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Global Archaeological
Theory

Introduction

Pedro Paulo A. Funari, Andrés ZaranKin,
and Emily Stovel

In 1982, lan Hodder published “Symbols in Action”, crystallising a series
of ideas that opened the possibility of rethinking archaeology. At a later
point, Michael Shanks and Christopher Tilley (1987a and b) published
two seminal volumes aimed at reconstructing archaeology as a socially
informed and engaged discipline. A similar revitalization of archaeol-
ogy also took place in the early sixties when Lewis Binford proposed a
foundation for scientific archaeology. Processualism diverges from the
previous unitary paradigm of New Archaeology in its encouragement
of many different approaches, methods and perspectives, and in its
explicit political commitment. While ‘New Archaeology’ considered ar-
chaeology a hard science with one explicit and correct way of practicing
it, subsequent postprocessualism, including contextual or interpretative
archaeology, has led to a plurality of approaches.

The contextual perspective argues that archaeological practice is di-
rectly linked to a subjective scholar. The archaeologist connects the past
and the present and considers artifacts, archaeological practice and text
as discourse. Material culture is considered active in the construction of
subjects and subjectivities, in opposition to the processual emphasis on
material culture as adaptation to the natural environment and as a pas-
sive product of social activity.
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These two issues—artifact as active text and academic subjecti-
vity—although linked in postprocessualism, do not actually come to-
gether unless we argue that all aspects of archaeological investiga-
tion are considered historical, contextualized entities; including the
researcher, the objects they examine, and the interpretative frameworks
they employ.

In fact, postprocessualist scholars seem to consider all aspects of
archaeological investigation historical, contextualized entities: including
the researcher, the objects they examine and the interpretative frame-
works they employ. All are as actively and equally engaged in the
construction of culture and social structure as they are in its represen-
tation. What is so interesting about this subjective approach is that it
incorporates a plurality of readings, thereby implying that different in-
terpretations are always possible (Shanks and Hodder, 1995), and al-
lowing us to modify and change our ideas under the light of new infor-
mation and/or interpretive frameworks. In this way, interpretations form
a continuous flow of transformation and change and thus archaeolo-
gists do not uncover a real past but rather construct a historical past
(Jenkins, 1995) or a narrative of the past (Funari, 1995).

Twenty years have passed since the publication of “Symbols of
Action” and although traditional approaches in archaeology are still
widely used, we find that free spaces are created allowing us to get
away from the requirement of searching for a ‘true past’. New fields and
topics which were considered inadequate or even unthinkable at the
beginning of the 1980s are now common, such as gender issues, eth-
nicity, class, landscapes, consumption, and architectural archaeology,
among others (Andrade Lima, 1999; Buchli and Lucas, 2001; Delle
et al., 2000; Diaz-Andreu and Champion, 1996; Gero and Conkey, 1991 ;
Gilchrist, 1999; Grahame, 1995; Funari, 1993, 1994; Johnson, 1993;
Jones, 1997; Leone and Potter, 1999; McGuire and Paynter 1991 ; Miller,
1987; Miller et al., 1989; Parker Pearson and Richards, 1994; Zarankin,
1999). Of course, some of these have always been studied in archae-
ology, but now have a new element: a conscious and explicit political
interest on the part of the scholar and the subject. Renfrew and Bahn
(1993) have even suggested that “nowadays, archaeology is a tolerant
church that emlbraces lot of ‘different archaeologies’.” The metaphor of a
church betrays a Western homogenizing concept that tolerates diversity
to a point, but in essence archaeology is increasingly seen as a part
of social praxis; diversity, then, becomes an inescapable part of the
discipline.

Since the creation of the world Archaeological Congress in 1986,
archaeology has acquired both global and ethical dimensions. The at-
tendance of archaeologists from all over the world at the 15! Meeting
of Archaeological Theory in South America, sponsored by WAC, and
which took place in 1998 in Vitoria (Brazil), reflected a conscious attempt
to decentralise the discipline, from an imperialist point of view to an em-
powering one. This is the basis of the present volume too, having grown
though contributions by authors living outside the so-called Western im-
perialist core. From our standpoint, archaeological theory is a global



endeavour with a global perspective (Ucko, 1995) and incorporating,
above all, a critical political stance. A view from the periphery—be that
a geographical (from the most austral country in the world, Argentina)
or social periphery (from scholars of the poorer nations)—is fundamen-
tal to such a critical stance, since critical experiences and conditions
engender critical thought.

Thinking and discussing theory is a much more common practice
for the archaeologist than it ever was. South America, in particular, has
received and consumed an enormous number of theories developed
in Western countries. In recent years, however, there is an increasing
realization that theoretical and methodological debates are at the heart
of the discipline everywhere such that Latin America is no exception.
This book seeks to contribute further to the discussion of archaeological
praxis, starting with the gathering of several papers read at the meet-
ings in Vitoria,! but including other works as well.? Despite the variety
of approaches represented here, all of the papers focus on fundamen-
tal theoretical issues found in the discipline and thus both engage and
represent the very rich plurality of postprocessualism discussed above.
We consider archaeology a useful tool for deconstructing homogenous
pasts created by master narratives because it explores and empowers
all those histories excluded from official normative discourses. The fol-
lowing contributions consider topics such as gender, the meaning of
material culture, the archaeology of aesthetics and images, and radical
archaeological thought, among others.

Archaeological Theory in Action

The chapters of this book are characterized by a number of themes
which are explored inrelation to diverse theoretical, methodological, and
historical contexts. Five themes are thus explored, followed by a com-
mentary from Matthew Johnson. Issues in archaeological theory are dis-
cussed in Section I by four contributors, two of whom are South Amer-
ican. Julian Thomas begins our discussion by exploring the “inherently
social character of material culture” and the political focus of archaeolog-
ical practice, thus setting the groundwork for many of the subsequent
papers. He asserts that archaeologists are responsible for cracking open
sealed (modern) understandings of the past through understanding past
relationships which is itself only accessible by recognizing the active
role of objects in the past. And usefully, he asserts that we can and will
be rigorous in our model building because although our interpretations
are ‘subject to our subjectivities’, they are also flexible in the face of
new phenomena and thus “reality is always symbolically mediated, but
this does not make it any less real” (Thomas, this volume).

