which was connected with a
vulgarization of the subject, is certainly not to be detected. The courageous
methodological criticisms concerning the ‘Kossinna method’, raised by
Wahle (1941), will be discussed below.

If the rise of Kossinna with the National Socialist takeover was logical, then
his fall after 1945 was equally inevitable. Apart from a few of his pupils (Wahle
1950-1951, Jahn 1952), hardly any of those still using his methodological
principles were prepared to take his side. The name Kossinna became a non-
word. Enormous quantities of paper were printed with explanations that were
supposed to demonstrate that the working methods of their respective authors
had nothing to do with the Kossinna method, now fallen into disrepute.

However, inasmuch as people from now on anathematized Kossinna’s
work, and thus did not subject it to a proper critique, they were committing
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the same mistake as in 1933, albeit with the opposite premises. With the verbal
damnation of Kossinna’s method and his convenient branding as the only
guilty party—a view which was also widely taken up outside Germany (for
example, Clark 1957, Renfrew 1976, p. 38)—the reasons for the ideological
misuse of his ideas, which were, after all, based on the nature of archaeological
knowledge, remained largely unexplained.

On the other hand, most scholars continued to work with Kossinna’s
principles, and not just in Germany (cf. Martens, Ch. 2, this volume). Probably
the best-known pupil of Kossinna was no less than Childe, who had introduced
Kossinna’s principles into Great Britain during the 1920s, but stripped of their
ideological baggage (Childe 1927, 1929). In view of the political developments
in Germany after 1933, this connection tended to be forgotten (Childe 1933).
It was Childe himself who, late in life, pointed it out again (Childe 1958, Trigger
1980, McNairn 1980; also, in greater detail, Veit 1984).

‘Settlement archaeology’. Kossinna’s method and contemporary
criticisms

It is now necessary to ask ourselves what there is really of consequence in
the ‘Kossinna method’, much maligned but actually frequently used by its
critics (in addition, see in detail Wahle 1941, Eggers 1959, Hachmann 1970,
Klejn 1974a). The core of Kossinna’s methodological principles is summed
up in his well-known axiom of 1911. In its expanded 1926 version this
states: ‘Clearly defined, sharply distinctive, bounded archaeological
provinces correspond unquestionably to the territories of particular peoples
and tribes’ (Kossinna 1926, p. 21). This guiding principle is linked with the
retrospective method, which involves using the (ethnic) conditions of the
present (or the historically documented past) to infer the situation in
prehistory. The two together make up the so-called ‘settlement
archaeological method’. Working backwards from early historical times,
Kossinna tried to throw light on the development of peoples in prehistory
by tracing continuities within particular settlement areas. The basis for this
was provided by the ‘typological method’, which he had taken over from
Montelius. Typology enabled him to establish time horizons for the
chronological ordering of the material remains of the past (although for
Kossinna the principle of the closed find, which had been so important for
Montelius, as well as the stratigraphic principle, were both less important
than typology; Schwerin von Krosigk 1982, p. 35). Once these chronological
horizons had been defined, Kossinna’s next step was to make use of the
cartographic method in order to distinguish those specific spatial units—
find areas or culture provinces—which were supposed to be characterized
by the greatest possible homogeneity of material, but most of all by being
sharply bounded from neighbouring culture provinces. Kossinna’s
interpretation of these units had two aspects, which it is important to
differentiate:
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(a) on the one hand, they were regarded as an expression of ethnic groups,
or peoples; and

(b) on the other hand, they were equated with the peoples or tribes first
documented historically in a given area.

It is obvious that the hypothetical character of such identifications of peoples
increases as one goes further back in time. Kossinna tried to come to terms
with this problem by means of an idea influenced by evolutionary principles
and deriving from linguistic concepts. It was the notion of apparently less-
complex ‘primeval cultures’ or ‘primeval peoples’, which supposedly enabled
him to ‘reconstruct’ the former relationships between ‘peoples’ over a
timespan stretching as far back as the Mesolithic. In reality he simply deluded
himself about the limited possibility of archaeological knowledge arising from
the fragmentary nature of the sources.

Even during his lifetime Kossinna did not lack critics, a fact due at least
in part to the provocative and polemical style of his work. Kossinna’s
argument with Carl Schuchardt is well known and still has an almost
legendary ring to it. Josef Kostrzewski was one of Kossinna’s own pupils
who turned against him. However, this did not represent a refutation of his
method, but only of his results with regard to the ethnic identity of the
archaeological groups on what is now Polish soil (Eggers 1959, p. 236, also
Martens, Ch. 2, this volume).

Two factors in particular rendered difficult, if not impossible, a proper
critique of Kossinna’s methodological approaches, thus preventing a sober
reassessment of the problem of ethnic interpretation.

The first was his inadmissible equation of people and race (probably a
secondary accretion to his method) and the way this notion slipped into
an ideology of the Germanic master race due to the nationalistic
euphoria of the time.

Secondly, it must be held against Kossinna that, despite his verbal
rigour, he quite frequently did not stick to his own methodological
principles, with regard both to the definition of sharply defined culture
provinces and to the evidence for continuity from purely prehistoric
cultures to cultures in early historical times. Given the state of research
at the time, he could probably not do this without renouncing
altogether the reconstruction of the supposed prehistoric peoples. Thus,
it 1s typical of much of the lively debate about the ‘Kossinna method’
that, under the guise of examining the method, it mainly criticized its
applications.

Luckily, the extreme racist component of Kossinna’s ideas was not taken over
by many of his pupils. Thus, even at an early date Blume, Jahn and others
(Blume 1912, Hahne 1922, Jahn 1941, 1952) concerned themselves with a
turther development of the factual and theoretical basis of Kossinna’s
settlement archaeology, while largely excluding racial aspects. For example,
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Blume speaks more appropriately of the ‘ethnographic method’ and Jahn later
of the ‘ethnohistorical method’, even if the idea of the ‘people’ or ‘folk’ as a
unit that is objectively present and above all historically significant remains
untouched. This is also true of Menghin (1931, 1936, 1952). He was the main
representative of the prehistoric branch of the Kulturkreislehre, who made
Kossinna’s principles his own and tried to apply them universally. However, in
Menghin’s work we begin to see a replacement of the term ‘people’ by the
more neutral and supposedly less dubious term ‘culture’, a development
which continued after World War II. However, Kossinna’s followers continued
to ignore the more fundamental doubts that were being expressed with regard
to the equation between peoples and cultures, and more generally about the
true culture-historical character of the discipline.

Several scholars come to mind in this connection, including Hoernes
(1905, p. 238) and Sprockhoft (1930, p. vii), but the most important is
K.H. Jacob-Friesen. Already in Kossinna’s lifetime he published a wide-
ranging theoretical volume entitled Basic questions of prehistoric research
(K.H.Jacob-Friesen 1928), with the more explicit subtitle: A critique of
the current state of research on races, peoples and cultures in prehistory. Here he
concluded (p. 144):

Today it is still extraordinarily difficult to identify the areas of cultures
with the areas of peoples when we know little more than the names of
those peoples from historical sources. To make this kind of equation in
periods millennia earlier than the first historical mention of those
peoples is a claim which can only be rejected.

Jacob-Friesen was, of course, influenced by the ethnological ‘Kulturkreis’
school, as represented by Leo Frobenius; accordingly, he saw the practical
task of prehistory first of all as ‘defining as many individual distribution
areas of given forms as possible, gathering these together into Kulturkreise
and establishing their chronological succession’ (K.H.Jacob-Friesen 1928,
p. 145).

It was during World War II, in 1941, against the background of the
dominance of Nazi prehistory, that Wahle published a small book that became
famous, entitled On the ethnic interpretation of early historical culture provinces. It
was Wahle who rekindled the debate about the Kossinna method, which
under the surface had never quite died out. Because of the particular
circumstances of the time, the immediate published reaction was confined to
a rejection of the critique of Kossinna by his pupil Jahn (1941, at greater
length 1952). On the basis of various examples from the early historical
period, Wahle presented cases of ethnic boundaries which did not find an
expression in clearly defined cultural provinces. However, with this he
basically criticized only the reversal of Kossinna’s principle (Narr 1985, pp.
58f). Recognizing the legitimacy of the ethnic interpretation at least of early
historical culture provinces, he used this as a basis for criticizing the schematic
treatment of prehistory apparent in Kossinna’s method. In opposition to this,
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he demanded that ‘rational-ahistorical’ thought in prehistory should be
overcome. By this he meant especially the typological—evolutionary
approach.This, Wahle held, should be superseded in future by the investigation
of the driving forces operating in history, above all in the history of
‘prehistoric peoples’. It is apparent from the idealistic concepts with which
Wahle approached his subject—for example, the concept of ‘vital power’
(Lebenskraft)—that his demands are difficult to realize in practice. However,
even his more concrete hypotheses about the possible factors which could
have produced particular distributions of finds often remain very vague. Apart
from his demand for a greater emphasis on the question of the association of
various find groups with one another (Wahle 1941, p. 133), these did not lead
to any new perspectives. His ethnic reconstructions depend largely on written
sources, and therefore they are not transferable to periods where such
evidence is lacking. Indeed, on the basis of a priori assumptions about the
nature of sociopolitical evolution, he tried to cast doubt on the existence of
peoples or other units for the earlier periods of prehistory, and in certain areas
called them into question altogether (ibid., p. 116), a procedure which is just
as problematical as Kossinna’s completely unhistorical concept of ‘peoples’.

‘Archaeological culture’ and ethnicity since 1945:
some examples

Wahle’s (1941) book largely determined the direction of discussion in the
discipline after 1945.Two lines of enquiry were pursued. In the field of early
history, on the basis of an increasingly refined source-critical approach, an
increasingly good grip was obtained on both the possibility and the necessity
of ethnic interpretation. However, the possibility of doing this on the basis of
archaeological sources alone was completely rejected, as being beyond the
range of possibility of archaeological knowledge (Kirchner 1950, Werner
1950, Jankuhn 1952, Eggers 1959, von Uslar 1955, 1961, 1965, Kilian 1960;
most recently Daim 1982). However, this last principle immediately came into
conflict with current research practice, in which—hidden behind the
supposedly more neutral term ‘archaeological culture’—the old ethnic
concepts continued to survive. Although many scholars gave up speaking of
Indo-Europeans or even Germani, the notion that ‘peoples’ must be hiding
behind the various archaeological groupings remained something taken for
granted, albeit not made explicit (Liining 1972, Bergmann 1972, 1973-1974,
1974, Angeli 1976). The ‘archaeological culture’ became—as for Childe
(1929)—a quasi-ideology-free substitute for the term ‘ethnic unit’. By means
of this safeguard the problem of ethnic interpretation was removed from
explicit discussion. Incidentally, this observation is equally true of prehistoric
research in the eastern part of Germany, newly oriented as it was to the
principles of historical materialism. Here we are faced with a vehement
polemic directed against both Kossinna and his followers, and against more-
recent ‘bourgeois’ approaches apparently thought to be outdated.
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Nevertheless, the term ‘socio-economic areas’ meant essentially the same as
the term ‘archaeological culture’ (Behrens 1984, p. 57; cf., for example, Otto
1953, Hermann 1965, 1977). Lack of space here precludes an extensive
treatment of materialist approaches (cf. also Russian and Polish authors: Klejn
1974a, 1974b, 1981, Hensel 1977).

As far as ethnic interpretation in the field of early historical cultures is
concerned, a strict division between the various arguments of the individual
disciplines involved became the standard demand. With the methodological
maxim ‘march separately, strike together'—a rather disturbing slogan in the light
of recent history (see Wenskus 1979, p. 637)—people thought they could avoid
the mistakes of that past. The disciplines involved—history, linguistics and
prehistory, 1.e. archaeology—should first of all evaluate their respective sources,
and only at the final stage should their various results be brought together. A
classic example of this approach is provided in a book written jointly by
Hachmann, Kossack, and Kuhn.This impressive study by two archaeologists and
one philologist appeared in 1962 under the title, Peoples between Germani and
Celts. Written sources, archaeological finds and information from names, for the history of
North-West Germany around the time of Christ. Similarly, Eggers’ Introduction to
prehistory (1959), a trail-blazing textbook in post-World War II Germany,
recommends a three-stage dialectical sequence in archaeological source
criticism: ‘archaeological thesis, literary antithesis, historical synthesis’.

Although at first sight the application of these principles seems advisable, it
soon became apparent that they did not do justice to the actual procedures
current in the discipline. According to the historian Wenskus, they are both
unsubtle and impracticable. Instead he argues for a broad interdisciplinary
approach, in a similar fashion to Klejn (1974b, 1981). Wenskus’” book on the
formation and composition of the gentes of the early middle ages, published
in 1961, remains today the starting point for all attempts at an interdisciplinary
approach to the problem of ethnic interpretation in the early historical period,
and these have been attempted from various sides (for example, Hachmann
1970, 1975, Capelle 1971, EFischer 1972; summaries in Daim 1982,
Mildenberger 1986).

Here, however, I wish to restrict my reflections to the following question:
how significant a rdle have ethnic concepts played since 1945 in that larger
segment of the discipline for which no historical data are available as a
corrective? The significance which the term ‘archaeological culture’ came to
have in this connection has already been pointed out above (cf. recently
Hachmann 1987). It increasingly became an ideologically untainted and
therefore useful synonym for the term ‘ethnic unit’. Unfortunately, in doing
this it encouraged a tendency to obscure the real problem, a point of criticism
already made by Hodson (1980) of the English-speaking archaeological scene.
Of course, it is important to note here that in this connection the phrase
‘ethnic interpretation’ no longer referred to the equation of specific groups of
finds with historically attested ethnic units, but solely to the interpretation of
certain find groups as the expression of once-existing ethnic groups whose
names have not come down to us.
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Apart from Bronze Age work (for example, Bergmann 1970), a look at
research on the Central European Neolithic is worthwhile in this regard.
This 1s a topic which provides the practical prerequisites for a discussion
of this type of question, because of the considerable expansion of the
available data base which has taken place over the years. In this respect
U.Fischer’s (1956) book, The graves of the Stone Age in the Saale area, was of
outstanding importance for German research in the post-World War II
period, from both a practical and a theoretical point of view. Starting from
the rich corpus of finds of Neolithic burials in the central German area,
the question was raised by the author of whether the grave finds would
confirm or even refine the existing ordering of ‘cultural groups’,
predominantly based on an appraisal of the pottery. From this investigation
it emerged clearly that, on the whole, the pottery groups correspond to
the groups based on burial ritual. From this U.Fischer (1956, p. 256)
concluded, contrary to his original hope, that

the burial rite cannot be used to bridge cultural differences
diachronically. Our problem field thus appears to have gained a truly
historical dimension. The quest for historical continuity lies beyond the
range of our sources. The changes in grave and burial form appear
completely embedded in the change of cultural forms, in that
‘historische Tiefen-dimension’” which must remain inaccessible to a
purely ethnographic treatment.

Thus, within this limited area, Fischer provided the empirical evidence for
the ‘recurrent assemblage of types’ (here pottery and burial types) which
Childe (1956) had demanded as the characteristic feature of an
‘archaeological culture’. He rightly saw the problem area as raised to an
‘historical dimension’. This means nothing more nor less than that he saw
appearing behind the groupings of finds historically influential units,
‘peoples’, or if one wishes, more non-committally, ‘ethnic groups’. On the
other hand, in establishing not only the spatial but also the chronological
discontinuity of his material, it was made clear by Fischer that a pursuit of
such groups across various periods is impossible, at least on the basis of the
material currently available.

