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Introduction

As someone who has been teaching archae-
ology for many years, at all levels, T have
been struck particularly over the last ten
years by the difficulty of finding a single
volume which portrays the richness of the
modern discipline in the ways archaeologists
try to understand the human past. That is not
to say that there are no excellent textbooks
which systematically present key topics suit-
able for students or interested laypersons
starting up in the discipline: Kevin Greene’s
Archaeology: An Introduction and Renfrew
and Bahn’s Introduction to Archaeology,
regularly revised, present all the main facets
of the subject. Yet for the next stage, the
more advanced student or amateur, the field
instantly fragments. There are very good
single volumes on specialized aspects of the
archaeologist’s craft, such as geoprospection
(Clark, Seeing Beneath the Soil), and there
are encyclopedias and compendia of key
topics (Fagan, The Oxford Companion to
Archaeology; Barker, The Companion En-
cyclopedia of Archaeology). Either these are
explicitly specialist reviews of subdisciplines
within archaeology, as with the former class,
or with the latter group, we are presented
with summaries of subtopics within the dis-
cipline offered in something of a “shopping
list” of discrete essays retaining the character
of an encyclopedia entry. Finally, there are
books which aim to cover the ways archae-

ologists think about the past (such as Hod-
der, The Archaeological Process, or
Johnson’s Archaeological Theory: An Intro-
duction). In reality these are written by en-
thusiastic proponents of one particular
school - the postprocessual (inspired by
postmodernist thought) — and fail to repre-
sent the true range of intellectual approaches
and ways of seeing that exist in the current
discipline.

What, it seemed to me, was missing and
needed, was a single and necessarily large
volume in which I invited a cross-section of
that great variety of archaeologists to do one
thing above all: talk about their field with
enthusiasm and personal commitment. In
this way I hope to provide the reader with a
real feel for the breadth of our modern sub-
ject. These are then very personal essays,
reflecting what the contributors love and
loathe, and they were asked specifically to
avoid worthy “laundry-list” summaries of
their field in favor of expressing their own
priorities and the things that are most im-
portant and exciting in the area of interpret-
ing the past that they are international
experts in.

In one, however fat, volume, it has not
been possible to include chapters covering
every subdiscipline or approach within con-
temporary archaeology, and indeed you will
now see that such encyclopedic coverage was
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Introduction

far from the aim of the book. Moreover, of
the large number of scholars canvassed for
possible participation, several were unable in
the end to find the time to compose an essay.
Nonetheless, in the existing 27 contribu-
tions, the reader is in a position to touch the
pulse of archaeological approaches to the
past, and it seems the pulse is running fast
in the highly personalized essays presented in
this volume.

I would also like to mention that the
stimulus to edit such a book arose from my
experience in teaching a course in compara-
tive theory: Archaeology and twentieth-
century thought. Whereas archaeology
seemed to focus its textbooks on encyclope-
dic summaries, its introductions to special-
isms within the discipline, and its theory
books on the promotion of a particular
intellectual position, other disciplines were
producing more inclusive volumes which
covered the entire range of ways of looking
at their discipline. My initial inspiration was
in geography, where a series of books and
edited volumes by Ron Johnston (e.g., The
Future of Geography, Geography and Geog-
raphers, Philosophy and Human Geography,
and many others) explicitly address the need
to offer balanced combinations of the often
contradictory and even warring intellectual
factions which have become common in
most humanities subjects since World War
II. Another good example is Terry Eagleton’s
Introduction to Literary Theory, which won-
derfully gives the reader an understanding of
the varied ways scholars have “read” and do
“read” and interpret literature, while at the
same time telling us what he considers the
strengths and weaknesses of each approach,
and equally importantly where he stands
himself; but in the end he wants his book to
bridge intellectual divides rather than re-
inforce them.