Exploring another take, Karlsson asks us ‘Why is there material cul-
ture instead of nothing?’. In answer to this complex question, the author
employs Heidegger and distinguishes material culture as a physical rep-
resentation from the major process in which the material manifestation

3
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is only the final result. In essence, he considers both present and past
people shared ‘Being such that we come together on the nature and
perception of material culture because of that shared existence. Here
too we find Guarinello’s discussion of the challenges to symbolic ar-
chaeology, demonstrating that (almost) new models need revision and
reflection, and attempting to provide general characteristics of an ‘ac-
tive symbolic material culture’. Moreover, he critiques the provision of
meaning for material culture without written substantiation because, as
before, this process allows for the archaeologist to assume their inter-
pretations are in some way similar to prehistoric meanings. To ward
against this, we must contextualise our symbolic work with detailed con-
sideration of the (pre)historic conditions that surrounded the symbolic
system under study. Finally, Alberione provides an interesting consider-
ation, both in substance and in style, of the recurrent tension between
written and material texts/documents in Historic Archaeology and the
role of the archaeologist/author in reading and constructing sites. All
authors explore the interplay between the two active and in invested
participants in an archaeological investigation: scholars and material
culture. We conclude, along with Thomas, that this similar activity and
political engagement should be explicit and requires a non-western
component.

Section I, ‘Archaeological Theory and Methods in Action’, offers
case studies of and new views on innovative models in contemporary
archaeology. Orser, for example, begins from the utility of network the-
ory to the construction of a global historical archaeology to propose
that archaeologists must focus on the connections and connectors be-
tween people and groups in the past. For a truly complex understand-
ing, we must examine large and small scale connections, including
global patterns of social articulation. He provides a good schematic
picture of what network analysis can offer archaeology and a brief ex-
ample of new questions arising from its application in the archaeol-
ogy of Palmares, Brazil. Funari, on the other hand, compares the ur-
ban settlement planning of the Spanish and the Portuguese in the New
World. This little explored juxtaposition provides interesting insight into
the comparative method and two different symbolic material modes
in the colonial past that still mark urban environments today. Alberti
explores the putative difference between gender and sex with refer-
ence to cross-cultural evidence that bodies, sex, and gender are con-
structed differently by different communities at different times, and that
we cannot postulate the existence of a natural body against which so-
cial categories are imposed. Here we see that bodies, not just ob-
jects, are integral to the construction and representation of world-views.
Politis seeks to inject the impact and objects of children to the study
of the past by providing key correlates for children's material produc-
tion and consumption through analogies collected in modern hunter-
gatherer communities. Such ethnographic data show that children were
significant producers of material culture, especially in residential camps.
Finally, Stovel explores the possibility of studying identity construc-
tion in the past, and the antagonistic foundations of this new model,



through the case of interaction between inhabitants of the Tiwanaku
polity and San Pedro de Atacama in northern Chile between 200 and
1000 AD.

The third Section, ‘Space and Power in Material Culture’, focuses
specifically on the relationship between space and power within the
active role of material culture in diverse cultures and periods. Lazzari
begins by making a critical revision of the use of space in models of
exchange in archaeology, proposing the need for a reformulation based
in social theory, specifically in the sense that we must consider the pos-
sibility of resistance and the construction of status through trade and
long-distance interaction. She demonstrates the utility of this reformu-
lation with a case study from the Formative Period (600 BC-AD 1000)
in Northwestern Argentina where ‘distance’ is not seen as an abyss that
prehistoric actors needed to ‘overcome’ in their exchange networks.
Rather, different distributions of various material forms suggest that
these groups were producing and consuming goods within “a variety
of interaction relationships and networks” (Lazzari, this volume) that also
served the negotiation of conflict and power.

Acuto and Zarankin consider the manipulation of space in particular
as a vehicle for the creation and maintenance of power relations. The
former develops the specific spatial mechanisms of domination used
by the Inca Empire, including the physical and cultural recalibration of
place and hierarchy in the landscape of conquered peoples. He cites
the imperial installation of a totally new spatial organization that not only
reproduces the power structures of the Inca, but situates them as the
ancestral and spiritual foundation of each conquered community. The
latter author demonstrates how transformations in the design of pub-
lic elementary schools in 19" and 20" Century Buenos Aires shared
the same principles of restricted access while reflecting an important
shift—from a Disciplinary Society to a Control Society—in the under-
standing of control and socialization which entailed changing percep-
tions of the role of schools and of the citizens they ‘produced. Senatore,
on the other hand, considers the underlying Enlightenment principles
evident in the planning and implementation of the Spanish coloniza-
tion of Patagonia during the 18" Century. There, in the southernmost
colony Floridablanca, we see the manifestation of desires to construct
and replicate the ideas of a ‘modern” society. In all of these cases we
are yet again confronted with the simultaneous reflection and construc-
tion of ‘the social' (Io social) that is found in both the production and
consumption of material culture (including texts and otherwise), and of
archaeological reports.

Section 1V, Images as a Material Discourse’, deals with the potential
of iconographic analysis in archaeological research. Three contributors
demonstrate the unique difficulties of this key component of archae-
ological research. Prous returns to the perennial concern with the
validity of modern meanings inferred from prehistoric imagery and
how different archaeological schools have produced different interpre-
tations of past imagery. He quite rightly reiterates that meaning is cul-
turally determined, but insists that the time and space that separates
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us from past peoples should not deter our symbolic analyses. Mod-
ern archaeologists can see the symbolic interpretations they produce
as heuristic tools useful for approximating past meanings and for un-
derstanding ourselues better. In other words, he claims (Prous, this vol-
ume) that, “our view of rock art manifestations is more sensitive to their
‘artistic’ aspect than prehistoric peoples were”. This is because we ex-
press our linkage with a consumerist society in which art is a “per se
product.” In other words, that our interpretations are culturally deter-
mined does not prevent us from understanding the past, nor does it
prevent us from understanding the present which is, in the end, the ul-
timate goal of archaeology. In turn, Chevitarese provides a detailed and
fascinating examination of the decline in various motifs characteristic
of rural scenes found on Classical Grecian Attic vases during the 5™ and
6" Centuries BC. Several formal, design, and thematic changes in the
iconography of these vases help us understand long-term, deep-seated
tensions between images and conceptualisation of urban versus rural
environments, and may have been a product of a significant reorien-
tation in Greek society at the time toward more urban interests. In the
end, urban values and themes of city life are argued to reflect a growing
Athenian imperialism.