It is unfortunate that subsequently people have not always kept to the
standards set by Fischer for the analysis of archaeological cultures. Such
cultures have been postulated even without the possibility of being able to
demonstrate a combination of various cultural elements, functionally
independent of one another. This kind of approach has been rightly criticized
in recent years. In the field of Neolithic research, fundamental observations go
to the credit of Liining (1972, 1979; cf. Mandera 1965). Taking as his starting
point the results of recent empirical investigations which point to a marked
degree of continuity within the Neolithic cultural development of western
Central Europe, Lining (1979, p. 101) demanded a rethinking of the term
‘culture’ in its old ethnically influenced sense:
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Under the influence of an ethnically based cultural theory, earlier
research worked in the main from the assumption that the neolithic
pottery groups represented ‘cultures’ in an inclusive and organic sense.
This produced a ‘block-like’ cultural model which regarded the pottery
as an exact expression of sociocultural, ethnic and economic entities, and
in effect as a passive reflection of them. Their duration and their spatial
distribution could thus be regarded as a substitute for a ‘culture’ in the
wider sense. This approach made ethno-historic and politico-historic
interpretations a great deal easier.

Contrary to this approach, Liining argued, it is necessary to free the term
‘archaeological culture’ from its ethnic and other implications and to restrict
it to its chronological dimension. In the context of this new ‘paradigm’ for
the early and late Neolithic periods in Central Europe, influenced by the
concept of an extensive continuity, ‘archaeological cultures’ should be
regarded solely ‘as components of a chronological-terminological system’
which should not be overburdened with too much weight of meaning
(Lining 1972, p. 169):

This term culture is thus suitable for quite specific tasks, and only for
these. In the context of the present state of knowledge it gives us full
information about the chronological position of the material, but
implies little about its spatial position and almost nothing about either
the combined treatment of these two, possible functional connections
between individual cultural elements or areas, or about the relationship
to political, social, religious, military, economic and other categories of
neolithic people. It is important to be clear about this if one wants to
look at the neolithic from other than a chronological point of view and
in doing this mistakenly makes use of the cultures as apparently given
entities.

‘What, then, is the value of such a concept of culture with its narrowly
bounded explanatory potential? Here I cannot go into all of the practical
problems connected with the Liining paradigm. Nevertheless, it should be
pointed out that the assumption of a strong degree of continuity may be
supported by the material only under certain conditions. With his concept
of a prevailing continuity—debatable because it may only be maintained on
the assumption that apparent breaks in the development are to be
interpreted exclusively as gaps in the finds record—Liining explicitly
contradicts the results of Fischer and others. It is worth calling to mind that
they had to conclude—in some cases contrary to their initial assumptions—
that discontinuity rather than continuity characterized the archaeological
material. When Liining starts from the assumption of a general continuity in
Neolithic development, in contrast with earlier research, then he is not
simply basing his argument on empirical observations, but primarily
replacing one set of premises with another. In fact, the implicit postulate of
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continuity makes one wonder whether his culture concept is unsuitable for
detecting continuity or discontinuity not only in the spatial dimension, but
also in the chronological dimension. At the more practical level this seems to
be borne out by Liining’s habit of frequently using the terms ‘chronological
succession’ and ‘genetic succession’ interchangeably. In this regard
Sangmeister (1973, p. 387, more generally 1967) has pointed out that a
chronological succession, ‘B comes after A’, is not necessarily the same as a
genetic derivation, ‘B developed from A’. In the last analysis a chronological
a priori of this kind is as problematical as a comparable chorological or
geographical a priori, such as the culture-area concept of American
archaeology (Wissler 1917, 1923).

As far as the theoretical framework of the discipline is concerned, the new
empirical observations which Liining adduces as a basis for his argument
ultimately do not necessitate a change of paradigm. The stress laid on unity
and continuity in the Central European early and middle Neolithic appears
(but only appears) to be an emphasis emerging from certain empirical
investigations. Their results could equally well be explained exclusively in
terms of the ‘culture-historical’ paradigm, and not by recourse to a concept
which excludes the existence of such entities at the outset. The overhasty
equation made between archaeological cultures and quasi-ethnic entities was
less the result of incorrect methods, and much more the consequence of two
shortcomings: a lack of methodological purity and an overestimation of the
possibilities of acquiring knowledge in the context of a comparatively poor
state of research. The quest for groupings which extend beyond the individual
settlement unit remains valid, for the Neolithic as well as for other periods,
even if today it can no longer claim its earlier monopoly position, and even if
the problems involved may never be completely resolved by archaeological
means.

The practical conclusion of this discussion must surely be that we shall
continue to use the old culture concept as conceived by Kossinna and
developed by others, even though we are conscious that in talking of an
‘archaeological culture’ we are not necessarily dealing with the material
expression of a ‘people’, but primarily with an archaeological heuristic
device. In this way, and contrary to Liining’s demand, the term, as the most
important unit of archaeological classification, should finally be freed from
its burden of chronostratigraphic implications (Miiller-Beck 1977, p. 195).
An ‘archaeological culture’ is thus to be understood as a term for an entity
which is spatially and chronologically distinguishable within the general
cultural development. The degree of spatial (or chronological) uniformity
(Kossinna) or the extent to which a coincidence of individual features can
be detected (Childe)—that is, the combination of individual, functionally
independent elements (Narr 1981)—must be investigated empirically in
each particular case (on methodological questions, see Hodder 1978,
Shennan 1978).

Furthermore, depending on the degree of uniformity within the distribution
of types and the extent to which individual elements coincide, it must be
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permissible to accept as an heuristic principle the ethnic nature of such entities,
if other more-simple explanations, such as ecological or economic factors, can
be excluded. Since Wahle’s (1941) work, early historical archaeology has
provided a variety of important methodological assessments (for example,
Werner 1950, Kirchner 1950, Jankuhn 1952, Eggers 1959, Hachmann et al.
1962, Hachmann 1970). As far as the Neolithic is concerned, such reflections
have only begun recently. Here special mention should be made of the work of
Narr (1985), dealing with the ‘Schonfeld Group’ of the central German
Neolithic and archaeological groups from the southwestern USA.

However, in all these endeavours it is important to be aware that no more
than a rough approximation to former conditions is possible. Thus, if one
accepts that the decisive feature of an ethnic unit is the consciousness of
individuals in it of belonging to it (Wenskus 1961)—a consciousness of
belonging together within a definite group extending beyond the local
settlement unit—it is apparent that evidence for this can never be observed by
archaeological means alone. Nevertheless, we may take as an heuristic starting
point that the greater the differences between such a group and other groups
are, the greater the probability is that these will be reflected in the field of
material culture. Ethnic groups are not primarily objective organic entities
detectable by means of language, material culture or race whose ancestry can
be traced back through the ages. They are rather to be considered as structures
or entities which can only be experienced subjectively, in the sense of
belonging or not belonging to them, and whose individual form and content
depend on a variety of cultural, social, religious, economic and other factors
(Hodder 1977, 1978, especially pp. 248, Wernhardt 1979, Girtler 1982, Geary
1983). In this connection it would be mistaken to regard a mutual cultural
distinction between such groups as a measure of their isolation. On the
contrary, ethnic boundaries have their justification and gain importance
through intensive interethnic contact (Barth 1969). To this extent the
supposedly more neutral term ‘interaction sphere’ (Mischung 1986, also
critically Shennan 1978), often valued as a substitute, is at least misleading.

To sum up, the problem of the ethnic interpretation of archaeological data
which has been the object of controversial discussion for so long does not differ
significantly in nature from the problem of their sociological interpretation. In
both cases we are faced with the question of inferring the status of a specific
group of individuals when that status is not directly detectable by archaeological
means. In the final analysis it is a matter of demonstrating a symbolic connection
which is not in itself evident. It is therefore not credible for people to engage in
the business of sociological interpretation while damning the enterprise of
ethnic interpretation; of course, the reverse also applies.

Cultural identity and archaeological objectivity

The relationship between culture and ethnicity has certainly not been the
primary goal of German prehistory in the post-World War II years. However,
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as I have tried to show, despite Kossinna and his consequences, the time-
honoured discussion of the problem of the interpretation of find groups, types
and assemblages in terms of ethnic units has never ceased, even though this
discussion has frequently made use of a strangely coded form of expression,
due to the special historical circumstances prevailing. Nevertheless, as a result
of the events which followed 1933, this paradigm, and with it the discipline as
a whole, has lost most of its former influence on historical thinking in
Germany. At the beginning of the 20th century prehistory was able to
establish itself as a discipline within our universities, above all because it
succeeded in securing a strong position in the writing of the history of
Germany before it became a nation. Inevitably the vulgarization and misuse
of the subject by the Nazis shook this initiative. The attempt to establish
prehistory as an historical discipline was almost wrecked, thereby confirming
the views of those who had always expressed doubts about whether
archaeology could produce real historical knowledge. Prehistoric archaeology
became what many earlier had wished to make of it, ‘a preeminently
antiquarian discipline’, to use the phrase with which Torbriigge (1959, p. 4)
played on Kossinna’s (1914) well-known dictum. This change of direction is
expressed in the predominantly pragmatic orientation of the discipline as far
as prehistory is concerned, and its strong emphasis on descriptive—
classificatory and chronological problems (Narr 1966, Eggert 1978a). This
restriction of the discipline to a specific area of method and the refusal to set
theoretical goals of any consequence can only be understood as a reaction
against the inflated knowledge claims of Nazi studies in prehistory. However,
it had the opposite effect to that intended, in at least one respect—it did not
lead to the rehabilitation of German prehistoric studies outside Germany.

In the 1920s German prehistory pioneered the development of the
discipline as a whole, thanks above all to Kossinna and his school. However,
this position, which was lost at the latest by 1933, could not be regained after
World War II. In the English-speaking world in particular, ecological,
economic and sociological questions came increasingly to the forefront of
research, notably thanks to the works of Childe and Clark, and consequently
theoretical perspectives broadened. In the Federal Republic of Germany
pragmatism prevailed (with a few notable exceptions: for example, Jankuhn
1952, 1977, Narr 1954, some of the contributions to the short-lived journal
Archaeologia Geographica) and the discipline moved increasingly towards the
theoretically irrelevant (Eggert 1978a, Hirke 1983). This ‘common-sense
attitude’ 1s documented not least by the fact that people shunned the
influences now coming from abroad and from neighbouring disciplines. Thus,
a serious debate with the protagonists of the ‘New Archaeology’ never took
place—apart from a few significant exceptions (Eggert 1978b, Wolfram
1986)—despite the availability of good arguments for a culture-historical
approach.

The attitude that prevailed in the post-World War II period is still reflected
where theoretical abstinence was abandoned in favour of a new theoretical
foundation. Thus, the ‘Liining paradigm’ discussed above basically represents
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nothing other than a justification of the archaeological practice of the post-
World War II period, and therefore of a position rejecting theory as such. This
is borne out by the fact that Liining believes that he can finally reject such
concepts as people, ethnos or culture which transcend the practice of
prehistorians, and which have been an indispensable part of anthropological
thought since the beginning of this century. In his view prehistory should be
satisfied with the goal of demonstrating the ‘development, correlation and
structure of individual cultural phenomena’ (Liining 1972, pp. 169f). Eggert
(1978a, p. 18) instead was certainly right to remark, ‘that archaeology, like all
the other human sciences, cannot do without a definition of culture which is
primarily theoretical, in other words, explanatory and interpretative’. For this
reason he urges prehistorians to take as active a part as possible in theoretical
discussions within anthropology, a point of view which has long been taken
for granted elsewhere. However, here too the problem arises of the nature of
ethnic entities or ‘cultures’ and their possible material expression, a question
which has received a great variety of different answers within cultural
anthropology over the past 100 years.

In my view it has been one of the shortcomings of post-World War 11
German prehistory with major implications that, apart from a few
exceptions, it has failed to take up anew the extremely fruitful debate
between the anthropological and historical traditions already established at
the origin of our discipline. It was the assumption of Kossinna and many of
his followers that the so-called Aryan-Germanic culture was superior to
other cultures and incomparable, that discredited a co-operation with
anthropology (the German Ethnologie) which could still be successfully
practised in the 1920s (Kossinna 1911b, pp. 128f). However, after 1945 it is
a mistaken claim of methodological absolutism which must be adduced as
the basis of the supposed uselessness of such a co-operation. In this respect
the shambles of the patriotic-nationalist and the sceptical tendencies formed
an unholy alliance which led in most parts of prehistoric archaeology to the
general abandonment of the anthropological roots of the discipline (an
exception is palaeolithic research). As I see it, this is the major reason for the
deep-rooted reluctance still prevalent in the German-speaking world to use
ethnographic data in the interpretation of prehistoric facts, particularly from
the more recent periods. Inasmuch as people restricted themselves to
analogies from the present and historical past of Europe in order to interpret
archaeological facts, they were bound to restrict the potential of our
knowledge in an inadmissible fashion. Following the implicit premise that
‘European prehistory can only be explained through European history’,
ethnocentric prejudice partly took the place of empirical comparison. Thus,
in a certain fashion Kossinna, who had only recently been publicly banned,
re-entered the discipline through the back door (however, in this context it
is worth noting that it was a similar belief in the superiority of European
culture, albeit based on different motives, which was unconsciously at least
partly responsible for Childe’s negative attitude to ethnographic parallels).
This unconscious ethnocentric fixation continues to hinder in Germany the
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breakthrough of ethno-archaeology which has taken place in the English-
speaking world in recent decades. Attempts from the ethnological side,
especially on the subject of ‘ethnicity’ (Vossen 1969, Liesegang 1973), were
largely ignored. The same is true of similar attempts at an interdisciplinary
rapprochement on this subject in the context of a certain renaissance of the
‘old anthropology’ (Wernhardt 1979, Girtler 1982, Daim 1982, Spindler
1983, Winkler 1983, Studien zur Ethnogenese 1985).

Finally, if we look from a more abstract point of view at the relationship of
the aspirations of ‘ethnic archaeology’ and ‘ethnoarchaeology’, there appear to
be certain parallels. An ideological one-sidedness was at the root of both
trends: in the one case an excessive nationalism has been noted, in the other
case a similarly authoritarian internationalism may be detected. Both were
specific products of their time, but hopefully both have now outlived their
stage of ideological excess, if the indications are correct. Are they not turning
out to be theoretically complementary concepts that may prove to be useful
in the long term for the study of archaeological data as the expression of past
human thought and action?

However, what does all this signify for the relationship between
archaeology and politics? 1 believe that if we are able to draw one lesson
from the German example, it is that archaeology is not an appropriate
medium for the contemporary debate and foundation of ethnic or national
interests. I emphasize this not least in relation to the variety of archaeologies
now being established outside Europe. The current problems arising out of
the factor of ethnicity which are increasingly impinging on the general
consciousness (for example, Smith 1981) can certainly not be solved by the
introduction of archaeological or prehistoric arguments into the debate. The
amusing case of Kossinna’s unsatisfactory intervention at the Versailles peace
conference exemplifies this opinion in an almost surrealistic fashion. A
prehistory which makes a claim to be taken seriously as an academic
discipline must, like history, defend itself all the more vigorously against
every form of takeover by outside interests. This is a demand which
Kossinna’s contemporaries did not take sufficiently seriously. Like all of the
other human sciences, prehistoric archaeology too must insist on a division
between archaeological knowledge and the process of life, for the sake of its
objectivity and its capacity to make progress. Prehistory does not provide a
finished picture of the past which can be applied without further ado to
directing social activity.

On the other hand, there can be no prehistoric research outside the
interests of society. Archaeological knowledge is not neutral and apolitical by
virtue of its very nature (Hodder 1984, 1986, Ucko 1983). However, the
acknowledgement that an objective and value-free archaeology is impossible
in principle leads directly to the demand for permanent self-reflection within
the discipline (Risen 1977, from the position of a historian). There will be a
great deal of work on this subject in the future—especially in western
Germany. This point is equally valid for the discussion of the role of
archaeology in public education. Here, too, it was the shock of Nazi prehistory
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in Germany which allowed statements on the subject from the 1920s to lapse
into oblivion (Marienfeld 1979).