The current volume also rests on the
editor’s own conviction that a healthy discip-
line needs endless variety of opinions and
methods and should avoid doctrinaire
ideologies, yet at the same time in practical
terms the student and interested layperson

will gain little from seeing merely fragmen-
tation and polarized attitudes. Much better if
we encourage the understanding and then
application of a wide spectrum of ap-
proaches. This is surely a plea for eclecticism,
since I am opposed to the limitations which
instantly arise when one adopts a particular
perspective — whether it is an animal bone
specialist who shows no interest in how cul-
ture affects what we eat, or a “high theorist”
who insists we have to read the past through
the dark glasses of Marxism. Of course,
eclecticism is in its own way a biased per-
spective, as it privileges integration over fac-
tionalism and champions a non-political,
non-ideological stance. Put simply, it says:
“We don’t know what happened in the past:
we need all the tools, mental and practical, at
the archaeologist’s disposal, to find out and
comprehend past societies.”

Is this in effect a version of postmodern
relativism? Are all approaches equal? If so,
why does this volume lack chapters by astro-
archaeologists, ley-line advocates, and treas-
ure hunters? I have elsewhere outlined my
views on how diverse approaches can be
combined, without sacrificing the special
value of each constituent part of the eclectic
battery of methods and ways of thinking. In
this T have been inspired by one of the
greatest of modern thinkers — the philoso-
pher Ludwig Wittgenstein — and his peculiar
way of seeing human intellectual endeavors
(Bintliff 1995, 2000). Famously, Wittgen-
stein suggested that different methodologies
and approaches are best seen as complemen-
tary rather than oppositional, most strikingly
in the case of traditional friction between the
humanities and the sciences. Not only do we
need such varied approaches to understand a
multifaceted world, but also they are not
commensurable: a useful contribution in
one methodology is best evaluated in terms
of that method, not by the standards and
doctrines of another. In archaeology, then,
there should be a political approach, and it
cannot be judged by the empirical and statis-
tical measures of archaeophysicists trying to
determine the source of a copper object
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Introduction

through laboratory analysis. But neither is it
necessary to insist that metal analyses be sub-
ordinated to studies of power and gender in
the past, or even in the present. Wittgenstein
argued that there are standards of good prac-
tice and judgment which have to be applied
within professional communities of scholars,
but these differ widely according to the “lan-
guage game” or body of rules and procedures
which have developed within each approach
—and all disciplines comprise a spectrum of
such approaches. A good way to see the
eclectic archaeologist faced with the current
variety of ways of seeing the past is Wittgen-
stein’s image of the craftsman going out on a
job with a large bag full of tools — each ideally
suited to a particular application within the
remit of the profession.

Finally, T shall offer some introductory
comments on the 27 chapters before you in
this volume, emphasizing my own reaction
to each contribution.

In chapter 1, “Analytical Archaeology,”
Stephen Shennan turns to an older source of
ideas in our discipline, the late David Clarke.
Shennan argues that archaeology needs to
focus more on its own specific data — mater-
ial culture — and believes that the study of
patterning in past objects and structures —
“Archaeology is Archaeology” — is more
than the sum of intended actions by past
human actors. It is only archaeologists who
can finally see in perspective how the mater-
ial past was formed, and we must be wary of
limiting ourselves to what we think past
peoples thought about their world — espe-
cially of wanting to explore the past in
terms of our modern concerns.

In chapter 2, “The Great Dark Book:
Archaeology, Experience, and Interpret-
ation,” by Julian Thomas, we are led into a
very different worldview, the archaeologist
first and foremost needing to be a philoso-
pher, and a very particular kind of philoso-
pher — one focusing on the experience of
being in the world. We cannot in a way
escape our own embeddedness as modern
researchers, so that encounters with past so-

cieties must be and should be translations
into our own ways of life; past data serve to
feed our own concepts of value or meaning.