As is patently clear, this volume is interested in the relationship be-
tween archaeology and politics. Diaz-Andreu (1999) has already com-
mented that political aspects of scholarly knowledge have increas-
ingly entered the core of the discipline. As such, the final section,
‘The Construction of the Archaeological Discourse’, encompasses a se-
ries of papers concerned with this very issue. McGuire and Navarrete
consider the differences between the radical archaeologies of North
and South America, stating bluntly that Latin American Social Archae-
ology demonstrates a more critical and ‘revolutionary’ character than
its simply Tebellious’ Anglo-American counterpart, Marxist Archaeol-
ogy. In fact, Social Archaeology engenders and reflects more political
praxis than its more reflective and diffuse northern partner despite a
similar dedication to social reform and critical knowledge building be-
cause of the intellectual and political history of Latin America, and the
current patterns of funding and political activism in each professional
sector.

Both Ferreira and Piion, in turn, see archaeology as a tool of the
hegemonic classes during two moments in the formation of the Brazil-
ian nation insofar as it supported oppressive identity regimes that reified
race and class differences. In other words, the subjective nature of ar-
chaeological investigation, if unquestioned, can reflect and enact mod-
ern power imbalances that archaeologists would wish to counteract.
Such is the case explored by Noelli, where the excessive dominance of
one theoretical and methodological framework in Brazil from the 1960s
and 1970s until the present lead to difficulties in articulating archaeo-
logical and ethnographic data, certainly in the case of the Jé&. Noelli
provides a detailed reconsideration of the issue thereby demonstrat-
ing the real dangers of relying on one investigative perspective alone.
In addition, he opens new avenues for research and confirms the



value of proposing multiple interpretive models. It is this intimate his-
torical and political examination of Brazilian archaeology that makes
Noelli's contribution so thought-provoking and complementary to a sim-
ilar analysis provided for Argentina by Podgorny and colleagues. This
last paper not only considers the specific adoption of New Archae-
ological premises in Argentina during the 1960s and 1970s, but it
also attempts a rigorous historiography of the discipline, thus avoid-
ing the more common personalized discussions. As a result, the au-
thors provide an intimate picture of the development of two archaeo-
logical modes—the cultural historic school and American culturalism—
that were actually more integrated that previously thought. Of even
more interest is their consideration of the diffusion of academic texts
and journals which has rarely been considered in the intellectual
histories of Latin America, despite its obvious importance. In fact,
they argue that more texts were available to scholars than usually is
presumed. Finally, Matthew Johnson provides a commentary on all
contributions.

The preceding discussion demonstrates how intertwined much
current theoretical work is in archaeology. It also shows that varied
and apparently contradictory perspectives share similar underlying
interests in political action and scholarly engagement. Theoretical de-
bates are increasingly relevant to archaeologists, and issues of meth-
ods, theory, personal and professional goals, data collection and analy-
sis are all integral to this endeavour. The views of contributors coincide
and contradict, but this is the nature of a pluralistic science. While total
consensus is unlikely, this diversity ensures we are tlexible and open to
change and that we are conscious of the necessity of this very quality
for the promotion of politically engaged research and action.

Most papers in this volume explore ‘processes—of representation,
of knowledge construction, of material production and exchange—such
that it seems odd to label them ‘postprocessual. In fact, it would ap-
pear that postprocessual analyses require even more dedication be ap-
plied to archaeological research such that each subjective element, be
that object or person, be it in the present or the past, is fully exposed in
terms of its social and political ramifications. It is within the detailed pro-
cess of constructing, producing, representing, and changing that these
interests are detected. This volume does not undertake to explore these
political underpinnings to excise them and thus attempt a more objec-
tive, uncompromised perspective. Instead, it proposes we identify the
common political commitment (bad and good) found in the prehistoric
and historic production of objects, self and knowledge, such that we
can commitment ourselves in the present, and thereby recognize and
develop our underlying political engagement.

Here action means not just enacting theory in methods and analysis,
but also acting as politically aware and engaged scholars that incorpo-
rate diverse critical approaches to improve understanding of the past
yet also to improve our contribution through knowledge and deeds to
the struggle for the improvement of social conditions in the core and the
periphery.

7
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ISuch as those by: Alberti, Karlsson, Lazzari, McGuire and Navarrete, Noelli, Orser,
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Spanish in Funari et al. (1999).

2That is, Acuto, Alberione, Chevitarese, Ferreira, Funari, Guarinello, Pinén, Sequeira,
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Materiality and the Social

Julian Thomas

In this contribution I intend to consider some problems concerning
material things and social relations, which arguably derive from the
intellectual structure of our own discipline. Archaeologists, obviously,
study the material traces that human beings leave behind them, and on
that basis they attempt to understand past societies. Necessarily, this
means that we are placed in the position of having to reflect on the
relationship between the social and the material, because this directly
affects the kinds of statement which we can legitimately make about the
past.

It can be argued that our discipline is burdened with a way of think-
ing which is characteristic of modernity, and which we might charac-
terize as ‘Cartesianism’. 1 will suggest that this actually impedes our un-
derstanding of the material culture of the pre-modern past. But at the
same time | am aware of the irony that archaeology is itself a product of
the modern era. It was the parallel development of commodified, linear
work-time and of the nation-state, that fuelled an interest in the origins
of particular peoples and nations (e.g., Trigger, 1989). However, 1 do
not wish to argue that there was a particular point at which the west-
ern world ‘became modern'. Rather, | suggest that modernity represents
a particular relationship between people and their world which gained
coherence over a long period of time (Foucault, 1984).