The qualifications made above do not mean that we can draw no lessons
from prehistory. However, in going ahead with drawing lessons we should
always bear in mind that ‘History “obtained from archaeology’’, as Smolla
(1979-1980, p. 8) put it, ‘is exposed to greater dangers, because the facts can
have more than one meaning, and are thus more prone to manipulation;
moreover, because the “beginnings” and “origins” can so easily be turned
into myth’.
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2 'The Vandals: myths and facts
about a Germanic tribe of the

first half of the 1st millennium
AD

JES MARTENS

The first association we have, when we hear the word Vandal’ mentioned, is
‘vandalism’. Instinctively we imagine the taste of blood on our tongue, the
sound of breaking glass on the main street around midnight, or gravestones
overturned and covered with graffiti. “Vandalism’ has a similar horrifying
connotation with chaos: meaningless violence and a lack of respect for cultural
and human values. It instills in us the same feeling of bottomless uncertainty
as the word ‘anarchy’, and similarly the modern meaning pays little or no
respect at all to the origins of the word.

As a matter of fact, the first to use the word ‘vandal’ in its modern sense
was a French bishop of the late 18th century. He used it to characterize the
revolutionaries who burned down libraries and tore down church
monuments during the French Revolution (Jahn 1940, pp. 1022ff). The
people who lent their name to this expression—a Germanic tribe living on
Roman territory during the 5th and 6th centuries AD—were not
themselves in particular ‘vandals’ in this sense of the word. Though they
appear to us as such through the contemporary Roman sources, we must
keep in mind that we hear only one part of the case. Besides, they were just
one among many tribes drawn to Rome by the glare of power and
incomprehensible luxury.

A possible reason why the Vandals acquired such a bad reputation seems to
be that they never had their own chronicler, as many of the other important
Germanic tribes had. In addition, unlike the other conquerors of Rome, they
accepted neither the superiority of the Byzantine emperor nor that of the
Roman Pope. The latter fact is of especial importance, as it was the Church
which later became the bearer of the written tradition. Thus, it is surely no
coincidence that it was an ecclesiastic who was the first to turn their name
into a word of shame.

57
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The history of the Vandals

The first to mention the Vandals was the Greek historian Cassius Dio (AD
150-235). He recorded their appearance on the borderlands of the Roman
Empire during the Markomannian wars at the end of the 2nd century AD.
The Vandals—or that part of them that called themselves the Hasdings-lived
here between Goths and Markomans. It was probably at this time that they
converted to Christianity. They chose, however, not Roman Catholicism but
Arianism, which was then popular among the Germanic tribes of the Eastern
R oman borders.

At the end of the fourth century the pressure from the Huns made the
Goths uneasy. The Vandals then broke up and moved north-west along the
Limes. In AD 406 the joint forces of the Vandals, the Sueves and the Alans
invaded Gaul. Approximately 10 years later they ended up in Spain, which
they divided into a Sueve, an Alan and two Vandal territories—a Silingian and
a Hasdingian. The West Roman Emperor then engaged the West Goths to
force the barbarians out of Spain.This project was quite successful because the
Silingians and the Alan kingdoms were wiped out. Under Gothic pressure the
remaining Vandal and Alan forces crossed the Strait of Gibraltar and occupied
the Roman provinces of North Africa. Here they set up an independent state
in AD 429.

At the height of their success the Vandals ruled the waves of the western
Mediterranean and rejected as the first Barbarians on Roman territory the
superiority of the Eastern Roman Emperor and the Roman Pope. Instead,
they erected a national church organization based on Arian beliefs. In this way
they opposed the local population, and this enabled them to remain a distinct
social unity despite their ethnic diversity and the fact that they formed only
a negligible minority in their new ‘homeland’.

However, their good fortune was limited. The kingdom fell apart as a result
of the attack of the Byzantine Emperor Justinian in AD 533—and the Vandals
would have become extinct from history—if not for the French bishop 1200
years later...(Schmidt 1934, pp. 1001t., Jahn 1940 passim, Courtois 1955 passim,
Hatisler 1983, pp. 6471t.).

The theories of the Vandals

It is uncertain who was the first to point out as the original home of the
Vandals the southern and central parts of Poland. The classical sources are quite
ambiguous on this point. Before they appeared in the proximity of the Limes,
we have no record of the Vandals. Pliny the Elder gives us a piece of
information that describes the “Vandils’ as a union of several tribes; among
these were peoples like the ‘Gutones’ (Goths?), the ‘Burgodiones’
(Burgunds?), the ‘Charins’ and the ‘Varins’. Somewhat later, Tacitus
mentioned, in the introduction to his survey of the Germanic tribes, that the
original names of the Germans probably were the ‘Suebes’, the ‘Vandils’, and
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so on. However, this union is not presented at all later in the book (Pliny, pp.
99-100, Tacitus, p. 2). It is therefore most likely that the Vandils were a union
of tribes that dissolved in the early part of the first century AD, and had little
or nothing to do with the Vandals (Jahn 1940, p. 945). Again, to use the words
of Pliny, to locate the Vandils is not an easy task. Based on his works we can
only say that they lived ‘somewhere up northeast in Germania Libra’. A much
later source, the Gothic chronicler Jordanes, mentioned that the Goths had to
fight with the Vandals when arriving on the continent from ‘Scandza’.
However, this source is much later, and consequently is of very dubious
authority.

Pre-World War II German archaeologists did not hesitate in their
interpretation of Pliny. Strongly supported by the first lines of Jordanes’
Romana et Getica, they claimed that the Vandals lived south-east of the Baltic
Sea somewhere between the Odra and the Vistula. This was adopted as a fact
by the majority of German scholars after a lecture of Gustaf Kossinna in 1895
(Kossinna 1896, 1929, Nerman 1930, Hiille 1936). They identified the Vandals
with those people represented in the archaeological record by the so-called
Przeworsk culture, occupying the central and southern parts of Poland at the
turn of the millennium. The question of how far back we can trace them is
where the disagreements begin.

Kossinna originally pointed to the East Pommeranian culture as the
material expression of the Vandils or the Vandals (Kossinna 1912, 1929).
According to him, this cultural group was generated by a synthesis of local
western Germanic people and newcomers arriving from somewhere in
Scandinavia at the end of the Bronze Age (Kossinna 1912, pp. 155f). The
Vandils later expanded southwards deeper into the areas of what is today
Poland. From where in Scandinavia they came could not be established at the
time, but Kossinna supposed that they had the same genetic roots as the
inhabitants of the Northern Jutland district of Vendsyssel—in earlier times
called Vendila. Thus, opposing a far older assumption that the Vandals
originated from Vendsyssel, he maintained that the Eastern Germanic tribes
were to be derived from Scandinavian North Germanic tribes (Kossinna 1929,
p. 233). Both of these theories were still mainly based on philological
assumptions, and were only vaguely supported by early studies of the
archaeological record of the areas in question (for example, Jahn 1922,
Nerman 1924, Kossinna 1929).

The first to bring in more materials and to give an archaeological basis to
the theories was Baron Bolko von Richthofen, who had a knowledge of the
Danish material, and called attention to the striking similarities between the
late pre-Roman pottery of Vendsyssel, especially that from Kraghede, and that
of Silesia. Those similarities that were previously known were of a much later
date and were taken by Kossinna as an indication of a minor migration from
the south-east to the north-west. The direction was now reversed, as the
Vendsyssel material was supposed to have a local chronological and
typological background, whereas it was claimed that the Polish had none
(Richthofen 1930, Nerman 1930).
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From this point onwards the supporters of this theory had the upper hand,
as it seemed impossible to prove any continuity between the early pre-Roman
and the late pre-Roman Iron Age cultures in Poland, and in the years before
‘World War II they produced one work after another showing that the origin
of the Polish Vandal culture must be sought in the Northern Kattegat area
(Petersen 1932, Jahn 1937, Peschek 1939, Jahn 1940). They even boldly
skipped the philological and historical sources which were the starting points
of the whole discussion (Jahn 1940, p. 946) in favour of what they believed
they saw in the archaeological material. The location of the Vandals in the 1st
century AD was now ‘proved’ by the expansion of the Przeworsk culture into
the areas of Slovakia and Hungary at the end of the 2nd century AD, at the
time when Cassius Dio mentions the arrival of the Vandals in the same area.
It was further believed that the Lugians of the 1st century AD, whom Tacitus
mentions living in Poland, must be identical with the Vandals of the 2nd
century (Tacitus, p. 43, Jahn 1940, p. 944).This tribe is even mentioned as early
as around the birth of Christ living somewhere in the neighbourhood of the
Markomans and possibly the Goths (Butones) (Strabo, 7.1.3).

The Vandal migration theory never really gained support either in Poland
or in Denmark (for example, Brondsted 1941). After World War II the
opposition gained force, while German archaeology from now on kept silent
on the subject. Meanwhile, Poland produced a strongly autochthonous school
of archaeologists under the leadership of Jozef Kostrzewski. A great effort was
invested in proving the unbroken settlement and population continuity of the
Slavs in People’s Poland. To this end Kostrzewski wrote a remarkable reversed
history of Poland, going backwards from Medieval times to the Neolithic
period (Kostrzewski 1965).

Around this time the Swedish and Danish scholars Moberg and Klindt-
Jensen visited Poland, preparing their doctorates (Moberg 1941). They became
strongly influenced by his ideas, and consequently again the similarities in the
ceramics which no-one still denied were explained by the reverse
interpretation. This idea has survived until today (Kaszewska 1980, p. 38,
Godlowski 1981, p. 59). However, in 1976 Carl Axel Moberg called together
modern scientists to renew the discussion on the matter. At the meeting, held
in Gothenburg, it appeared that nobody felt any need for explaining the
emerging Iron Age cultures in their respective research areas by means of a
migration. As everything could be derived from local prototypes, the
conclusion inevitably was that there were no connections at all between the
areas in question (Kaelas 1976, Kaelas & Wigfors 1980).

The history of the Vandal theories

The history of the Vandal migration theory has a striking similarity with that
of the Vandals themselves. For a long time the theory struggled for its own
existence, like the Vandals fighting their way through Europe. Finally, it found
firm ground, as they did in North Africa, but, similarly, only to vanish shortly
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thereafter. How can this be? The death of the theory seems to occur at the end
of World War II. This coincides with the death of the third Reich and its
philosophy.

The works of Gustaf Kossinna and the Kossinna school can be designated
as nationalist, or even as national chauvinist, writings, but not as National
Socialist propaganda, at least not at the outset. The Kossinna classic of 1912,
German prehistory—an outstanding national science, was reprinted at least nine
times. Five years and three issues after the death of the author in 1931 this
book was elevated to be a cornerstone in the National Socialist ideology. In
the 7th edition, of 1936, Adolf Hitler is quoted in the foreword, speaking
about the need for common national pride and that ‘the Germans already
1000 years before the foundation of Rome had experienced a cultural prime’
(Hiille 1936).

In the period between the World Wars, a defeated Germany needed dreams
like these of a greater past in order to be able to face the present. This was well
understood by the Nazis, who integrated history at all levels, to the extent that
even minor local periodicals of historical societies were turned into pamphlets
of National Socialism (for example, Altschlesische Blitter 1936, No. 5). Perhaps
many of the archaeologists, even those of the Kossinna school, were not
convinced Nazis, but many of them still provided the great Nazi propaganda
machine with ammunition, as in the question of their rights to the Polish
territories. By their talk about Eastern Germanic tribes like the Goths and the
Vandals living in the Polish lands, the archaeologists offered expansionist plans
an alibi (for example, Jahn 1940, p. 1030). It is therefore no wonder that the
Vandal theory was buried with World War II. It had become synonymous with
Nazi expansionism.

Only one pupil of the Kossinna school continued to write in the old way:
the Pole J6zef Kostrzewski. During the years between the World Wars he was
fighting vigorously against German archaeology, listening to the view that
Slav culture was an Unkultur. During the German occupation of Poland he
had to remain underground, watching the occupiers systematically destroy
the Slav heritage, while the S S officer and archaeologist Ernst Petersen was
looking for him (Jazdzewski 1980). Now, finally, Kostrzewski got the
opportunity to take revenge. He took it. He proved that the Slavs originated
in the Polish lands, by postulating a continuity in material culture from
today back to the Neolithic. Thus, they were much older as a people than
the Germans, who first arrived in Germany during the Early Iron Age
(Kostrzewski 1965). As these theories were presented as facts to Moberg and
Klindt-Jensen, they easily spread to Scandinavia, and since the Early pre-
Roman Iron Age was still somewhat little known in Denmark, and the
Kraghede cemetery in Vendsyssel was almost the only material published, it
was easy to change the direction of the influences once again (Moberg 1941,
Brondsted 1941).

However, it might seem strange that the re-examination of the problem
in 1976 in Gothenburg did not rekindle the discussion. After all, almost
every scholar of the first half of the 20th century at least agreed about the
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similarities between Northern Jutland and the Przeworsk culture. Even this
was now being denied (Becker 1980). The reason must be sought in a
general change of paradigm in Western archaeology, from concentrating on
typology and culture historical explanations to a focus on economic and
sociohistorical processes; in short, a change from external to internal
explanatory models. Migration theories were no longer ‘in’, and no-one
believed in the possibilities of identifying historically known tribes in the
archaeological record. In addition to this, the Poles who attended the
meeting belonged mainly to the Kostrzewski school. Their aim was
primarily to prove the ethnohistorical legitimacy of the modern Polish
territories.

Modern Danish research has shown that the so-called ‘Kraghede group’ of
Vendsyssel 1s not that strange, but has a comprehensive local background
(Becker 1961, 1980, Bech 1975, 1980, Bech & Lysdahl 1976). At the same time
modern Polish research has demonstrated that the continuity between the
Early and the Late pre-Roman Iron Age in Poland is not that certain at all
(Nieweglowski 1981, Dabrowska 1977). Again, the basic materials have been
altered, and one could easily turn to the old north-south migration theory.
However, that would not bring us any further.

The major difference between the migration theories of the Poles and the
Germans was in the direction of the influence. The methods and the materials
were the same: artefacts were taken as identifiers of different prehistoric
peoples, and similarities in separated archaeological cultures were taken as a
sign of genetic relationships. As the methods were the same but the
conclusions conflicting, it is tempting to seek the reason for this not in the
scientific arguments, but in the sociocultural context: the question of the
rights to the Polish lands.

The third point of view—that there are no connections at all—is just as
scientifically based as the other two. As mentioned above, it is only an
expression of the general change of focus in Western archaeology from
external to internal cultural processes. Here, again, we suggest that the reason
for this shift is not to be found within the discipline of archaeology but in its
environment, where at that time materialism, and especially historical
materialism, was enjoying widespread popularity.

However, it should be obvious that neither exclusively internal nor purely
external factors can adequately account for the course of a sociocultural
development. Unfortunately, there is insufficient space here to develop a
model embodying them both (for an attempt, see Martens 1984), since the
major aim of this paper is the reassessment of migration theory, based on the
example of the archaeological Vandal theories.

For this purpose, some points must be made clear.

(a) Neither migration theories nor ethnic theories should or can be used to
justify any political or historical claim on territories or ethnic rights.

(b) The identification of historically known peoples and tribes is a very
difficult task because the means of expressing ethnic unity and diversity,
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and the need for it, varies through space and time with the general
cultural and political situation of the period in question.

(c)  The migration ‘solution’ has been more or less popular through the ages
due to changes in the general nature of shifting world systems.

(d) A total replacement of one ethnic group by another, as so often claimed
by pre-World War II German archaeology, is a very unusual situation;
normally one would find a mixture of indigenous inhabitants and
newcomers.

() A migrating and conquering group might be strong in the political and
military sense but at the same time weaker in the general cultural sense
than those defeated—as was the case with the German conquerors of
Rome; thus many migrations might not leave any trace in the
archaeological record.

The future of the Vandals

If we want to reopen the case, the first step that must be taken is to make a
distinction between the historical and the ‘archaeological’ Vandals. The
historical ones began their lives in the borderlands of the Roman Empire
during the years of the Markoman wars. The archaeological ‘Vandals’ lived in
southern and central Poland from the beginning of the Late La Téne period.
So far no archaeological investigation has proved any connection between
them, and thus we should rather call the latter complex the Przeworsk culture,
as modern Polish archaeology does. If we do claim an identity, however, would
it then be wrong to expect that we should be able to follow them all the way
through Europe to North Africa?