In chapter 3, “Archaeology and the Gen-
etic Revolution,” a more global perspective
from Martin Jones conveys the excitement of
the fast-developing field of archaeogenetics.
Sensitive to the murky history of racist
models of biological purity and the tenden-
tious use of migrationism to bolster imperi-
alist ambitions during the later nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, modern stud-
ies utilizing the high-technology techniques
of genetic research are nonetheless beginning
to establish on a firmer basis the pathways
of human origins and expansion over the
world, the different areas of discovery
and diffusion of the key plant and animal
domesticates involved with the shift from
hunter-gatherer to agricultural and pastoral
economies, and finally the more recent
migrations and invasions of human groups.
Jones’ belief that critical application of
scientific analyses can ward off the misuse
of results by politically motivated groups is a
clear provocation to other scholars who
adopt a postmodernist perspective in which
value-free research is an impossibility, and
allows us all to think more deeply about the
issues involved.

Chapter 4, “Archaeology and Language,”
by Roger Blench, likewise deals with a topic
that has had its past share of overspeculation
and murky associations with racist or nation-
alist politics. Blench shows us how the subject
of the origin and spread, as well as modifica-
tion, of the world’s multitudinous languages,
is finally emerging into a more analytical,
politically sensitive field, in which archae-
ology — rather than being an often-abused
prop —is becoming a vital tool for calibration
and testing of linguistic theories. Links to
genetic research are promising, but we find
that no simple correlation between biology
and languages should be expected. Indeed,
the many and varied ways in which spoken
communication systems can disperse and
change require a new sophistication in
understanding both demography and social
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Introduction

processes well beyond the traditional culture
= people concept which archaeologists also
till recently took for granted.

In chapter 5, “The Archaeology of
Gender,” by Marie Louise Serensen, a rather
different way of linking past experience and
modern concerns is revealed. Here we clearly
see that contemporary changes in Western
society regarding gender roles have had a
strong effect on everyday research into past
societies. We want to know now whether
traditional gender stereotypes have relevance
to past societies in general, and if so how did
they arise and decay —if not, then perhaps the
revelation of past variety can help us com-
prehend the rapid social changes going on
around us. Serensen admits, however, how
difficult gender research can be, working
with material culture, unless historic sources
are abundant.

In chapter 6, “Archaeology and Social
Theory,” Matthew Johnson deals with the
importance of social theory for archaeolo-
gists. This is something we can all relate to
from our daily experience, and thus under-
stand why it should rank highly in archaeo-
logical aims. For Johnson, human agents and
their power to change their world are central
in social life.

In chapter 7, “Materiality, Space, Time,
and Outcome,” Roland Fletcher seems to
me to combine the material “neutrality” of
Stephen Shennan with the intentional human
actors of Thomas and Johnson. Material cul-
ture — here, settlements — shows trajectories
and repeated norms. These are both affected
by the aims of conscious societies and also by
their own inbuilt pressures of structural con-
sistency and directional change. The cre-
ations of human culture may be more than
the sum of their constituent parts.

Chapter 8, Fokke Gerritsen’s “Archaeo-
logical Perspectives on Local Communities,”
shows the renewed importance of studying
social groups at small spatial scales in cur-
rent research work. Perhaps owing to the
considerable transformations in Western
social life since the later twentieth century,
we are questioning older assumptions about

how social relations are formed, maintained,
and reorganized. This chapter finely demon-
strates how this exciting field is built around
fine-detailed excavation sequences in areas
such as the Netherlands. I find it significant
in the context of the underlying program of
this edited volume that Gerritsen challenges
the assumption which has become too
common in archaeological thinking since
the 1960s: that older work is of little rele-
vance to the research one does today. In the
case of social change, he shows that internal
cultural factors may be balanced by external
political or environmental factors, when
small-scale local groups undergo important
transformations, thus finding it valid to com-
bine earlier “processual” and modern “post-
processual” approaches in making sense of
the Dutch social sequences he describes for
us in his case study.