AS Bruno Latour (1993) argues, one of the characteristic elements in
modern thinking has been a separation or segmentation of the rich and
complex elements which make up the world into distinct and bounded
categories. And the understanding is that the things which surround
us naturally divide up into classes, which are discouvered by science,
rather than created in discourse. As the range of discursive categories

11
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multiplied, so new analytic fields were generated, and archaeology was
one of these. With its practice of uncovering the hidden past, and strip-
ping away layers of detritus in order to disclose older and more pro-
found realities, archaeology provides the perfect paradigm for modern
thought. Structural linguistics, in its search for the deep generators of
language, or Freudian psychoanalysis, identifying the sedimented strata
of the personality, have both relied on the metaphor of archaeology in
setting up a separation between surface and depth. It seems that as
a means of gaining knowledge of the past, archaeology has a model
of depth and surface, or of ancient truth needing to be recovered from
contemporary ruin, written into its constitution.

[ want to argue that the scientific revolution and the Enlightenment
did not so much discover the order of nature as construct it, and that by
implication modern thought has been involved in a general process of
alienation. This is not simply an alienation of workers from their prod-
ucts, but of human beings from the world of material things. In this re-
spect, recent ethnographic work has been very instructive in demon-
strating the ways in which non-western modes of thought emphasize
the relational character of existence (e.g., Strathern, 1988). As soon as
we are able to divide the world up into bounded categories of things,
many of the relationships in which people find themselves are sev-
ered, or at least obscured. SO people can come to appear as self-
sufficient and internally motivated units, and ‘their environment’ can be
reduced to a series of boxes in a flow-chart. Presented as separate en-
tities, things or units can be valorized against each other (Jordanova,
1989). One entity can be held to be more solid than another, or to
underlie another, or to give rise to another, or to be more fundamen-
tal than another. This is the principle which gives us the logic of eco-
nomic base and cultural superstructure, unconscious and Conscious
self, essence and substance, authenticity and superficiality. It is very
interesting that in this way of thinking we can equally well argue that
biology provides the basis for social life, or that deep generative struc-
tures provide the basis for human thought. So both materialism and
structuralism can be accommodated within these patterns of modern
thought: in either case one entity is being set up as primordial in re-
lation to another. One thing is presented as a given foundation, and
another is assumed to be derived from it. This way of thinking has
been described as a metaphysics of substance or presence, since it
presents particular objects as being so fundamental that they evade
analysis.

From my point of view, the most significant aspects of this way
of thinking are the distinctions between culture and nature, and mind
and body, which are conventionally associated with René Descartes
(Cottingham, 1992). For Descartes, mind and body are different Kinds
of substance, so that the human being is a Trational animal, a bio-
logical entity onto which some ephemeral extra element has been
grafted (Heidegger, 1993). In a similar way, nature is understood as the
given worldly material which is transformed and enlightened by culture.
Culture then represents the cognitive aspects of human progress, which



can subdue or dominate nature, the substantial. Our problem is that
archaeology is implicated in this process by which we turn the world
into objects observed by subjects, but that this process actually ren-
ders our subject matter incomprehensible. Archaeologists study mate-
rial culture: something which is, within the Cartesian scheme of things,
a contradiction in terms (Thomas, 1996). Consequently, I would argue
that archaeology has consistently attempted to reduce material culture
to an essence, which then has to be located either in the realm of ideas
or that of physical presences.

For example, the archaeology of Britain and America in the first
half of this century was dominated by forms of culture-history which
presented artifacts as the material manifestations of internalized norms
and values (e.g., Childe, 1936, 1942). Members of a given culture group
shared the same ways of making and decorating pottery because they
shared the same mental templates. But because these things were
locked away in the sphere of the mind, and because the minds of dead
people are now lost to us, the meanings of ancient artifacts are effec-
tively beyond consideration.

I think that we can start to see the extent of these problems if we
think for a moment about the way in which Karl Marx discussed mate-
riality. Marx, of course, was one of the great theorists of alienation, but
I think that we can argue that his focus on production remained deeply
modernist in character. Marx recognized that under capitalism objects
are severed from their producers through the operation of wage labor,
so that they can circulate freely as alienated commodities. However, he
maintained the distinction between culture and nature, so that raw mate-
rials are seen as having been taken out of an essentially passive nature,
and transformed into artifacts through the application of human labor.
AS Marx (1970: 177) puts it, “man. . . opposes himself to Nature. . . in or-
der to appropriate Nature’s production in a form adapted to his own
wants.”

So Nature constitutes a storehouse of resources, whose utility is re-
alized through the application of human labor. The relationship is an op-
positional one, in that the ‘work’ of nature in producing resources is cat-
egorically different from the human action which frees those resources
for use.

From an archaeological point of view, the disadvantage of this per-
spective is that it presents material culture as no more than a product or
reflection of society. According to this argument, society logically pre-
cedes any material substance which is taken up and transformed into
an artifact. As a result, social relations come to be perceived as meta-
physical and inter-subjective. If we accept this, archaeological evidence
becomes no more than a pale reflection of relationships which are now
entirely vanished. And the most that we can hope to do as archaeol-
ogists to is find the pattern of those relationships somehow preserved
in their material outcomes. However, it is clear that many non-western
communities do not acknowledge any distinction between culture and
nature, and I think that this should prompt us to think more closely about
both social relationships and materiality.