A problem arising here is that we know that the historical Vandals were
Christians, whereas the archaeological ones were pagan. Another point is
that a considerable change in their social organization must be expected,
due to external pressure during their journey through Europe and internal
social instability caused by the sudden wealth of war spoils. It seems that
they arrived in Spain as a rather loose organization not able to form a lasting
superstructure of larger scale, whereas a more centralized kingship emerged
as they crossed to Africa. At this point the culture of the conquerors was
already completely subjected to Roman civilization, even in the way in
which they expressed their opposition to it (i.e. their confession of the Arian
faith). For this reason, and because the later Roman writers were interested
in the deeds (or misdeeds) of the barbarians on Roman territory rather than
their social structure and history, the information considering Vandal society
and their life beyond the Limes is of very little use. It is still a very dubious
project to try to connect the historically known Vandals with the
archaeological ones.

How did the Germans outside the Imperial borders conceive themselves?
What did a ‘tribe’ believe marked the difference between itself and ‘the
others’? And between friend and enemy? The 1st century AD Roman
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sources give us an answer to this: beliefs, habits, looks and even armament
(Tacitus, pp. 43, 46, Léube 1983). Strabo (7.1.3) adds: ‘It is a common
characteristic of all the peoples in this part of the world that they migrate
with ease’. We must thus accept the existence of different tribes that mark
their ethnicity, their alliances, enmities, etc., in a way which can be
materially detected, and that migration seems to be a part of the nature of
this system—a way of keeping it in balance. These elements are necessary if
we want to understand and describe the world of the Early Iron Age north
of the Roman borders.

‘The archaeological Vandals’—i.e. the Przeworsk culture—show many
similarities in the material record with the Early Iron Age cultures of North
Jutland and of the Eastern parts of Central Celtic Europe. The latter can easily
be explained by the geographical nearness of the cultures and the cultural and
economic relations arising from this—the Celtic civilization providing the
Przeworsk culture with raw materials and technology for metal working, and
receiving amber, food, furs and military assistance in return. The first ones are
less-obviously comprehended, and it would be tempting to explain them by
a genetic relationship. The Przeworsk culture emerges at the beginning of the
late pre-Roman Iron Age, showing a lot of new features compared with the
preceding Cloche culture; however, the North Jutland area shows a fairly
continuous development containing several of these traits at an earlier date.
Therefore, it seems likely that we must take the North Jutland culture for the
originator. This does not mean that we expect that a ‘North Jutland Empire’
subjugated central Poland, but that in our view a migration took place from
north to south at the beginning of the late pre-Roman Iron Age, and was thus
a part of, and perhaps the starting point for, the genesis of the Przeworsk
culture.
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3 Theory, profession, and the
political role of archaeology

BRIAN DURRANS

There 1s a conspicuous ‘political’ trend in archaeology which is concerned
with the influence of ideology on interpretations of the past. Cutting across
this kind of political consciousness—but not yet clearly integrated with it—
is the experience of archaeologists in dealing with issues more obviously
(because more immediately) to do with allocating, exercising or resisting
power in society. Monuments like Stonehenge or the Parthenon Marbles raise
questions which are political in this sense—about access (to whom?),
protection (from whom?) and what they represent (in whose interests?).
Similarly, problems like the looting, destruction or neglect of archaeological
evidence bring to the fore not just the motives of those implicated in such
things, but also the system of social division and exploitation which generates
the motives themselves.

In one way or another capitalism is the backdrop for most archaeological
work currently undertaken throughout the world. One of its most
distinctive tendencies is to integrate cultural activities subtly and closely
with economic and political processes while giving those involved the
impression that they are operating in isolation from one another.
Contemporary academic work thus reflects in an advanced and specialized
form the same contradiction that Marx identified at an earlier stage in the
development of modern capitalism.

Given this context, and despite a growing ‘politicization’ of the subject, it
is understandable that many archaeologists, like other academics, fail to
recognize how intimately archaeology is linked with economic and political
aspects of society. This relationship is becoming more thoroughly documented
and analysed within the traditional definition of the subject through studies of
the history of archaeology, and more thoroughly experienced from outside
that definition through legislative, fiscal or political limitations on
archaeological practice. What is then experienced negatively as political abuse
or restriction, which many rightly perceive as coming from ‘outside’ the
subject as traditionally defined, not only legitimizes the idea that archaeology
does indeed operate hermetically, but then allows this idea to set the agenda
for how archaeologists should work. The real issue is therefore missed: instead
of addressing ourselves to the interactive relationship between archaeology
and other aspects of social reality, we substitute the idea of a beleaguered
fortress. The corollary is that the siege should be lifted in the sense that,

66
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whatever the circumstances, an independent specialist centre should be free to
disseminate its knowledge to consumers in return for bankable prestige for
worthy work against the grain of narrow commercialism. This way of doing
business can seem reasonable, even noble, despite being modelled on the
paradigmatic transaction of advanced capitalism.

A tentative or hermetic politics of archaeology might be defended on two
grounds. First, we might claim that because many archaeologists operate in
sharply divided societies in which job security or promotability can rarely be
taken for granted if one expresses radical views, it is a sensible tactic to pursue
political arguments in a covert way, expressed as far as possible in the
recognized professional idiom. Alternatively, we could suggest that from an
assessment of contemporary politics, the most useful way in which
archaeologists can contribute to a wider political movement is by exposing
the ideological bias of archaeology, thereby encouraging people to recognize
and therefore transcend ideology in their own lives (for example, Leone ef al.
1987). Either argument is reasonable insofar as it concedes the grounds on
which a third approach might be based. Concern about a career—of even,
these days, about just a job—acknowledges the influence of economic power
on archaeology. Seeking to make the specialized work of archaeologists
politically relevant presupposes a degree of social integration of their subject
and practices. These recognitions, alongside respect for the distinctive
expertise and intellectual aspirations of archaeologists, are essential ingredients
of any viable politics of the subject.

Of course, there are different degrees of hermeticism in how archaeology
is viewed in relation to its social context. Few would recognize themselves in
the ‘beleaguered fortress’ caricature outlined above, although the widespread
influence of its logic justifies criticism of an extreme example. However, is it
not still parochial to view politics as a sort of moral spreadsheet on which
objections can be registered against various iniquities, whether organized
archaeology is to be confronted with them or not? Such a view of politics is
the product of the liberal conscience; but the liberal conscience, regardless of
how persuasive it may be within the rules of its own discourse, is itself the
product of bourgeois democracy. In this area, the liberal conscience is
peculiarly myopic. The cause of certain kinds of freedom elicits great,
necessary and progressive inspiration, but the analysis of why those freedoms
are denied in the first place, and of what structural changes in the organization
of societies might secure and defend them, requires an approach that
inevitably raises questions about bourgeois democracy itself.

Such problems would probably not arise, or would be handled differently,
in a profession whose members generally had more-personal acquaintance
with routine forms of organization in large-scale movements for social change
(the participants in which may be so familiarized by personal experience with
the connection between different aspects of political activity that they can
forget that for those not so steeped in it, the links are not always so clear).
Similarly, archaeologists might be more expected to view archaeological
theories and assumptions in a broader social context when they themselves
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take part in activities which cut across, transcend or even challenge their
professional commitments.

Perhaps limited experience of wider organization can help to explain
why even radical archaeologists have been influenced by narrow, liberal ideas
about the way in which their subject actually develops and the context in
which it does so. Although a creditably more reflexive and internationally
aware archaeology gains momentum, this limitation may weaken future
opportunities for archaeologists to influence their subject and their societies.
As people’s egos are tied to their work, and the development of archaeology
properly involves rejecting some interpretations or methods, a degree of
professional irritation is to be expected. However, disagreement over the
politics of archaeology, extending to fundamental questioning of the
subject’s epistemological status, has often been conducted in an acrimonious
and narrow way; even when they themselves have been partly to blame, this
has unnecessarily alienated many traditionalists with an outstanding
commitment and contribution to archaeology. Given the radicals’ neglect of
the political implications of their own arguments, an outsider or sceptic
might be forgiven for interpreting this controversy in Kuhnian terms as
simply an archaeological yuppy subfraction rubbishing the old guard. The
crux of my argument at this point is that alienating orthodox archaeologists
would not matter in the least if archaeology were not the socially embedded
discipline that it really is. In their zeal the radicals have been less than radical
in their neglect, beyond the issue of apartheid, of the central problems of
how to promote social change through changing archaeology—even when
they profess to take such an aim seriously (for example, Potter & Leone
1986, Leone et al. 1987).

The main problems in this context seem to stem from an inadequate
understanding of politics as a unity embracing archaeology, theory and
wider social practice. Thus, whereas ‘real’ politics operates in a way that
many archaeologists find crude or distastefully ‘reductionist’,
archaeological politics can appear, by contrast, respectably refined and
comfortingly complex (for example, Pratap & Rao 1986, pp. 2—4). This
tendency is clearly not confined to archaeology, but is symptomatic of
even the most ‘socially relevant’ academic work carried out under the
influence of the values of advanced capitalism. Even theorists whose work
is explicitly premised on a deep connection between political practice and
unconsciously held positions may write as if they are exempt from their
own arguments.

Despite the growth of academic interest in radical and revolutionary ideas,
at least since the 1960s, the socially rooted prejudice against implementing
them seems as secure as ever. If it is reasonable to assume that social and
scientific archaeological knowledge are dialectically related (Gathercole 1984,
p. 150, citing Left 1969), there is also a dialectical interaction between the
institutional organization of archaeology and its specific social setting. From its
own perspective a movement for social change needs an ideological
radicalization in the professions as much as radical professionals need the
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wider movement as a stimulus to new ideas and an antidote to parochialism
(LeRoy 1976).

A weakness in otherwise resourceful and sensitive formulations about the
role of ideology in society that attempt to escape determinist or voluntarist
distortions (for example, Miller & Tilley 1984, Introduction) is that even when
setting forth models of (and about) the theory and practice of power, they take
no account whatever of the extent to which, inside or outside archaeology
itself, such models might be actionable, by whom, and to what ends. Supplying
these missing dimensions requires a critique of the ideas on which such
models are based, and this in turn implies a concern with the implications that
such ideas have in the wider political context in which they are deployed. It
further suggests the restriction which lack of contact with wider social
movements places on insight (and hence of the alienated experience within
capitalism referred to earlier) that those so preoccupied with integrating the
theory and practice of archaeology pay so little attention to the interaction of
the cognate arguments that they regard as important with the hegemonic
ideology of advanced capitalism on which these arguments have a political
bearing.

The same criticism can also be applied to polarizing ideology as either
‘false consciousness’ or a means of challenging existing power through social
intervention (for example, Hodder 1986), when there are various
intermediate possibilities that can develop in one direction or the other.
Nevertheless, whatever their labels or apparent significance, some ideas
effectively support establishments whereas others undermine them; they
contend with each other in a given society. However, can there be any
grounds for choosing between rival ideologies, apart from a previous
commitment to one or other of the political positions that they entail?

In a short-term, practical sense that is elaborated below, the answer for
most people is probably no. In the longer term it is not only possible to test
ideological claims against practical criteria, but standard practice for
eftfective ideological buttressing of existing power or effective opposition to
it. How else can a justificatory or critical ideology learn from experience?
Such testing need be no more consistent or thorough than in normative
science, and for similar reasons: as a practical guide to action or making
‘sense’ of a certain range of experience, it would be counterproductive for
either an ideology or a body of scientific knowledge to be constantly
subjected to revision. It is only when its scope for useful application is
exhausted by new experiences that an ideology or scientific paradigm, or
part of either, is finally displaced. Typically, these new experiences do not
come from within the field in which the ideology or theory is
conventionally deployed; they often arise from external processes. Under
these circumstances, taking a formal political position in relation to the
larger issue of power in society may be a reasonable short cut to political
activity, which makes it unnecessary to rehearse every step of ideological
reasoning before advancing specific ideas that are relevant to a given
academic discipline. If that is no guarantee against inappropriate affiliation
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or applying the tenets of a wider doctrine insensitively, at least it avoids the
immobilizing illusion that personal commitment to knowledge and
collaborating with others for social change are necessarily antagonistic.

‘Wide-ranging discussions about the past and present social dimensions of
archaeology and its practice (for example, Patterson 1986, Trigger 1985)
themselves constitute part of that social dimension. In order to explore the
epistemological grounds on which archaeology might continue to be
practised, I offer a criticism of the distinction between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’
embodied in the conventional definition of archaeology. An epistemology that
is confined to theory can be radical only in name; it is Eurocentric and
imperialist because it fails to address other archaeological traditions, and it is
hegemonic because it offers no perspective on the extent to which it is
historically determined.

What archaeologists actually do has so far received insufficient
attention in the debate between realists and relativists in ‘post-positivist’
epistemology (Rowlands 1984, Wylie, Ch. 5, this volume). Wylie, for
instance, evokes concatenation of inferences from ‘collateral (independent)
fields’ as a reliable test for knowledge claims, at least when such claims
refer to ‘quasi-functional causal principles and low-level empirical
generalizations’. She goes on to say that it is on just these kinds of claims
that science depends for its ‘undeniable instrumental success’ (Wylie, Ch.
5, p. 100). In other words, although she defines both the claims and the
grounds for accepting them in terms that constitute them as part of an
epistemology, the grounds themselves derive from practical application.
However, if a suitable epistemology for archaeology cannot be constructed
without including practical applications of the subject at the level of ‘low-
level empirical generalizations’, then there is no a priori reason why
practice cannot also be included at the level of social applications of
archaeological theory or epistemology itself. Theorizing about the
epistemology of the subject has therefore already opened up the possibility
of redefining archaeology in a radically new way at the same time as the
practical experience of at least some archaeologists has been leading them
to a similar position.

However, several influential attempts to reformulate the epistemology of
studying the past so as to incorporate the idea of the past having an active
value in the present are themselves ideologically restricted. By this [ mean that
the special advantage that operating in the present gives us in trying to
understand what happened in the past—the opportunity to recognize at least
something of how past societies developed—has been neglected because the
role of the past in the present has been treated more as a problem than as an
opportunity. If studying the past is not a neutral activity, as almost everyone
now accepts, then it has a bearing on how archaeologists and others construct
the future; the past is a resource for deriving knowledge to guide social action.
Such knowledge may be inadequate, inaccurate, misleading, misinterpreted or
misused, but its potential cannot be denied. Yet treating evidence as if the
pursuit of knowledge about the past were an end in itself is still widespread in
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archaeology, even among those who are sensitive to past misinterpretations.
Miller & Tilley (1984, p. 4), for instance, claim that:

Working with models of social action which seem plausible and
pertinent in the analysis of our own actions as interpreters may break
down the distance that otherwise allows the emergence of implausible
mechanised and fetishised models of past peoples.

Leaving aside the double difficulty of whether we can believe what anyone
tells us about their own actions, and whether applying a model of the
behaviour of late 20th century critical archaeologists is much of an advance
on those that have been used before, we are left with the problem that
although critical archaeology continues, like any other kind, to interpret
evidence of change in the archaeological record, its theoretical elaborations
refuse to concede the unique advantage conferred by the directionality of
time.

Perhaps one source of unease among critical archaeologists about the
directionality of time is its apparent link with narrow objectivist perspectives;
but there is no reason why it cannot be combined with more-reflexive modes
of interpreting the past. Another possible source is the past experience of
contemporary subject peoples being treated as equivalent to earlier ‘stages’ in
the development of human society, so that peoples of the past became
associated with the contemporary symbolism of oppression just as those of the
present were identified with them. Interpreting what people did in the past
may therefore seem subtly imperialistic. However, the most likely reason for
the unpopularity of the directionality of time among critical archaeologists is
the threat that it poses to scrutinize much more rigorously what archaeologists
do, and in a wider context, than they themselves can manage.!