In Chapter 9, “Archaeology and Technol-
ogy,” Kevin Greene both excites us with the
neglected importance of this facet of material
culture change, and challenges our precon-
ceptions about the development of human
technologies. Just as he finds fault with
those who underplay the real significance of
improved or effective means of production,
he also reminds us that effectiveness may be
defined socially or in terms of the number of
people benefiting, rather than through our
modern, elitist, Western, and high-tech view-
point. The history of technology from an
archaeological perspective is certainly infin-
itely less interesting as a thinly disguised nar-
rative of Western triumphalism, than as an
investigation into the varied ways cultures in
time and space have perceived their methods
of producing and transforming material cul-
ture, and those of others they are brought
into contact with.

In chapter 10, “Time, Structure, and
Agency: The Annales, Emergent Complexity,
and Archaeology,” John Bintliff explores fur-
ther some of those themes of complex mesh-
ing of past individuals and elaborate social
and cultural structures raised in Fletcher’s
contribution (chapter 7). Moving between
human agency - conscious or otherwise —
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and complex institutions such as small and
very large political groups, between individ-
ual events and tendencies only revealed at
time spans well beyond human lives — re-
quires well-adapted methods and ap-
proaches. In this chapter a number of these
are introduced and their integration at-
tempted.

In chapters 11 and 12, “Archaeological
Dating” and “Chronology and the Human
Narrative,” John Gowlett shows us how
vital diverse approaches can be, to allow
archaeologists to make interpretations of
the past. In his case the role of dating
methods for past events and processes both
constrains and enables us in our readings of
the past. Putting human actions into se-
quences, and calculating rates of change,
proves to be fundamental to all our under-
standing of how and why things may have
happened — at all timescales. In demonstrat-
ing these theoretical principles, Gowlett also
takes us on a roller-coaster tour through the
current versions of the human narrative —
from our beginnings as undistinguished
higher apes among other species, to the foun-
dations of urban civilization.

Chapter 13, “Archaeology and Indigenous
Peoples,” by Maarten Jansen, is a powerful
and committed essay on the need for archae-
ologists to engage in entirely new ways with
native peoples, when there is strong ethnic
and cultural continuity from the past soci-
eties under investigation. This is all the more
pressing as a moral obligation when, as so
often, these peoples remain marginalized
economically and politically in their own
countries, deprived even of genuine respect
for their ancestral achievements and self-
awareness. A second theme raised very
clearly in this chapter is the fashion in
which native history and prehistory has
been molded into preconceived ideas of the
positive evolution of such societies into
modern state structures, despite evidence to
the contrary in terms of their contemporary
plight. Nonetheless, as indicated here for
Mexico, and in other chapters in this volume
(e.g., chapters 23 and 24), the rights of native

peoples have become formalized in a grow-
ing mass of formal legislation and initiatives
by academics and government organiza-
tions, although much archaeological re-
search remains “outsider,” with objectives
and concepts which need to be carefully
unpacked for inbuilt biases, not least
through direct engagement with the ideas,
language, and memories of modern-day rep-
resentatives of past communities. As well as
the intrusive obsession with state formation,
Jansen tellingly criticizes our contemporary
Western  overconcern with  projecting
“power” into past societies where alternative
social concepts may have been more influen-
tial.

In chapter 14, “Classical Archaeology,”
Ian Morris takes us into a field of archae-
ology with a traditionally strongly defined
(or even patrolled) border of interest — one
of the first such to emerge in the discipline.
For Morris, a distinctive feature of current
ideas in this field is the challenge to the
founding charter of classical archaeology,
whose origins are intimately linked to a ra-
ther supremacist view of Western civiliza-
tion and its classical roots. As classical
archaeology forges closer links to other his-
torical archaeologies, and the boundaries to
associated civilizations in time and space
appear more permeable, Morris draws a par-
allel with the deconstruction of Orientalism
as a biased, Western mode of packaging and
neutralizing Islamic societies.