MATERIALITY AND
THE SOCIAL
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Now, many recent forms of social thought have replaced a concern
for social morphology (‘the social unit is composed of...such-and-
such”) or social structure (“‘the social unit is underlain by . ..such-and-
such”) with a framework based on social practice. In these perspectives,
the social becomes something which people do. One way of expressing
this is to say that social life involves the working of relationships. This,
hopefully, conveys a sense of people’s engagement in social conduct.
The notions of social morphology and social structure both tend to
promote the perception of society as something which is thing-like—
a bounded entity, if you like (Laclau and Mouffe, 1987). A shift toward
social practice therefore has significant implications. Firstly, the social
ceases to have any grounding essence, and it is seen instead as repro-
ducing itself through continual performance. Secondly, it is evident that
diverse social practices such as agriculture, exchange, ritual and craft
production will rarely involve exactly the same groups of people, and
need not all be bounded within the same social group. Different activ-
ities may have distinct yet overlapping constituencies. These may cut
across lines of gender, ethnic affiliation, age and class. Indeed, each of
these group identities may be seen as, to some extent, the outcome of
social practice, rather than purely a pre-existing framework within which
social life is conducted. Shirley Strum and Bruno Latour (1987) put this
very nicely, by suggesting that we are never ‘in’ a society so much as
struggling to define one. So the effect of this insight is to remove ‘soci-
ety’ from its pre-eminent position as an object of analysis, replacing it
with ‘the social’, which is an unbounded field or space. As a result, this
concern with practice brings about a shift from a focus on entities to
one on relationships.

Now, one of the better-known examples of an approach to social
life which stresses relationships over entities is Michel Foucault's work
on power (Foucault, 1977, 1978, 1980). Foucault argues against what
he calls the ‘juridical’ conception of power, which sees it as something
which can be held and dispensed by a ruler, principally as a means
of restricting the actions of others. Power, he says, is not a thing or a
commodity, and it cannot be held, stored or monopolized. It is a re-
lational network in which people find themselves immersed. It also is
not separate from other Kinds of relationships—power is immanent in
all forms of relationality. Moreover, power is not a contract that peo-
ple enter into from outside. People do not create power relationships:
power relationships produce people. By that I mean that we come to
recognize ourselves as human subjects because the language that we
use to talk about ourselves, the ways of acting and communicating,
and the cultural stereotypes that make us intelligible to others are all
imposed on us: they are all effects of power. In this sense, power re-
stricts us, but it also facilitates our actions. All of the things which our
culture imposes on us—from means of statement to forms of identity—
become the resources through which we realize our own goals and
objectives.

If we accept that the social is a field of relationships rather than a
bounded entity, 1 think it becomes easier to recognize the inherently



social character of material culture. The social is a hybrid, which mixes
up human and non-human elements (Latour, 1993). Human activities are
rarely conceived and executed by a single person, or brought to fruition
within a single mind. More often, we use ideas and materials which have
been affected by the actions of others, negotiate with others to define
the form that the project will take, and channel our intentions through
material things in bringing about our design. So, for instance, writing an
academic paper involves engaging with books and papers written by
others (which exist in a material form), discussing ideas with colleagues,
and writing on a computer—with much of the content emerging in the
act of writing itself. The process involves the negotiation of a series
of alliances and associations, both with people and with objects. So
you could say that you have a productive alliance with the computer,
which is maintained until the printer ribbon breaks, or whatever. | would
suggest that all of these connections are social in character, and that
“socialness’ extends to all of the relational involvements in which human
beings are implicated.

Material culture is therefore not simply a product of society, it is inte-
gral to society. It follows that materials which remain from the past are
more than evidence for a vanished entity: they are a part of that entity
which is still here with us in the present. As such, of course, they are re-
contextualized. Back in the 1960's and 70's, when many archaeologists
were trying to claim a scientific status for the discipline, it was main-
tained that the ‘archaeological record was a Kind of laboratory of human
behaviour. In other words, archaeological evidence was something in-
ert, which was bracketed off from both the past and the present. I am
suggesting quite the opposite: these materials are part of now vanished
social formations, and they have a cultural significance in the present.
A very clear example of this would be Stonehenge in southern Britain,
which both embodies aspects of past social practices, and has a variety
of different modern meanings (Bender, 1998). Stonehenge is implicated
in various notions of ‘Englishness’, and it is claimed and presented in
various different ways by English Heritage, the National Trust, the Or-
der of Druids, new age travelers, earth mysteries enthusiasts, and so
on. To a greater or lesser extent, I would suggest that this is true of all
material culture: it is implicated in a set of social relationships, and yet
those relationships keep shifting as the historical process unfolds itself.
So the task of the archaeologist becomes a twofold one: to attempt to
identify through critique the modern understandings within which the
evidence is now embedded, and to ‘re-animate’ it through interpreta-
tion. Interpretation is an attempt to re-work past relationships, by putting
agency back into the material fragments of the past. Necessarily, what
one ends up with is a reading of the past which is of and for the present,
but I think its also one which is grounded and constrained by the material
evidence.

So far, so good. I am arguing in effect that archaeological practice,
by engaging with material things, provides a Kind of allegory for past
social life. However, I should like to complicate matters somewhat by
thinking a bit further about the character of materiality.

MATERIALITY AND
THE SOCIAL
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Philosophically, materiality has often been connected with irre-
ducibility: that which exists materially simply is (Butler, 1993). This, after
all, is the foundation of empiricism. However, it may be a mistake to
imagine that simply because we can see and touch a thing we can
grasp it in its entirety. That much would imply an unmediated transfer of
objective information into the brain. This might be a description of the
way in which a very sophisticated machine might function, but I do not
think that it is how human beings operate in their world. When we appre-
hend the world, we do so through language, symbols, and concepts.
If we were to want to argue that ‘the real world exists independently of
language’, for instance, we still have to do so through the medium of
language. However, this does not condemn us to insisting either that
there is a real material world which can be transparently apprehended
by consciousness, or that there is only language and signification. It is
important to tread a fine line between these two extreme positions. Lan-
guage does not bring the world into being, or create a fantasy existence
which hides reality from us. Instead, language is the means by which
the material world is revealed to us. We can recognize things because
we have the concepts at our disposal to apprehend them. Where our
concepts are inadequate to grasp what we encounter, we create new
ones. So reality is always symbolically mediated, but this does not make
it any less real.