As I have already suggested, the idea that archaeology might become
coherently orientated towards politics largely as a result of the arguments
and academic practice of existing radical theorists is open to question. As
with other groups, their grasp of the organizational techniques for
enhancing the role of their subject in the wider arena of ‘real’ politics is
deficient, not just because, like other archaeologists, their own social
backgrounds tend to be deprived in this sense, but also because coherent,
academic- and social-issue-oriented political interventions which might
have compensated for it have for some years been lacking in this professional
context. Moreover, their theoretical criticisms of archaeology are also
deficient through their neglect of how movements for social change in their
own and other societies have operated in the past, and how further and
deeper changes might be effected in the future. Too often students of the
past are advised to tackle this problem in purely intellectual terms. For
instance (Hanen & Kelley 1983, pp. 114-15):

Once we come to understand the socio-political and ideological factors
affecting the discipline [of archaeology] we are in a position to take the
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next step of evaluating the interests served with a view to selection, on
carefully justified intellectual and moral grounds, of the directions to be
pursued.

and (Colson 1984, p. 183):

For us to use our history to learn to do a better job, the historical
critique has to be able to discriminate, to make judgements about what
is valuable and can be built upon and what is valueless or worse and
should be discarded or avoided.

Even if some individuals can be expected to understand the sociopolitics
and ideology influencing their subject through intellectual enquiry alone,
most people, whether trained academics or not, find it easier to change their
opinions under the stimulus of practical engagement with others on issues
that affect them more comprehensively than for the satisfaction of curiosity
(for an appropriate illustration of this principle, see Ucko 1987). Selecting
which line to pursue therefore implies social as well as intellectual options.
At present, and for most archaeologists and historians, such things are
decided on the basis of private, pragmatic and largely implicit assumptions.
Once the criteria for such discriminations are made explicit, they become
more fully political in the sense that they are open to being shared, and
therefore open to negotiation with other people. However, given a shift
from individualized to more-collective working in archaeological
theorizing, the process need not stop there. It is almost a cliche that the
study of the past benefits from interdisciplinary perspectives, and similarly
the social implications of theorizing about the social dimensions of
archaeology suggest familiarity with wider social processes and may have an
equally salutary effect on the subject. Insofar as archaeologists can secure an
accurate impression of functioning, development and change in past
societies, and at the same time organize themselves professionally to defend
their subject and advance its interests, they will create favourable conditions
for future public support of, and participation in, their subject and for social
advance in general.

Some of the more obvious obstacles to achieving that goal are clarified by
a sociological view of the construction of a framework in which
archaeological knowledge is produced. In keeping with an intellectual
community in a class-divided society, the efficacy of active thinking is often
overrated by comparison with that of thoughtful action. It is significant that
although no-one seriously advocates abstract criticism by itself as a suitable
response to the wider social problems that archaeologically assisted forms of
knowledge might help to solve, the idea of abstract criticism does play a
special role in attempts to deal with the more parochial difficulties in which
archaeology finds itself. This rdle is one of illusion: as everyone knows, what
counts in academic and professional circles, as at other levels of daily life, is
winning not just arguments but positions of influence and control, requiring
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skills of institutionalized micropolitics. The level of the politics makes all the
difference to the consciousness of most of those concerned, because what
archaeologists can handle or appreciate in their professional lives is in practice
as political as anything on the news, yet their own social background and
experience encourage a limited view of how; if at all, they themselves might
engage with the politics of the wider world. It is therefore not surprising that
some of the sharpest criticism of orthodox archaeology is now coming from
those furthest from academic parochialism: from the Third (and Fourth) World
and from Blacks and women in the West (Blakey 1983).

Although a greater proportion of contemporary archaeologists may be
women or from the working class or ethnic minorities than was the case in the
past, the profession as a whole still seems to be dominated by relatively
privileged white men. At least in Great Britain and France, the percentage of
students from working-class backgrounds in most colleges and universities,
even at the high point when the post-World War II bulge went through
tertiary education in the late 1960s, never gave them a position of numerical
or cultural dominance. The structure of inequality in education therefore
restricted (although it did not completely prevent) the influence of even
limited forms of working-class experience in trade union and labour
movement politics on the archaeological profession at a time when it was of
interest to a still small, but in relative terms unusually large, number of students
from working-class backgrounds.

Once enrolled, students of varying backgrounds have long been subjected
to intense and unprecedented experiences that can shape their attitudes for
the rest of their lives. To the extent that their activities in the political field had
the character of mass politics outside the student community, this experience
would have paralleled that of the organized working class, with commensurate
implications for the future views and continued involvement of those
concerned. To a remarkable extent this did, in fact, happen during the late
1960s and early 1970s in several Western countries, but the idea of a link
between the theoretical direction of their subjects, the content of their courses
of study, and the sometimes spectacular discontinuities in the extra-academic
‘world outside’ (discontinuities which, in retrospect, can seem less dramatic
than some of the claims made for them at the time) was never strongly
developed. A compartmentalized experience translated implicitly into a view
that the world itself is compartmentalized in a similar way, and thus that the
social practice of archaeology could be separated from the social experience of
archaeologists. To a lesser degree (because the individuals concerned are older
and arguably have more attitude-restricting commitments), similar
considerations apply to the post-student lives of professional archaeologists.
Whether in college departments, government or local service, or in other
careers, the opportunity for alternative ideas of politics to intrude on the way
in which the subject is practised depends on the extent to which such
professionals are exposed to such ideas, and especially to activities that give
substance to the ideas themselves, in the course of their work. When economic
and political systems are in a state of crisis, demanding reductions in what had
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been provided in easier, more liberal (or social democratic) times, the
opportunities for such experiences are generally increased. As these problems
are growing more difficult, it is therefore possible that direct involvement of
significant numbers of archaeologists in kinds of political action for which
their previous personal and professional experience did not prepare them will
itself begin to encourage them to think about their subject in new ways,
particularly in terms of the relationship between theoretical formulations and
wider politics.
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Note

1 By the idea that time is directional I simply mean to re-emphasize, in Eagleton’s (1981,
p- 51) expression, ‘that the past is a discursive construct of the present; but it is not, of
course, merely an imaginary back-projection of it. Materialism must insist on the
irreducibility of the real to discourse; it must also remind historical idealism that if the
past itself—by definition—no longer exists, its effects certainly do’. Effects do not
precede their causes.
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4 An epistemological enquiry
into some archaeological and
historical interpretations of
17th century Native
American-European relations

MICHAEL S.NASSANEY

Introduction

A spectre is haunting archaeology. This spectre is the claim made by some
New Archaeologists that the past can be objectively knowable.
Dissatisfaction with such claims, and the concordant methods and goals of
the New Archaeology, have led some investigators to re-examine the
epistemological basis for our understanding of the past (for example,
Hodder 1985). Explicit recognition of the relationship between
archaeological or historical interpretations and their sociocultural contexts
provides a point of departure to construct a critique of objectivism (see
Wylie 1985, Ch. 5, this volume). In the course of the critique I will show
that ‘objective’ interpretations of the archaeological record are ideologically
charged while serving to empower those with access to the record.

The nature and extent of the social transformations that accompanied
a culture contact situation, specifically Native American and European
interactions, provide a case study. The history of Native Americans is laden
with legends and myths that refuse to die (Campbell & LaFantasie 1978, p.
67). In the case of English relations with the Narragansett of southeastern
New England in North America (Fig. 4.1), there has been the creation of
a ‘dual mythology, two separate myths that parallel each other, yet are so
very different from each other’ (ibid., p. 67). One myth, which appears
most often in historical writings, stresses European domination (for
example, Durfee 1849). The other attempts to counter this view by
maintaining that the Narragansett successfully resisted European
acculturation and their ‘traditions...persisted and remained virtually intact
throughout the following three hundred years of history’ (ibid., p. 68). The
latter myth is currently being creatively reproduced and supported by
ethnic and archaeological interpretations of a 17th century Native
American cemetery.

76
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Figure 4.1 Early 17th century aboriginal territories in New England, showing the
location of the Narragansett people and neighbouring groups.

Rethinking objectivity: the case of culture contact

In a discipline devoid of both a unified theory and a dominant paradigm for
addressing the relationship between human action and material products
and precedents, ambiguity is likely to arise in any attempt to explain the
meaning of the composition and configuration of an archaeological site or
assemblage. Cemeteries, as a particular site type, are often perceived as
important archaeological contexts for understanding social and ideological
aspects of human behaviour. However, a burial pattern is not necessarily a
direct behavioural reflection of social patterns (Hodder 1982). Moreover,
the ambiguity of the relationship between material remains and human
action can often result in equally plausible interpretations that are mutually
contradictory. Archaeologists are left with the unenviable task of having to
decide among multiple explanations, each of which appears to be based on
objective observations. I maintain that the process of observing a cultural
context is essentially one of translation and intersubjective interpretation.
Thus, claims of archaeological or scientific objectivity must be called into
question.

Although a claim can be made that all archaeological remains are
ambiguously patterned, cemeteries seem to be even more confusing in
comparison with other archaeological contexts. First, cemeteries represent
ritual space—a location in which social contraditions are articulated (Turner
1967). Burial patterns are structured through symbolically meaningful codes
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which can mask or otherwise distort social relationships. Secondly, material
items (e.g. grave goods) have no inherent meaning—they acquire meaning in
a cultural context. Thirdly, the events of the past are separate from the culture-
centred meanings which we give them. Archaeological interpretations tend to
propagate the values of one’s own culture. Reconstructions of the past
‘directly serve the interests of the present; they are a medium for the self-
definition and self-legitimation of those who create...them’ (Wylie 1985, p.
138). The past becomes a creation which (often unconsciously) serves to
legitimate the present and reinforce one’s own values; in other words, a fable
people have agreed to admit as true (Voltaire, cited in Campbell & LaFantasie
1978, p. 67).

Archaeological interpretation, as part of the production of knowledge, is
ideologically charged. The production of archaeological information and its
content are organized to mirror the general social production of ideas and
the general social relations (of production) that characterize society or
segments thereof (Lewontin 1983, p. 14). Although some maintain that such
production occurs in an ethically neutral setting (cf. Harvey 1973), it is
argued here that the scientific method serves to ‘establish...[and
reinforce]... facts in such a way that they fit into theory as currently
accepted’ (Horkheimer 1972, p. 197). The production of knowledge, as
constituted through scientific activity, consists of instances in which a
segment of society comes to grips with nature and recreates it in its own
image. The result obtains from the mode of production practised in
particular forms of society (ibid., p. 197).

The significance and meaning of a configuration of cultural phenomena
can only be rendered intelligible by exploring the context of an
interpretation’s creation. In other words, in the process of appropriating the
past, certain elements of the archaeological and historical record are given
greater significance than others. Indeed, the subject matter, in all of its
richness, 1s constituted through the very act of observation. As a consequence
knowledge of cultural reality is always knowledge from a particular point of
view (Weber 1949, p. 81).

Just as artefacts of the past can be studied to understand people of other
times, so too can cemetery interpretations themselves be studied as artefacts
of the social group producing the interpretations. A critical analysis of
mortuary studies becomes, in effect, an ethnography of archaeology
(Nassaney 1985). Knowledge of the past is produced within a cultural
context and is an artefact of and a tool in that context. Social systems exploit
the inherent ambiguities of mortuary archaeology by interjecting
sociological and ideological messages that serve to produce and reproduce
the existing social order (Leone 1981).

A major dilemma in culture contact studies is the reconciliation of two
obvious but seemingly contradictory viewpoints. On the one hand, Native
American societies and ways of life changed drastically after European contact;
yet at the same time Native American ethnic identities and societies persisted
(Berkhofer 1976b, pp. 102-3). The epistemological problem of the
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relationship between the past and the present in the study of indigenous
history is often excused by noting that present enquiry ‘has not yet advanced
to the point of offering a well-documented objective view’ (Fitzhugh 1985b,
p- 9). Interpretations of a 17th century Native American cemetery provide a
case study to explore how we come to know the past, why we seek to know
the past, and the relationships between the past and the present.
Interpretations tend to emphasize either continuity or change when they are
used to ‘explain’ indigenous responses to culture contact. Interpretations
obtain from particular points of view; each ultimately dependent on specific
assumptions and sensitive sociopolitical issues within and between the
archaeological community and the 20th century descendants of the cemetery
population in question. Recent interpretations of 17th century Native
American behaviour in southeastern New England (Nassaney 1986,
Robinson et al. 1985) warrant a fuller exposition of the archaeological,
ethnohistoric and ethnographic contexts that have structured these studies.

Historical context

Seventeenth-century Native American societies of southeastern New England
were being invaded. The invaders were explorers who belonged to societies
which operated on principles fundamentally different from those of their
indigenous hosts, leading to a predictable clash between practices and world
views. The first known written account of an aboriginal group on
Narragansett Bay dates to AD 1524, although sustained contact with
Europeans began nearly 100 years later when the Pilgrims landed at
Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1620 (Fig. 4.1). At that time the Narragansett
were the paramount tribal group in southeastern New England (Williams
1827), having survived the pestilence of 1616—17 which devastated their rivals
to the east, the Pokanokets. In the spring of 1621 the Narragansett sent a snake
skin filled with arrows to the colonists as a symbol demanding customary
tribute. The colonists responded by returning the snake skin filled with
gunpowder, a clear denial of Narragansett authority.

Since the remaining Pokanokets had aligned themselves with Plymouth
Colony, the Narragansett sought to create a balance of power and obtain ready
access to European commodities by inviting the outcast Roger Williams to
settle at Providence (1636) and to establish a trading post to the south at
Wickford, Rhode Island (Cocumscussoc; Fig. 4.2). Increasingly, the
Narragansett entered a lucrative trading relationship with the British. Many
material items of Narragansett culture were being replaced by European items.
In short, the Narragansett became linked to the European market system (cf.
Wolf 1982). However, there is little agreement over how heartily they
embraced their new connections.

A major change in the political climate of southern New England occurred
in 1636—7 after the Pequot War. British interest in the wampum production
of eastern Long Island, New York, led them to wage war in order to obtain the
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Figure 4.2 Map of the Cocumscussoc vicinity in Rhode Island colony, showing the
locations of selected 17th century sites.

right of customary tribute. The Narragansett remained neutral, having been
promised by the Massachusetts Bay Colony that they (the Narragansett)
would ‘assume the...tribute-collecting...privileges formerly assumed by the
Pequots’ (Salisbury 1982, p. 229). However, this role was filled by a different
British entity: the Connecticut Colony. The Narragansett received only a
portion of the Pequot survivors as subjects (ibid., p. 229). The Narragansett
position in southeastern New England became increasingly tenuous in 1643,
with the execution of Miantonomi, co-sachem and nephew of Canonicus, by
Uncas, a neighbouring rival. The act was indirectly supported by the United
Colonies. In 1644 the Narragansett submitted voluntarily to King Charles I of
Britain (Bartlett 1856, pp. 134-6) ‘to protect themselves from further
treachery’ (Simmons 1978, p. 194). By the 1660s, significant parcels of the
eastern portion of Narragansett country had been mortgaged or sold, or both
(Bartlett 1856), including the lands south of Cocumscussoc adjacent to the RI
1000 cemetery (see below).

The turning point of the 17th century for southern New England was
King Philip’s War. The Narragansett were drawn into it when they refused to
surrender Pokanoket refugees to the United Colonies (Chapin 1931, p. 78).
On 19 December 1675 the Army of the United Colonies entered the
Narragansett refuge in the Great Swamp, inflicting massive casualties. The
number of Narragansett casualties in the fort is unknown (Campbell &
LaFantasie 1978). Nevertheless, numerous Narragansett survivors were sold
into slavery or otherwise forced into servitude (Boissevain 1963, and others),
as indicated by census figures for the early 18th century (Channing 1886).The
remaining Narragansett survivors moved to southern Rhode Island, where
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they merged with the Niantics and collectively became known as
Narragansett (Simmons 1981, p. 37).

The 18th and 19th centuries brought chronic problems to the
Narragansett, both politically (internally and externally) and socially. These
tendencies culminated with the decision of the state of Rhode Island to
initiate detribalization proceedings as a measure to integrate the tribe legally
into the community (Boissevain 1963). Claimants to a share of the quit-claim
money ($5000) from the state were limited to 324 acceptable members
(Boissevain 1963, pp. 497-8).