In chapter 15, “The Archaeologies of
Recent History: Historical, Post-Medieval,
and Modern World,” Charles Orser gives to
the study of early modern historical archae-
ology a specific goal and overall purposeful
dynamic, focused on the stages and effects of
global capitalism and globalization. This
means directing attention to themes such as
colonialism, ethnocentrism, capitalism, and
modernization. Archaeology has a particular
value even here, despite the dense textualso-
urces available, as it offers easier and more accur-
ate access to groups underrepresented even
in recent historical documents — the poor,
exploited, illiterate communities, especially
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slaves and peasants. The evidence revealed is
moving and indeed shocking, while the cru-
sade is inspiring.

In chapter 16, “Animal Bones and Plant
Remains,” Peter Rowley-Conwy, in a brief
compass, offers us a global and long-time-
span vision of how he and other specialists
analyzing “ecofacts” from the human past
can painstakingly bring out central aspects
of human community life. Lifestyles and
economies, social and ethnic differences, all
can be comprehended from the at-first un-
promising debris of broken bones and burnt
plants and other “rubbish” revealed in excav-
ation. One aspect clearly brought out in this
chapter is the progressive refinement of
methodology since the first studies in this
field, and deepening of questions that can
successfully be asked of the material. The
reader will be struck by the complementarity
between such empirical and scientific
“middle-range” approaches and the more
humanistic, ideological, and philosophical
chapters found elsewhere in this Companion.

In chapter 17, “Ecology in Archaeology:
From Cognition to Action,” Fekri Hassan
challenges us to cut the Gordion knot of
deciding whether the environmental setting
of past human communities is the product of
nature or culture. Both human perception
and action, and ecological processes in
which humans are unwitting or knowing
participants, are essential. Hassan warns us
that extreme culturalism, which gives no
scope to natural forces, such as some current
forms of phenomenology in archaeological
approaches to the environment, fails to deal
with the long-term realities of human ecol-
ogy as a form of mutual survival of habitats
and their varied species of occupants.

In chapter 18, “The Archaeology of Land-
scape,” Tony Wilkinson likewise sees the hu-
manly occupied landscape as a unity, in
which we cannot sacrifice considerations of
ecological balance and survival, nor the
pragmatic study of technology and forms of
land use, nor the role of human perception, in
any thorough appreciation of how a particu-
lar stretch of countryside was lived in

and utilized by a past society. On a more
practical level, his treatment of how we can
extrapolate from fragments or windows of
palaeoenvironments is a striking insight into
how landscape archaeology is carried out in
practice.

In chapter 19, “Archaeology and Art,”
Raymond Corbey, Robert Layton, and
Jeremy Tanner offer a balanced comparison
of ways of approaching art for archaeolo-
gists, arguing that we can and should com-
bine previously polarized viewpoints which
stressed either individualistic, particularizing
interpretations, or generalizing cross-cul-
tural readings. Particular case studies of
past art can then fruitfully be placed in the
ways they illustrate compatibility with, or
divergence from, wider understandings of
artistic production and visual meaning,
with the expectation that both are likely to
be relevant. There are exciting prospects for
future studies in this field.

In chapter 20, “Putting Infinity Up
On Trial,” Mark Pollard takes on those cur-
rent archaeological theorists who reject
“scientism” in archaeology and the strong
position that hard science professionals
have carved out as specialist collaborators
on archaeological projects. Pollard argues
that science with a capital S has and will
continue to play a vital role in achieving
recognizable landmark insights from the
past of relevance to the future. Yet, at the
same time, he demonstrates that technical
science in archaeology has come more and
more to depend on data and refinements
emerging from archaeological insights, thus
making a dialectical model of the relation-
ship between archaeological chemists, physi-
cists, and biologists, etc. and archaeologists
the most realistic model. On the other hand,
by stressing the importance of clear and test-
able procedures, Pollard — to my mind -
reminds us of the complementary way that
parts of the archaeological process gravitate
towards “scientism” in judging successful
oper