What this means in practice is that when we have an experience of
some phenomenon, we experience it ‘as’ something or other. We hear
birdcall, we taste honey, we feel a walking-stick, we smeel the pine
trees, and so on. The experience and its interpretation are coextensive.
It is only when something is incomprehensible, through its unfamiliar-
ity, that we focus on it analytically and try to define what it might be.
Even then, it tends to be our available stock of language which gives
us the resources through which we rationalize our new experience.
Robert Mugerauer gives a very good example of this process when
he describes the earliest European travelers and colonists entering the
American west. Unable to describe the alien land-forms which they en-
countered in the vocabulary of Old World landscapes, they resorted to
an architectural lexicon of ‘vaults’, ‘spires’ and ‘crenellations’ (Mugerauer
1085).

This suggests that materialization is not just given; it is a process,
in which the physical world is gradually disclosed to us (Hull, 1997).
Of course, we are never aware of all of the objects that surround us at
once: our concern is directed toward things with which we are involving
ourselves at a given time. This is principally a matter of the tasks and
projects in which we are involved. So cleaning the floor directs my inter-
est to the broom that 1 use, even though my absorption in the task might
mean that this involvement is implicit and unconsidered (Heidegger,
1962). Thus two senses of ‘mattering’ are interconnected: we are aware
of things matter-ing (being material) because they ‘matter to us’, they are
significant. So signification does not merely describe or reflect materi-
ality, it provides the conditions under which materiality can be recog-
nized and make sense. This begins to break down any idealist notion



that language and symbols operate in a rarefied cognitive realm, sepa-
rate from material reality. Signification, or discourse, is something which
happens in the real world, and which articulates relationships between
real things.

Of course, it follows from what I have been arguing already that sig-
nifying practices are implicated in relations of power and knowledge.
Our differential positioning as people, and our differential access to
knowledge provide us with distinct ways of giving voice, and varied
chances of being recognized as an authoritative speaker. Similarly,
inscriptions and material symbols are more or less likely of being rec-
ognized depending upon the conditions under which they are encoun-
tered. So it follows that materialization is an effect of power. Judith Butler
(1993) has documented the way in which human bodies have to per-
form in approved ways, citationally repeating a regulatory norm, in or-
der to secure cultural intelligibility as a ‘man’ or ‘woman’. The alternative
is to lie outside what can be readily comprehended, in abjection. But
even artifacts will be understood in different ways by people who come
to them with different understandings which emerge from different so-
cial experiences. Occupying different positions in the network of power,
people will interpret their material surroundings in different ways. In un-
derstanding my give rise to hegemonic struggles over the definition of
reality. However, it would be a mistake to argue in these circumstances
that one group has a true appreciation of the situation, while another is
laboring under false consciousness.

So, to try to come to some sort of conclusion, I have suggested that
modern thought, which separates the mental and the material, or soci-
ety and nature, into distinct spheres makes the enterprise of interpreting
material things appear both too easy and too difficult. The empiricists be-
lieved that the status of objects was self-evident. | am suggesting a much
more complex situation, which makes the study of artifacts at once
more challenging and potentially more rewarding. Human social life is
inherently relational:everything we do, and everything we are is realized
through relationship. The material world is not extrinsic to those relation-
ships, and artifacts are implicated in the ways that we create meaning
and carry out our everyday lives. For an archaeologist, this means that
the task of attempting to understand the past becomes more like an-
thropology. We attempt to engage with the material evidence, just as
the ethnographer enters into a conversation with his or her informants.
But at the same time, [ am suggesting that the apprehension of the mate-
rial world is a social phenomenon. How things are materialized depends
upon the language, the concepts, the experiences, and the power rela-
tions which converge on a particular experience. So just as we cannot
look back at the ancient past and imagine that those people understood
their own bodies in the same way as we do in the present, we equally
cannot imagine that the significance of material culture is fixed and
changeless. This underlines the point that the conversation between
past and present that is involved in interpretation is one which can never
be fully completed. The more we KkKnow about a past material world, the
more we are likely to find that we fall short of a total understanding.

MATERIALITY AND
THE SOCIAL
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Archaeology and the
Meanings of Material
Culture

Norberto Luiz Guarinello

Whether considered as a more anthropological or more historical disci-
pline, archaeology is a science of objects, which one nowadays more
commonly calls ‘material culture’. No matter how we define culture,
though, it involves communication and meaning and the archaeolo-
gists task may be defined as that of extracting, or rather of propos-
ing meanings to objects produced by human cultures. That task is
surrounded by great difficulties, quite different from those presented
by written texts or oral tradition. It is now almost common sense
that objects communicate, or are rather means for communication, ei-
ther between contemporaries (their producers and users) or through
time, as monuments from the past that we try to transform into doc-
uments. Since the 60's Semiotics and Anthropology have been trying
to decipher the world of things by imagining it is structured like a
language, with its own grammar, syntax, and vocabulary. In archae-
ology, the most daring experiment in this sense was perhaps that of
David Clarke (1968, 1972), but it had no followers and the parallel be-
tween language and material things seems in fact to lead to a dead
end. More recently, the emphasis in archaeological theory has shifted
from language, understood as a signic system, to symbolic systems,
with all the complexities associated with the interpretation of sym-
bolic meanings. Considering material culture as a symbolic system
opens an extraordinarily fertile field of investigation, but poses new
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problems and difficulties. It the last of these 1 wish to explore further
here.

The growing interest in symbols is a recent phenomenon. The so
called New Archaeology, still largely predominant in the USA and the
Americas, is a case in point. In the 60's and 70's, new archaeologists
were more interested in establishing what they thought were the sci-
entific foundations of the discipline. They employed a once fashion-
able method—the so-called hypothetico—deductive method—and de-
veloped a view of the evolution of human societies which centered on
ecological or adaptive factors. Even if they did not totally disregard ideol-
ogy or symbolism, they tended to treat them as a sub-system of society,
dependant on technology or adaptive forces. Their interpretation of past
societies was based on models of a universal character: on any given
level in the evolutionary scale, societies in the same adaptive situation
would display the same correlations or regularities between technology,
social organization and social symbols or ideology. Symbols were not
forgotten, but surely they were not the main concern (cf. Binford, 1983).