In this century the American Indian Reorganization Act of 1934
encouraged and enabled the Narragansett to reassert their tribal status
(Boissevain 1975, pp. 89-91). At present the Narragansett have re-established
themselves as a federally recognized sovereign tribal entity. In doing so, they
must continuously reaffirm their ethnic identity. In the process of
retribalization they have sought to convince the public that the Narragansett
tribe still exists and that a number of persons have a right to be known as
Narragansett. The means by which this identity has been asserted have taken
many forms (see Boissevain 1963, 1975, Hicks & Kertzer 1972, Simmons
1978, 1981), including a Narragansett concern with writing their history from
a native point of view.

Narragansett cosmology and mortuary ritual

Information about 17th century Narragansett cosmology and mortuary ritual
can be gleaned from Roger Williams® A key into the language of America (1827),
first published in London in 1643, ‘the first English language ethnography of
an American Indian people’ (Simmons 1978, p. 197). As with any historical
document, however, Williams’ work is subject to critical interpretation. A
provocative analysis of A key suggests that although a negative view of the
Indian as expressed in much of the colonial literature was determined by
Puritan convictions, ‘the perspective from which Williams penned his positive
response to the native was shaped by the spirit of Renaissance humanism’
(Teunissen & Hinz 1976).

With these qualifications in mind, Roger Williams informs us that the
chief religious practitioner was the powwow, shaman or medicine man. He
presided over cultural rituals and rites performed in the event of drought,
famine, sickness and war (Simmons 1978).This activity was addressed to the
creator, Cautantowwit, who resided to the south-west. After death the human
spirit was destined to return to Cautantowwit’s house ‘where it continued in
an afterlife similar to life on earth’ (Simmons 1978, p. 192). Death marked
the beginning of the soul’s journey to the afterlife. The journey was a rite
of passage, not unlike birth. According to the Narragansett, individuals were
buried in a flexed or foetal position to symbolize the transition from one
world to the next.

The prescriptions of mortuary ritual were directed by a respected tribal



82 17TH CENTURY NATIVE AMERICAN-EUROPEAN RELATIONS

member who was designated the tribal mortician, or Mockatassuit (Williams
1827). The tribal mortician was responsible for the preparation of individual
corpses for their post-mortem journey. The preparation, although
incompletely described, appears to have been highly ritualized. Individuals
were placed or wrapped in mats or blankets and buried with artefacts
appropriate to their role and status (Simmons 1970). The replacement of
Indian objects by European goods to accompany the dead is poorly
understood. It has been suggested that the latter ‘were deemed to be in great
favor but short supply’ in the afterworld, and therefore were being sent up in
increasing quantities (Simmons 1970, p. 44).

Legitimating the quotidian: the RI 1000 cemetery

In the summer of 1982 several human burials were exposed by a bulldozer
operator in southeastern New England. Further investigations disclosed a
partially disturbed 17th century Native American cemetery (Robinson &
Gustafson 1982). Consultation among the Rhode Island Historical
Preservation Commission, the Narragansett tribe and the landowner led to
the complete excavation of the cemetery the following season (Nassaney
1984, Robinson et al. 1985). The Narragansett were influential and significant
contributors during the planning, recovery and (evidently) interpretive phases
of the archaeological project. For example, ‘the Chief Sachem and [Tribal]
Council designated a tribal member to work with the project on a daily basis
during fieldwork and as liaison during analysis’ (Robinson et al. 1985, p. 113).
On more than one occasion the tribal representative called on the tribal
medicine man to oversee the removal of sacred objects, which were then
appropriated or curated in a manner consistent with native custom. (In each
case the objects were known to have ‘great power’.) Furthermore, the
Narragansett were provided with copies of manuscripts before their reading at
conferences. Thus, Native American consultation was a significant factor
throughout the duration of the project. According to Robinson et al. (1985, p.
113) ‘the participation of the Narragansett Chief Sachem and Tribal Council
have facilitated synthesis of perspectives on seventeenth-century history and the
dynamics of culture contact’ (emphasis added).

The cemetery, designated RI 1000, contained the skeletal remains and
grave assoclations of 56 individuals. Diagnostic artefacts appear to have been
manufactured between AD 1630 and 1670 with few exceptions (Turnbaugh
1984), and were deposited in the ground with the interments beginning after
1650. The cemetery was organized by rows aligned perpendicularly to the
general south-west orientation of the individual graves (Fig. 4.3). Individuals
were placed in a flexed position, facing east, with the tops of their heads to the
south-west. Associated grave goods were usually found to the east of the
individual, between the head and the waist. Thus, the cemetery is
characterized by a systematic orientation of graves and homogeneity in burial
posture.
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WEST FERRY

Figure 4.3 Comparative plan views of the RI 1000 and West Ferry cemeteries. Dotted
lines represent hypothetical locations of burials disturbed in 1936 (West Ferry) and 1982
(RI 1000). (West Ferry plan redrawn from Cautantowwit’s House by William S.Simmons,
by permission of University Press of New England. Copyright 1970 by Brown
University.)

Recent investigators (for example, Robinson et al. 1985) have
interpreted the composition and configuration of RI 1000 as an
expression of Native American resistance to European domination.
Continuity 1s emphasized over change. This position deflects away from
the strategies which Native Americans used to accommodate themselves
to European arrival, settlement and eventual domination. The following
evidence is presented in support of this viewpoint (see Nassaney 1986, p.
7). First, many European grave goods from RI 1000 exhibit evidence of
modifications such as repair, reworking and reuse. These modifications and
inferred activities are interpreted as indications of a Narragansett
conservatism with regard to European material goods. Secondly, it is
suggested that Narragansett involvement in European commodity
exchange was confined to wampum production. It is claimed that the
production of wampum would not have altered the seasonal round or
traditional economic activities of Narragansett society. Evidence of
wampum production is represented in the archaeological record by
finished beads and artefacts of production (Turnbaugh 1984). Fewer
artefacts associated with wampum production were found at RI 1000 than
at the West Ferry site, a slightly earlier Narragansett cemetery nearby (Fig.
4.2).The significance of the decreased quantity of artefacts associated with
wampum production is not clear, although one might interpret this
pattern as evidence of decreased production. In addition, finished beads in
graves might be thought to express the desire to remove wampum from
circulation. The frequency and context of these remains could be
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interpreted as effective strategies used by the Narragansett to resist
European domination.

The organization of the cemetery is also interpreted as evidence of Native
American autonomy through the argument that persistence of Narragansett
religious beliefs and mortuary practices would be reflected in homogeneity in
the attributes of burial posture and orientation. Therefore, similarities in burial
posture between RI 1000 and the earlier West Ferry cemetery are considered
indicative of the persistence of native religious beliefs (Robinson et al. 1985,
p- 109). Furthermore, the closer spacing of individuals at RI 1000 is
interpreted as ‘increased efficiency in the use of space’ suggesting ‘a more
rigorous attention to detail, perhaps an intensification of mortuary practice’
(ibid., p. 124).

Thus, a picture emerges of a 17th century Native American community
reluctantly involved (at best) with European commodity production while
seeking to maintain traditional (i.e. pre-contact) cultural practices and ethnic
group solidarity in the face of a markedly changing world of interethnic
relations. Although the Narragansett may not have heartily welcomed all
aspects of British colonization, their survival strategies were complex,
heterogeneous, and often subtle. I suggest that interpretations of the past
which fail to consider the varied and sophisticated responses of the
Narragansett may fill a politically expedient réle, but one that is
anthropologically and epistemologically naive.

I argue that the assumptions underlying an emphasis on resistance,
continuity and persistence ultimately derive from attitudes related to the
process of retribalization in this century, whereby the Narragansett have had
to convince the public that the tribe is not extinct and that a number of
people have the right to be known as Narragansett. The re-creation and
renewal of a tribal identity may also be part of a general political strategy
towards social justice developed in the mid-20th century in the context of
Civil Rights, including the women’s and ethnic movements (Robert Paynter,
pers. comm.). It is not clear whether this strategy for recognition is unanimous
or spearheaded by a segment of the population. Simmons (1981, p. 48) notes
that the renewal of Narragansett ‘identity is a source of recognition and pride
to its adherents and...is a symbol of as well as a basis for a range of social
commitments which unite them’. However, Simmons (1981, p. 48) ends with
a provocative statement:

Maintenance of this identity now involves an increased interest in
cultural authenticity, and requires an increasingly deliberate denial of the
history of inter-racial and intercultural synthesis which has long been
taking place. [Emphasis added.]

Part of this denial is manifest in an ideology which attempts to reproduce
social relations in the past as a mirror of social relations in the present-i.e. as
a means of legitimating the present. This ideology has embedded within it
a view of the past based on the following assumptions and premises: (a) the
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Narragansett Tribe of Indians, Inc. (Boissevain 1975, p. 99) 1s a group directly
descended from the Native Americans interred at RI 1000; (b) the
Narragansett people are biologically and genetically ‘pure’; and (c) presently
the Narragansett are culturally autonomous; thus, their ancestors resisted
European domination and avoided acculturation. This ideology can be
examined from several different perspectives. I maintain that these assertions
influence the way in which the archaeological record is interpreted by
emphasizing (and removing from context) specific data classes and ignoring
others. The relationship between an archaeological interpretation which
emphasizes continuity and the ideological goals of the modern tribe is
subtle indeed. Although the relationship may not be causal, neither is it
coincidental. Rather, it obtains from a ‘synthesis of perspectives on
seventeenth-century history’ (Robinson ef al. 1985, p. 113) as ‘interpreted in
collaboration with Indian descendants’ (Fitzhugh 1985a, p. 103). It is my
contention that these interpretations exploit a limited set of the entire range
of data available to archaeological and anthropological researchers. By
ignoring certain dimensions of the ethnohistoric and archaeological
database, interpretations are produced which serve native interests. Healy
(1984, p. 126) notes that strong political persuasions may require that
interpretations adhere rigidly to what might be termed the ‘party line’.
Divergence from this accepted dogma may result in restricted access to the
archaeological record in the future. Having examined the relationship
between the proposed interpretations and their sociocultural contexts, we
can begin to suggest alternative readings of the archaeological record based
on a different set of assumptions.

Another way of telling

Archaeological enquiry is often plagued by a situation in which multiple
tenable explanations obtain for an archaeological distribution. I suggest that an
alternative reading of the archaeological record at RI 1000 can enhance our
knowledge of 17th century cultural interactions and the manner in which
20th century investigators appropriate the past. I maintain that continuity and
change are not mutually exclusive processes, but rather that they articulate in
a dialectical relationship. Accommodation and resistance constitute
complementary and organically connected strategies of ethnic persistence in
the face of cultural change (Genovese 1974, p. 78). Moreover, a group need
not maintain cultural isolation and biological purity to assert cultural
autonomy and ethnic solidarity.

The dialectic of accommodation and resistance is discussed in
McLoughlin (1982) in the context of cultural interaction and syncretism
between the Cherokee and Euroamerican missionaries in the southeastern
USA. He notes (1982, p. 335) that effective resistance among the Cherokee
included elements borrowed from the culture that they fought to resist (see
Berkhofer 1976a, p. 159). The level of borrowing may take place quite
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unrealized, for example, ‘in [the] acceptance of the broader perspective on
science, geography, and human history’ (McLoughlin 1982, p. 336). One
might also add the unconscious borrowing of fundamental concepts related
to the self, society, scale of decision-making and geometrical order—all of
which could be expressed archaeologically in a mortuary context (for
example, see the discussion on grave shape below). Finally, I might add that
cultural strategies of accommodation and resistance are often temporally and
spatially variable.

The success of a survival strategy can only be evaluated within a particular
context.As an example, the Tunica of the Lower Mississippi Valley represent an
extraordinary case of cultural accommodation (Brain 1983, McEwan &
Mitchem 1984). With a long (pre-)history ‘as commercial agents in the salt
trade, they were able to use their economic prowess to their advantage in
dealing with the French in both salt and horses’ (McEwan & Mitchem 1984,
p- 274). Tunica survival in the 20th century suggests that their strategy of
‘exploiting rather than fighting [i.e. resisting] the economic opportunities
which accompanied the arrival of the French was crucial to their success’
(ibid., p. 275).

If we view the RI 1000 cemetery remains from the point of view of
cultural accommodation—that is, that the Narragansett chose to incorporate
European elements in their world view to rationalize a changing social
order—then a different interpretation of the archaeological record emerges.
An argument to support this perspective can be constructed from the
following evidence. First, it is noted that a greater proportion of individuals
received grave goods at RI 1000 than at the West Ferry cemetery. These grave
goods are interpreted as evidence of new wealth that was given continuity and
rationality in the context of mortuary practice. However, changes in the
economy of Narragansett society may have been more dramatic than some
investigators have led us to believe. Wolf (1982) has described the mechanisms
of an expanding European mercantilism which provided individual Native
Americans with new opportunities for socio-economic mobility outside of
their traditional economic rdles (see also Brenner 1984, Robinson et al. 1985,
pp- 124-6). Thus, the process of acquiring the goods themselves represents
fundamentally different intracommunity relationships. Although the goods
may have been evenly distributed, careful examination shows that grave goods
carried neither equal value nor similar symbolic meaning, as attested by the
grave lots themselves and their ease of acquisition. Both male and female roles
are expressed (Turnbaugh 1984) and, more importantly, certain constellations
of items may be interpreted as symbols of status and authority, perhaps
available to limited segments of society.

In 17th century southern New England native entrepreneurs were using
imported European material goods as burial accompaniments to mark
symbolically political roles and relations of inequality (Brenner 1984).
Although some goods were clearly utilitarian in function and had been
repaired and reworked, certain artefacts such as latten spoons show little
evidence of wear (Turnbaugh 1984), suggesting that they were acquired
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explicitly for placement with the dead. Thus, the quantity, distribution and
nature of grave goods can be used to infer changing material relationships
within the community.

Secondly, changing material relationships may be associated with
transformations in the relationships between the self and society, the scale of
decision-making and structural concepts of order. Economic relations of
production were being transformed. For example, documentary evidence
exists for the use of voluntary Indian labour by Rhode Island settlers as early
as the middle of the 17th century (Sainsbury 1975). Roger Williams
mentioned in a letter to Winthrop (10 July 1637, cited in Dorr 1885, p. 210)
that Indians served as guides, messengers and scouts. Other economic rdles
included the construction of stone fences, search for and capture of
renegades, cattle herding and bounty hunting for wolves (Rider 1904,
Sainsbury 1975). Thus, the introduction of a cash economy had significant
ramifications. A capitalist mode of production (Wolf 1982) is often
accompanied by an ‘economic mentality’ (Geertz 1963) and a difterent
conception of order. Identifiable correlates of an economic mentality
include (ibid., p. 120):

increased flexibility of land tenure, growth of individualism and
slackening of extended family ties; greater class differentiation and
conflict; ...weakening of traditional authority and wavering of
traditional social standards.

The economic processes of uneven accumulation within class societies are
mediated through a ‘hegemonic ideology—“hegemonic” because it compels
...[segments of society]...to define themselves within the ruling system even
while resisting its aggression” (Genovese 1974, p. 77).

Given the social and political climate of 17th century southern New
England, it is probable that some Narragansett entrepreneurs welcomed the
new economic opportunities which promoted cultural change. However, not
only were pre-European economic pursuits being modified, but changes in
group identity were also occurring.

In 1644 the Narragansett signed a document placing themselves under the
protection of King Charles I (Bartlett 1856, pp. 134—6). Then in 1663 the
Narragansett sachems and Ninegret (Niantic sachem) renewed their
submission to the King. The attempt to use the power of the monarchy as a
counterweight to the Puritans is a politically sophisticated move
‘represent[ing] an effort to fit themselves into the new order whites had
created’ (Sehr 1977, p. 51). Again, tactics of submission are interpreted as part
of a larger strategy, not of outright resistance but rather of carefully executed
political understanding. The Narragansett were not alone in their tactics of
submission. To the east, individual Wampanoags used the Plymouth Colony
courts in the 1660s to protect their diminishing land resources by registering
title to specific lands (Weinstein 1983, p. 81). The strategy of employing the
European legal system to their benefit represents a fundamentally different
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understanding of land-use rights and an accommodation to the European
presence.