Since the late 80's, however, things have changed rather swiftly. Ar-
chaeology has entered postmodernity and the focus of innovative the-
ory has moved to England, particularly to Cambridge, where lan Hodder
assembled a group of young, thought-provoking archaeologists whose
work has been most influential. The ‘postprocessual school has some
interesting characteristics (see Shanks and Hodder, 1995) that warrant
further consideration:

1. Their theoretical basis is sought from outside archaeology, mainly
from continental philosophers like Foucault, Derrida, Bourdieu
and even Nietsche (Bapty and Yates, 1990; Tilley, 1990).

2. Discourse is their main theoretical category. Everything is con-
sidered discourse or text, be it material culture or the works of
contemporary archaeologists.

3. Science is regarded with suspicion, as an instrument of power
which imposes a western attitude on the rest of the world, or the
scientists’ own views onto the general public.

4. They tend to disregard technological or adaptive factors as be-
ing less important than symbolic ones, that is to say, than the
meanings of material culture.

So the meaningful character of material culture has come to the
forefront of archaeology. Objects are no longer considered simple and
passive reflections of technology or social organization. Material culture
is considered to be an active, structuring dimension of human societies
and its meanings, as a fundamental dimension of human life. At times,
it seems to appear as the determining one. However, in order to in-
terpret the meanings of material culture, they totally reject the compar-
ative, cross-cultural and evolutionary presuppositions of the old New
Archaeology.

To postprocessual archaeology, every human culture has its own
symbolic structure that can only be understood in its own terms, that



is to say, in the very specific context that produced it. The only way
of interpreting the meaning of material culture would be to recreate the
specific contexts in which the objects were meaningful, thus to make a
contextual analysis of them. Material culture is considered to be struc-
tured much like a text, or rather to be a text, with all the difficulties a
text poses to the reader, with all the infinite readings a text offers to the
readers (Hodder, 1990).

This conception of material culture has some interesting points. On
one hand, it seems very pessimistic in its emphasis on the opacity of
material culture, on the difficulties it encounters in comparing different
contexts, on the multiple possible readings it admits and proposes. On
the other hand, it is also too optimistic in its boldness in exploring the
symbolic dimension of material culture and the robustness of the read-
ings they propose. Their assumption is that the local context would cer-
tainly supply, to the attentive archaeologist, all the keys to the interpre-
tation of the objects they find.

Nonetheless, their actual interpretations of the meanings of ancient
objects do not always seem convincing. Moreover, they do not ever
keep to the reading methods they propose. In fact, from their theoretical
papers one would expect very thick descriptions of archaeological con-
texts which would be the Key to the revealing of the symbolic meanings
of the objects found therein. In practice, we find little of this. lan Hodder,
for instance, has recently turned his attention to the early Neolithic of
Southeastern Europe and the Middle East (Hodder, 1992). This period
represents to him the domestication of man in Europe. His central idea is
that in order to domesticate plants and animals, these societies had first
to domesticate themselves and that they achieved this by material and
symbolic means. So, the female statuettes abundantly found in early
Neolithic sites are regarded as instrumental to and a statement of this
process of domestication. He appropriately rejects the old interpretation
of them as symbols of the Mother Goddess. But his own interpretation
is not without its methodological faults. How does he extract meaning
from the female statuettes? well, it is a complex operation. His point
of departure is the assumption that these societies were organized by
the opposition between house and wilderness (in his words domus x
agrios). To settle in houses, societies had to be afraid of the wilderness.
So, terrible symbols of the wild were put inside their houses. The stat-
uettes of women are also found within the houses, as opposed to the
terrible images of the wildermess: “the metaphor of the women was a
central part of the idea of domus” (Hodder, 1992: 246) so they are proof
that women were associated with the house, with home, cooking and
agriculture. Hodder oscillates between seeing this association as a sign
of women’s power in that society or rather, of their submission (Hodder,
1992: 257). He really proposes both in successive papers, only to reject
them both and to conclude that his own interpretations were based on
a sexist, male’s outlook (Hodder, 1992: 258). More importantly, when he
does propose an interpretation he employs universal categories and not
contexts! Sheer archaeological context seemed to be unable to reveal
the meaning of the statuettes. And in fact, his interpretation is based on
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a binary opposition (home-wild) very like those of Levi-Strauss (culture-
nature) or even those employed by Leroi-Gourhan in his interpretation
of Paleolithic rock art (Leroi-Gourhan, 1985). It is true that he argues that
this categories are particular to this area and period, but they are not
in any way contextual or particular, but very abstract ones (as Hodder
himself admits, 1992: 251).

By these critical remarks 1 do not intend to deny the relevance
and importance of postmodern archaeology and the significance of the
questions they put to all archaeologists and social scientists. But be-
fore trying to interpret the symbolic meaning of material culture or even
proposing it as the main task for archaeology, we should pay more at-
tention to what symbols are and, above all, to what limits the archae-
ological documents themselves impose on their study. After all, what
do we mean by affirming that material culture is symbolic? That is a
difficult question. The very definition of symbol is debatable. One can
find many definitions of it in the literature of the Social Sciences, among
anthropologists, psychoanalysts, philosophers, semioticians and even
archaeologists. Some people equate sign and symbol with the linguistic
sign, so that symbols seem to have an arbitrary but very precise and
circumscribed meaning; that is, they refer to precise, identifiable things.
The majority however, use symbols in relation to specific Kinds of sign,
which are not completely arbitrary, but are produced by metaphors,
analogies, metonymies, etc. Symbols in this view express things that
may not be precise or rather, they allude to things which cannot be
expressed by words. They communicate in specific ways, quite un-
like the linguistic sign. Such are religious symbols, or those of psy-
choanalysis, either Freudian or Jungian. (Augé, 1982; Dévereux, 1979;
Maquet, 1982).