The configuration of the RI 1000 cemetery also expresses changing
conceptions of spatial order. Simmons (1970) consistently noted that the
West Ferry graves were oval in plan, with concave bottoms. In contrast the
R1I 1000 graves were clearly rectangular, exhibiting right-angled corners and
flat bottoms (Fig. 4.3). Different implements were apparently used to
excavate the graves in each of these cemeteries. It is not clear whether the
rectangular graves at RI 1000 were merely the result of using square
European shovels or whether they represent a conscious attempt by the
Narragansett to imitate European grave shape. In any event, the spatial
configuration of the cemetery expresses a new conception of order adopted
by the Narragansett.

As indicated above, the scale of Narragansett decision-making also seems to
have been affected during the period discussed. Although it has been assumed
that decisions were made for the good of the group, it would appear that
individual actors were making decisions to effect personal gain. Within a cash
economy the non-random distribution of grave goods suggests differential
access to European commodities. The acquisition and disposition of these
goods express individual strategies aimed at satisfying the wants, needs and
expectations of a new social milieu.

It is important to emphasize that individual social strategies were variable,
not homogeneous. Social actions were motivated by difterent perceptions of
the nature of cultural encroachment and the appropriate means of
rationalizing this changing world view. In times of rapid social change, certain
leaders may emerge and undertake to alter or revitalize a society in some way
(Kottak 1982, p. 353). In the cross-fire of dynamic social strategies and
ambiguous representation of symbolic messages, the tribal mortician may have
anticipated the end of his own claim to traditional legitimacy. As conversions
were rampant among surrounding aboriginal groups (e.g. John Eliot’s
conversions among the Massachusett), the Mockatussuit may have felt
threatened by the new social order. Consequently, he may have sought to
consolidate and revitalize a changing Narragansett society through increased
attention to one of the few available private contexts still remaining—
mortuary ritual space. The systematic spatial configuration and the
homogeneity in the placement of individual interments at RI 1000 were a
means of expressing ideal (egalitarian) social relationships in aboriginal society.
Although certain objects (e.g. grave goods) may have served to distinguish
individual actors by marking political inequalities, the living simultaneously
sought to organize individual graves and the cemetery so as to mask
asymmetries in access to material resources. Thus, the systematization and
intensification of mortuary ritual is interpreted as a means of revitalizing a
rapidly changing (perhaps declining) set of beliefs.

The turmoil of King Philip’s War (1675—6) marks a turning point in the
history of Native American-English relations in southern New England.
Interestingly, ‘the Narragansett did not immediately enter [the] War, but
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attempted to maintain neutrality’ (Robinson ef al. 1985, p. 111). Narragansett
means of survival and persistence as an ethnic group in the years immediately
following King Philip’s War are of crucial importance. Several investigators
(for example, Boissevain 1963, Channing 1886) have documented biological
accommodations which the Narragansett made to declining group size.
Unfortunately, no clear count exists of the number of Narragansett surviving
King Philip’s War. What is fairly certain is that many of the Narragansett who
were not sold to the West Indies worked as indentured servants and in other
domestic tasks in the Narragansett country. Channing (1886, p. 10) notes that
‘slavery, both negro and Indian, reached a development in colonial
Narragansett [place name] unusual in the colonies north of Mason and
Dixon’s line. In 1730 South Kingstown [area immediately south of RI 1000]
contained 965 whites, 333 negroes, and 223 Indians’.

Boissevain (1963, p. 494) summarizes the plight of the Narragansett
beginning in the early 18th century:

Obviously, this servitude in homes and plantations had the effect of
speeding up the Indians’ acculturation. Besides this it initiated a
thoroughgoing racial mixture between the Indians and Negro slaves.
This mixture has been so profound that there is at present hardly a
Narragansett family living in the area of their homeland that does not
reveal some Negroid traits. Mixture with the White colonists also took
place, making the present day Narragansett a group composed of mixed
types and extremes. Already in 1880 this was noted and the tribal
members were described as ‘from glossy black to shining white’.

However, she concludes (ibid., p. 500) that ‘in the 80 years since
detribalization [1880], the Narragansett have not lost their identity’, a
conclusion which is not altogether inconsistent with the view that identities
are creatively produced and reproduced in the process of dynamic social
interaction.

Summary and conclusions

The way in which we interpret the past cannot be divorced from the way in
which we perceive the present, especially when access to political and
economic power is at stake. The major goal of an ethnography of archaeology
is to explicate the linkages between archaeological interpretations and their
sociocultural contexts. I have tried to show how the current ‘party line’
interpretation of a 17th century Native American cemetery in southern New
England, in its emphasis on resistance, continuity and persistence, is influenced
by 20th century Native American conceptions of themselves and
archaeologists’ concern with the creation of an ‘objective’ view of the past,
free from the biases of the dominant society. By bringing a different set of
assumptions to the data, an alternative interpretation can be suggested which:
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(a) 1s consistent with the larger archaeological, ethnohistorical and
ethnographic datasets presented herein; (b) is potentially acceptable to the
Narragansett and to the archaeological community; and (c) attributes the
Narragansett with a creative role in dealing with the new social context of
European encroachment, without confining their strategies to stubborn
resistance or passive acceptance of an inevitable fate (cf. Merrell 1984).
Certainly ‘Indians...resisted European domination, often tenaciously and
heroically, but they...also succumbed to it...(M)ost of the changes in their
way of life since European colonization have been responses to a loss of
power’ (Trigger 1986, p. 263). Survival under the documented conditions is
itself evidence that the Narragansett have successtully learned to live with the
world around them. The alternative perspective which I advocate should stand
as a critique of the current explanation of indigenous responses to change—
a critique which is itself subject to further analysis and contextualization.

An issue which I have yet to address concerns the 20th century Narragansett
motivations and tactics to create a particular past; a past which often
‘deliberately denies’ certain aspects of the Colonial encounter. Certainly, the
role of the state, which establishes the criteria for indigenous sovereignty and
legitimacy, must be considered (Robert Paynter, pers. comm.). For example, the
adoption of pan-Indian traits (feathers, moccasins, Plains Indian dress, etc.) in the
1930s represents a form of invented tradition (Hobsbawm & Ranger 1984)
which served to authenticate Narragansett identity and to foster an image of
‘Indian-ness’. The state’s insistence on continuity and persistence makes it
difficult (if not impossible) for Native ethnic groups to assert their legitimacy
without sufficient evidence; most notably through unambiguous outward signs
of Indian-ness which are interpreted as signs of cultural continuity. Thus, the
Narragansett and other Indian groups are forced to define and symbolize their
ethnicity on the basis of criteria established by the dominant society. In a very
real sense all of our pasts contain substantial elements of invented tradition, since
the writing of history and the creation of a past is part of the continuing process
of negotiation that occurs in any social relationship.

Ultimately, as anthropologists and social scientists we cannot evaluate the
truthfulness of an interpretation. Any claim to objectivity fails to recognize the
ideological constraints placed upon any and all modes of enquiry and
explication. Rather, archaeological and historical interpretations emphasize
different points of view for political and economic purposes. Interpretations
are best evaluated with regard to their usefulness toward achieving specific
ends, and in the ways in which they can be used to promote a greater
sensitivity to and understanding of the human condition and the motivations
for human action.
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5 Matters of fact and matters
of interest

ALISON WYLIE

The problem of epistemic limits

‘Post-positivist’ archaeology is dominated by a renewed, and newly open-
ended concern with questions about the epistemic limits of enquiry: what can
be understood of the human past and what the status is of knowledge claims
about the past. Of course, this was a central issue in the campaign waged by
the New Archaeology against traditional forms of practice, but the terms of
the debate have shifted significantly. The current point of departure is
disillusionment with the New Archaeologists’ own ‘strongly positive’
optimism that all aspects of the past are accessible if only archaeological data
were used effectively as a testing ground for hypotheses about the cultural past.
It is by now generally accepted that matters of fact, including both past
matters of fact and evidential facts about the surviving record of the past, are
constructs whose specific form and content depends very largely on the
theoretical and ideological presuppositions that researchers bring to enquiry.
Serious questions thus arise about whether the available evidence is
sufficiently secure to sustain the ambitions of the New Archaeology either in
practice or in principle.

The current debate is dominated by a concern to come to grips with this
particularly broad and principled version of the problem of epistemic limits. In
the hands of critics of the New Archaeology, on the one hand, it is the basis
for denying that anything of the preoccupation with scientific objectivity and
generality can be salvaged as a regulative ideal appropriate to archaeology (see
Miller 1982, Hodder 1982a). Where, on the other hand, the ‘contextual’
nature of factual claims has been recognized even by such a visible proponent
of the New Archaeology as Binford, it has been the occasion for renewed
efforts to articulate and defend objectivist principles (for example, Binford
1982). In this chapter I examine the process by which the problem of limits
has re-emerged, focusing on Binford’s response to it, particularly as articulated
in debate with contextualists like Hodder, whom he accuses of ‘paradigmatic
posturing’. Despite vehement opposition, Binford and his opponents both
engage elements distinctive of the positions that they oppose at strategic
points in their argument. This is indicative of significant limitations in both
positions, and I conclude that neither is tenable in pure form. In a more
constructive vein, several clear guidelines emerge for articulating a position
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that comprehends the valid core of objectivist and contextualist insights and
suggests a new strategy for addressing the questions about epistemic limits that
are central to post-positivist archaeology.

Theoretical and methodological foundations

The problem of epistemic limits originally arose, as indicated, in reflection on
traditional research practice which was perceived to be in the grip of a
pervasive and paralysing ‘anxiety...about the task of coming to know what
literally does not exist’ (to borrow Dray’s 1980, p. 29 clause) compounded by
an anxiety about the special difficulties of coming to know a human, cultural
subject matter that ‘literally does not exist’. On the Binfordian analysis this
took an extreme (sceptical) form in traditional archaeology because of
commitment to two dubious premises: a narrowly empiricist conception of
the research enterprise which precluded, as illegitimate, any inferential
extension of knowledge claims beyond empirical description of the record,
and a self-defeating conception of the cultural subject as consisting of
essentially unreconstructable (intangible and idiosyncratic) norms or
conventions. Of course, his response was to reject these premises outright and
to propose a more congenial alternative conceptual framework for research. Its
essential components are:

(a) a theoretical proposal that cultural phenomena must be understood in
materialist (ecosystem) terms; and

(b) a two-part methodological proposal that researchers must, first, develop
a body of independently secured explanatory principles linking
archaeological material with specific causal antecedents and, secondly,
systematically test interpretive hypotheses against the archaeological
record of the past that they purport to describe or explain.

The former is, in essence, an orienting (quasi-metaphysical) conception of the
subject domain which was defended as explanatorily powerful with regard to
the archaeological record and as inherently plausible, especially given the
authority of aligned anthropological theories. The methodological proposals
are defended on the grounds that law-governed explanation and systematic
testing are essential components of properly ‘scientific’ practice, as
characterized by positivist theories of science, and appeal to this particular
conception of science is defended as because it is the best account available
(1.e. most widely accepted, see Watson et al. 1974) of the success-making
practices of developed (highly theoretical) science. However, the real import
of this theory of science is that it underwrites the methodological proposals of
the New Archaeology by corroborating the necessary assumption that the
epistemic conditions that they require for implementation—the existence of
a stable factual ground against which theory can be decisively tested—actually
obtain.
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I note these empirical and theoretical arguments for the conceptual
core of the programme because they are frequently obscured by the
rhetoric of reaction against ‘traditional’ research, and are only now
coming into focus as the direct object of debate. In the first instance, the
main popular appeal of these proposals was certainly pragmatic; if true, or
at least plausible as an account of the conditions and subject of enquiry,
they do dramatically broaden the horizons of research. They suggest that
the cultural past is, in principle at least, an archaeologically knowable
subject. Binford, of course, drew the much stronger, and polemically more
compelling conclusion that they provide grounds for rejecting not only
the pervasive scepticism that he imputed to traditional research, but also
any more nuanced acceptance of limitations like the Hawkes-Piggott
‘ladder of inference’, according to which different aspects of past cultural
contexts are accessible to different degrees, depending on how closely and
uniformly determined they are by material (therefore more reliably
reconstructable) conditions of life (Hawkes 1954, Piggott 1965). He
insisted that, given the ecosystem model, ‘there is every reason to expect’
that cultural systems are sufficiently integrated (and their material record
multiply determined) that ‘data relevant to most if not all the components
of past sociocultural system [sic] are preserved in the archaeological record’
(Binford 1972, pp. 94-5). Binford and the New Archaeologists who
embraced his analysis thus declared the philosophical problem of epistemic
limits a non-issue (Binford & Binford 1968).

Despite its appealing optimism, this programme has run into two sorts of
difficulty which have, together, resurrected the problem of limits. In the first
place the methodological component of the programme is widely perceived
to have failed to deliver on its promise at a practical level. In particular, attempts
to design research as a test of explanatory hypotheses have routinely yielded
either trivial success with non-controversial or uninteresting hypotheses, or
dramatic failure to establish anything determinate about more-significant
hypotheses. This problem has concerned Binford since at least 1978 when, in
the introduction to For theory building in archaeology, he first sketched the
diagnosis that it arose because his followers and students, who he now
describes as the ‘lost second generation’ of the New Archaeology, were so
preoccupied with testing procedures that they failed to see that these are
insufficient, in themselves, to guarantee any transcendence of the limitations
of traditional research.

On the face of it Binford would seem to be concerned, in these reflective
assessments, simply to minimize the import of the practical difficulties, to
assert that they do not reflect on the potential of the programme as a whole,
but only on the inadequacies of attempts by the lost generation to bring it
into practice. However, there is significantly more to Binford’s argument
than this when you consider his elaboration of the reasons why testing is
inherently limited. He argues that what the lost generation failed to
appreciate, most fundamentally, is that observations on the record can tell for
or against a test hypothesis (in Binfordian terms, they stand as diagnostic
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‘symptoms’ of particular ‘dynamics’ or cultural variables) only under
interpretation; factual claims are themselves interpretive hypotheses.
Recently Binford has put this insight in more general, Kuhnian terms (Kuhn
1970); he observes (Binford & Sabloft 1982) that the essential shortcoming
of the New Archaeology was its failure to appreciate the extent to which all
research and all knowledge claims are ‘paradigm-relative’. Of course, he is
resolute that this simply affirms his assessment that the testing programme
failed because it was initiated prematurely. If archaeological data stand as
evidence only under interpretation, then the lost generation should not have
attempted to use it as test evidence before establishing a body of properly
scientific interpretive principles—a ‘Rosetta Stone’ for reliable
archaeological code-breaking—capable of securely linking the data to
antecedent conditions (1983, p. 12).

In fact, Binford’s Kuhnian insight has even more radical implications than
this. It reveals a conceptual level of difficulty with the programme (the
second sort of difficulty alluded to above) that has compromised its integrity
from the outset; the practical problems of implementing specific directives
simply serve to bring this deeper difficulty to a head. Kuhnian arguments
figure in the programmatic literature of the New Archaeology long before
their introduction by Binford; ironically enough, they provide the basis for
a criticism of traditional researchers that parallels exactly Binford’s objection
to the lost generation (see Hill & Evans 1972). As ‘narrow empiricists’, the
New Archaeologists argued, traditional researchers failed to appreciate the
theory-ladenness of observational claims; they assumed that the import or
‘meaning’ of the record is exhausted by whatever they establish about it
through direct observation, and are thus forced to conclude that the record
can provide no epistemically respectable access to the (unobservable) past.
The New Archaeologists invoked Kuhnian insights to establish that this is
simply implausible. If observation inevitably incorporates a theoretical
component that transcends experience, then the data of observation is as
rich evidentially as background theory can make it. Given this, it seemed
that ‘the practical limitations of our knowledge of the past are not inherent
in the nature of the archaeological record; the limitations lie in our
methodological naivete, in our lack for principles determining the relevance
of archaeological remains to propositions regarding processes and events of
the past’ (Binford 1972, p. 96).

However, it is self-evident that if this Kuhnian argument proves anything,
it proves too much. If the data are, indeed, as extensively plastic as is presumed
by the loosely Kuhnian argument appropriated by the New Archaeologists,
then it is not clear how they could ever be expected to provide a decisive test
of the truth, falsity or empirical adequacy of knowledge claims about the past.
The Kuhnian insight may seem to support the first of Binford’s
methodological proposals—it may seem to broaden research horizons
dramatically—but, as he has recently acknowledged, it does this at the expense
of the second, testing proposal which it directly undermines. Binford’s recent
turn to Kuhn brings at least this inherent difficulty with the programme into
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clear focus, although it has even deeper critical implications which Binford
has been unwilling to concede. If it is correct in what it claims about the
‘theory-ladenness’ of all observation, which Binford seems to accept when
giving his worries about testing their general formulation, then it follows
there can be no independent (and decisive) factual test of theoretical claims,
whether the subject of these claims is accessible to direct observation or not.
Binford’s Kuhnian insights would seem, therefore, to undermine his first
methodological proposal as much as it does his second, testing proposal. He
gives no reason why the worries that he raises about the uncertainty of testing
in an archaeological context should not be extended to the ‘actualistic’
contexts in which the interpretive principles necessary for using the data as
evidence will be established.

The full import of Binford’s Kuhnian diagnosis of the problem of testing
is, therefore, that it brings into view a fundamental conceptual flaw in the
original programme; its ambitions were defined in terms of a theory of science
which presumes the existence of a stable, factual base, and yet various New
Archaeologists, now including Binford, embrace the conclusions of
philosophical critics who purport to demonstrate that this fundamental
presupposition is untenable. If the Kuhnian insight is taken seriously, then the
practical problems with testing become symptoms of deeper, more-
intransigent problems; it suggests that the possibilities for effectively using
archaeological data as evidence of the cultural past may be seriously limited in
principle. With this, the metaphysical anxiety of traditional archaeology
reasserts itself in newly compelling terms.

The objectivist response

Binford is, of course, adamant that the original ambitions of the New
Archaeology are in no way compromised by Kuhnian objections, despite
endorsing them in quite general terms and despite a strong tradition of
external criticism that has treated them (or, more specifically, parallel
arguments from sociology of science and neo-Marxist theories of science; see
Miller 1982, and contributions to Hodder 1982a) as decisive proof against the
‘positivism’ of the New Archaeology. The reason for this is that, although he
cites Kuhnian insights as authoritative when giving general reasons why
testing, on its own, could not but fail, Binford clearly presumes that, in
practice, the Kuhnian threat can be circumscribed, that it is a local—not a
global—problem; he treats the contextualist insight as limited in breadth (in
the range of disciplines and types of knowledge to which it applies), and in
depth (the pervasiveness of context- or theory-dependence within any given
field is limited). Given this, he is quite confident that interpretive principles
(‘middle range theory’) can be established, through ‘actualistic research’, or
imported from other fields (presumably those regularly engaged in the
relevant sorts of actualistic research), that are capable of securing the
interpretive inferences by which archaeological data acquires ‘meaning’ as test
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evidence; that is, he is confident that his original solution to the problem of
limits can be sustained, if only researchers get their priorities straight. Consider
first the role that the assumption of limitation in breadth plays in Binford’s
defence of this renewed objectivism.

When Binford characterizes the problem of testing in Kuhnian terms, his
concern is that the process of testing seems unavoidably and viciously circular;
the import of archaeological data seems to be a function of whatever theory
of cultural dynamics the archaeologist uses to make and justify the hypotheses
that he or she means to test against this data. However, when he considers the
kinds of linking principles on which researchers actually rely in ascribing
‘meaning’ to their data, he observes that a great number of their interpretive
principles are formulated and established quite independently of any of the
cultural theories or reconstructive hypotheses that they might want to test
archaeologically; in fact, many do not concern cultural phenomena at all. I
would argue that the real significance of this, to which Binford gives
surprisingly little emphasis, is that even if component inferences concerning
the evidential import of the record are insecure in themselves, the circularity
and arbitrariness of inference that worries him is decisively broken when
researchers exploit a concatenation of inferences that are based on principles
drawn from a range of collateral (independent) fields. Interpretive inferences
based on quite different interpretive principles can be counted on to be
mutually constraining, even self-correcting (i.e. error in one is unlikely to be
replicated by parallel errors in all the others; the likelihood that they will
arbitrarily converge on a single test hypothesis dwindles very quickly as the
range of sources on which they are based is expanded). Of course, the
corollary to this is that a consilience of independently grounded inferences
provides uniquely strong evidence (evidence which is at least not single-
context-dependent) that the interpretive hypothesis on which they converge
is approximately true. This sort of consideration, an inverse of the
‘conjunction objection’, has been central in philosophical arguments against
radical (usually anti-realist) theses of context-relativity (Hardin & Rosenberg
1982, Meehl 1983, Smith 1981).

In fact, Binford usually exploits a more straightforward, and more
controversial, qualification of the Kuhnian thesis. He seems to assume, contra
the general implications of Kuhnian contextualism, that the problem of
vicious circularity in theory-dependence does not, in fact, afflict the whole
range of research disciplines or bodies of background knowledge from which
interpretive principles are drawn (or at least, it does not afflict them all
equally); some such principles are uniquely secure, in and of themselves (i.e.
independent of whatever additional constraint or reinforcement collateral
principles might provide). In particular, he seems to assume that Kuhnian
worries really only arise when the subject of enquiry is observationally
inaccessible, as in archaeology. He has no doubt that the causal connections
holding between ‘static’ variables (of the sort measurable in the archaeological
record) and ‘dynamic’ variables (of the sort that are presumed to have
produced them) will be self-evident, and that researchers will have no trouble
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in establishing reliable (independently grounded) linking principles between
them, when they are observed in ‘actualistic’ contexts where both
components are directly accessible.

This is surely untenable as a general principle; indeed, it is untenable for
reasons that Binford himself introduced when he objected that the traditional
practice of simply citing correlations among variables cannot be considered
explanatory, because it fails to demonstrate any causal connection among these
variables (see, for example, his critique (1968) of Sabloft & Willey (1967)).The
relevant corollary to this view about explanation is that, even when all
interacting variables can be observed, a very rich theoretical judgement is
required to single out one particular ‘dynamic’ variable as the cause of a given
‘static’ effect, from among all those associated with the effect. Even richer
judgements are required to establish that the regularities observed in
‘actualistic’ contexts (causal or otherwise) can be generalized, projected on to
unexamined, past or future, contexts. However, even granting that ‘actualistic’
research cannot be considered, as a whole, to be exempt from Kuhnian
worries, simply because all the relevant variables are observable, there do seem
good (although more complicated) reasons to suppose that context- and
theory-dependence is not so monolithic that all such theory-dependent or
theory-rich judgements are purely arbitrary. Considered as historical theses,
Kuhnian claims have proven difficult to sustain for all levels and kinds of
knowledge claim; there does seem to be a relatively stable core of
observational claims, quasi-foundational causal principles and low-level
empirical generalizations, particularly in the biophysical sciences, which
persist through successive episodes of theory change and which find
continuous application in practice. The undeniable instrumental success of
science depends on this sort of knowledge. Even if it is never in principle
immune to revision, it is routinely treated as reliable (although perhaps
incomplete) truth; so much would be called into question if it were in error
that it 1s not typically considered open to revision.

This is just the sort of knowledge Binford seems to have in mind when he
insists that the ‘ascription of meaning’ to archaeological data can be secured,
and when he defends the potential of actualistic research. The linking
principles that Binford cites in this connection inevitably concern relatively
stable, well-understood biophysical conditions or processes; they include
principles about the physical properties of the materials found in the
archaeological record and the processes by which they can be modified, and
ecological and dietary principles concerning the survival requirements of
human populations. He frequently appeals to radiocarbon dating in this
connection (for example, Binford 1983, p. 135), observing that such an
ascription of temporal ‘meaning’ to archaeological material depends on
knowledge of ‘processes that are in no sense dependent for their
characteristics or patterns of interaction upon interactions between [in his
example] agricultural manifestations or political growth’ (ibid., p. 135) and, I
would add, that seem above question with regard to their scientific authority
(at least, where they are controversial, their reliability in application to
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archaeology has been established by appeal to quite uncontroversial principles
of dendrochronology). Another case to which Binford frequently refers when
he means to illustrate the potential of actualistic research undertaken by
archaeologists is his study of the relationship between butchering practices
and faunal remains on Nunamiut sites. He insists, in rebuttal of Gould, that
what he establishes here are ‘uniformitarian assumptions’ about the
‘economic anatomy of caribou and sheep’ (ibid., p. 19), not merely contingent
propositions about human adaptive responses to environmental circumstances
of difterent kinds. He evidently views these ‘eco-utilitarian’ linking principles
as a secure basis for interpretation, because they concern non-cultural,
therefore non-contingent, material constraints on behaviour that, once
established, will fall into that broad category of pragmatically uncontroversial
empirical knowledge which we routinely presume to be projectible, regardless
of our theoretical presuppositions (either about humans or about the natural
world).

It would therefore seem undeniable that there is a considerable body of
background knowledge and collateral theory that archaeologists could exploit
to establish hypotheses about the factors responsible for the archaeological
record, consistent with Binford’s objectivist ambitions. The difficulty is that,
by example at least, the range of inferences that these principles support is
limited to reconstruction of the biophysical conditions which human agents
manipulated and to which they responded in inadvertently producing the
archaeological record. They do not allow for any very rich ascription of
cultural significance to the data; they do not provide a basis for reconstructing
the non-material (social ‘and ideational) context in which these human agents
operated. This means that they do not provide access to precisely those social
and ideational dimensions of cultural systems that Binford insisted should
become accessible, contra limited sceptics like Piggott and Hawkes, when
archaeologists develop a sufficiently rich interpretive framework.

When Binford does address the problem of how to secure ascriptions of
specifically cultural (as opposed to biophysical) meaning, he typically turns to
a second, completely different, sort of background knowledge than that which
he used to defend the general potential of middle range theory. He stresses the
need to consider interpretive problems in light of ‘a new set of relationships
at a higher level of organization than that of the feature itself (Binford 1983,
p- 12) and advocates ethno-archaeological research which supplements the
analysis of material formation processes with an understanding of ‘how the
operation of different system types generate diagnostically different statics’
(ibid., p. 223). Actualistic research is thus expected to produce not just
microprinciples, as it were, that particularly link remains with particular past
conditions, but macroprinciples that specify ‘diagnostic criteria’ by which
functionally and adaptively distinctive types of cultural systems can be
‘unambiguously’ recognized in the archaeological record.

Two difficulties with this sort of linking principle are immediately obvious.
The first 1s that they (or, properly, their use in interpretive inference) risk just
the sort of circular theory-dependence that Binford is concerned to
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circumvent; because they concern specifically cultural processes (of adaptation,
in this case) and they are not in principle ‘intellectually independent’ of
assumptions about the cultural subject (the source of test hypotheses, if not
themselves direct object of testing) as are the low-level biophysical principles.
In fact, these principles would seem to be a component (or specification) of
Binford’s own ecosystem ‘paradigm’, the theoretical core of the New
Archaeology research programme. Apparently they do not enjoy anything like
the entrenched security associated with the principles concerning dietary
requirements, technological efficiency, the availability of palacoenvironmental
resources, and the growth of trees. So far as Binford has developed them, they
articulate just the sort of comprehensive theoretical principle which, on a
Kuhnian analysis, compels acceptance by conversion and wholesale
replacement in periods of paradigm crisis, as distinct from principles that
occupy the relatively stable infrastructure of empirical knowledge that such
theory is meant to explain.

The second difficulty is that, even if the system-level linking principles
were established on an equal footing with those comprising the less non-
controversial component of middle range theory (the biophysical principles)
they do not solve Binford’s original problem unless a very stringent version of
the encompassing ecosystem theory of culture is accepted. They do not,
themselves, provide any access to the truly ‘middle range’ of human, social—
cultural phenomena that lie between the material conditions realized or
manipulated in producing an archaeological record, and the encompassing
‘systemic contexts’ in which these conditions are confronted and transformed
by human agents. Thus, they could only be considered to solve Binford’s
interpretive problem if all of the mediating variables at issue—actions,
intentions and beliefs—reduce to or are a function of the material and
adaptive parameters that Binford insists can be reconstructed on the basis of
the micro- (biophysical) and macro- (system-level) principles that Binford
believes actualistic research can establish.

Given his withering condemnation of an ‘ethnographic’ preoccupation
with ‘lifeworld” phenomena, Binford does seem prepared to make this claim.
He insists, invoking the ecosystem theory as a non-controversial given, that
sociocultural systems can be expected to take the distinctive forms and have
the distinctive content (and archaeological records) that they do by virtue of
adaptive response to selective pressures operating at a systemic level; ‘there will
be selection for and against certain culturally organized means of articulating
with the environment’ which will presumably manifest itself in
archaeologically identifiable systemic types (Binford 1983, p. 223). Also, in his
diatribes against ethnography, Binford is prepared to deny categorically that
variables other than systemic, organizational ones—variables like the cognitive
systems, beliefs, rationalizations or ideologies—have any autonomous causal
efficacy either in the constitution of the encompassing systems in which they
operate or in the production of an archaeological record of these systems.
Binford’s assessment seems to be that these features of life are merely
interchangeable means of enculturation which ensure that the behaviour of
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individual agents fulfils the functional needs of the system.They contribute to
the production of a material record that is distinctive, not of the agents’
idiosyncratic beliefs or means of meeting system demands, but of the demands
that the system—its modes of organization and adaptation—impose on them.

If this conception of the cultural subject can be sustained, then the problem
of epistemic limits is once again banished. Of course, the difficulty is that,
since it constitutes the theoretical core of Binford’s paradigm, it must be
admitted that his entire programme—not just a few crucial linking principles,
but the orienting ambitions and methodology of the programme—is
paradigm-dependent in just the sense that he considers objectionable. What he
considers to be knowable or methodologically accessible (i.e. his definition of
the limits of enquiry) is transparently a function of his preferred conception
of the subject matter. Alternative conceptions, which his critics endorse, yield
quite different and much less confident assessments of the limits of enquiry
and very difterent directives for enquiry.

Paradigm relativity

To meet this new threat of circularity, Binford must shift to a different
strategy or level of debate; he must show that his paradigm assumptions
can, themselves, be established on ‘objective’, ‘intellectually independent’
grounds, consistent with his epistemic commitments, so that the
circularity of interpretive or methodological dependence on them is not
vicious. To this end he exploits a quite different sort of limitation of the
Kuhnian thesis than that of breadth. He presumes a limitation in the depth
or pervasiveness of paradigm-dependence. He insists that his critics persist
in raising problems with his programme only because their approach is
‘pseudo-scientific’; they proceed, not by turning to the relevant
‘experience’ to assess the claims at issue, but by exploiting ‘high school
debate team’ techniques of polemic and assertion of opinion. If only they
were willing to engage properly scientific methods of theory evaluation,
then they would recognize the (obvious) cognitive and empirical
superiority of the assumptions on which his own programme rests. In
arguing this, Binford takes it that, although observation cannot be assumed
to have theory-autonomous significance, its content is not entirely or
arbitrarily determined by theoretical presuppositions. Observation can
overturn even the most entrenched expectations in a way that quite
decisively challenges the presuppositions that are said to inform it. Thus, it
can provide a basis for systematic, empirical adjudication of paradigm-level
disputes (Binford 1982, p. 136).

The obvious move for Binford to make at this juncture is to demonstrate,
in objective, what he calls ‘experiential’ terms, that his conception of culture
has incontrovertible em