This second meaning of symbols seems more useful for interpret-
ing material culture; symbol as an allusion, a reference to things not
expressed and not necessarily expressible by words, as signs with a
surplus of meaning. These symbols may be very private and particular,
but they are always a statement of social meanings, of shared beliefs,
common identities or even social conflicts. We are surrounded by these
social symbols, they give us unity and a sense of a common life. In
terms of material culture, symbols are objects especially invested with
emotion, objects that serve to communicate. But is all communication
symbolic? Do all cultural objects function as symbols? I do not believe
so. As | see it, there are many levels of meaning in the objects. Any
object is part of a human transaction, be it in its production, distribution
or consumption, and so all objects are means of communication. But
some of their meanings are unintentional, others are consciously em-
ployed to communicate, others yet are explicitly produced to communi-
cate. If we forget for a moment that objects may be differently invested
in their meanings (from unnoticeable to highly effective), we can reduce
the meanings of objects to different spheres.

The most concrete one is functional. Objects indicate their use by
their material, form, and decoration. The meaning of a cooking pot
is to cook. Form seems determined by function as an almost signic



relationship. That is the way Moles (1972) analyses table services and
the arbitrary meaning of each piece within a set. One may suppose
a code behind the objects which is structured like a language by the
sheer play of opposition in their forms. Of course this is mostly true of
service sets; that is, groups of objects associated with a specific ac-
tivity and with specific functions within it. That is not true of all material
culture. Archaeological interpretation at this level of meaning poses spe-
cific problems given the high degree of arbitrariness in the form/function
relationship found in all human societies. In effect, different cultures em-
ploy different objects to execute similar functions, like forks and chop-
sticks, or similar objects to do quite different things. So frequently we
cannot predict the functional meaning of an object from a foreign culture
just through its form.

On a more general level, objects are a fundamental part of social
communication, joining people together or pulling them apart. They are
everywhere; they constitute the world we live in. They are the products
of humans yet are themselves socially productive. Objects approximate
and differentiate groups of people in the process of their production,
either by the sheer division of labor between sexes or age groups or
through different forms of class exploitation; they create and reinforce re-
lationships through their distribution and exchange within and between
societies and they materialize and express social positions through their
consumption. Objects even unintentionally express and are the materi-
alization of social identities and differences. We can propose to identify
a group, a tribe, a series of tribes by their pottery, haircut, dressings,
funeral practices, houses and so on. At the individual level, we can
sometimes identify a potter by his style, even if this particularization
was unintentional.

Modes of consumption also intentionally express identities and dif-
ferences and the spans of identities and differences admitted in a given
society or between societies. Objects classify human beings, include
or exclude, substantiate and express identity and differences in gender,
age, occupation, religious beliefs, football teams, birthplace, wealth or
lifestyles. Objects offer a range, more or less open to individual choice,
of possibilities to communicate social identities and differences, to large
sectors of society as well as to the individual consumer of modern soci-
eties. The distribution of objects reflects and materializes in this way the
structure of a society. The important point is that their meaning depends
on a code which is not in themselves, but is produced elsewhere, in
the social relationships which constitute a society. Objects are thus not
structured like a text, as the postprocessualist would say (i.e., Hodder,
1990). They have no internal code, no unifying meaning or authorship,
no frozen meaning to be differently read. Different societies will have
different structures of objects, some more egalitarian, some highly dif-
ferentiated in forms, functions, qualities and quantities. The interpreta-
tion of the meaning of material culture depends on the interpretation of
the society producing and using it.

At a more abstract and profound level, objects can loose precise
reference values and signify or communicate a structured code outside
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their meaning. Arrangements of objects may produce very complex sets
of meanings by way of allusion, metaphor, analogy, in a very imprecise,
impressionistic manner. This is an everyday experience. When we en-
ter someone’s house, the objects inside it and the house itself enable
us to classify their owner in a general way, as rich or poor, middle-class,
blue or white collar, and to have a feeling of the tastes of the occupants.
But this perception is not a precise one, it is always open to different
interpretations. The objects themselves and their arrangement produce
an ampiguous discourse, an almost polyphonic one. As many authors
have already pointed out, from different perspectives, we organize our
world and express ourselves through the use and arrangement of cer-
tain objects, but the structures we find in the objects are more symbolic
than signic (Baudrillard, 1968; Douglas and Isherwood, 1979).

At last, there are specific objects which are produced precisely for
their shared symbolic content, like artistic (aesthetic) and religious ob-
jects, or recently created national symbols. These are the most difficult
for the archaeologist to decipher. Their meanings are not strictly struc-
tured nor fixed but metaphorical, paradigmatically structured, meaning-
ful only to specific partners in often ritualized use. These intentional
symbols have always had a surplus of meaning; they synthesize beliefs
and emotions; they are highly affective and can represent quite differ-
ent things to different people even in the course of a single event or
within the same ritual in which they are employed. Their meanings can
be socialized in very different degrees, from very particular symbols,
impressed in specific objects to which individuals attribute unshared
meanings, understandable only to themselves, to those which can en-
compass the collective emotions of a whole group of people.

Material culture is thus a complex matter. In a sense, it means much
more than its meanings. It is a fundamental part of human existence and
of social relations: it is a means to action over the world and over people,
it enables and forbids people to take part in social practices, it signals
and symbolizes, it expresses, it indicates, it classifies. It, or parts of it,
may have different meanings, from very private to social ones, more
exclusive or more widely shared; meanings that may be contrastive or
even contradictory within a given society; meanings, it must be said, are
never given, they are interpreted, imposed or negotiated. Objects are
thus a matter of power relations, as has been repeatedly stressed by
archaeologists over the last few years. The control over objects, be it in
their production, distribution, or consumption, is a way of controlling the
social practices of everyday life and defining the production of meaning
within a given society. It is part of the permanent self-structuring process
of any society.

The process of interpreting material culture may seem easier to
those who believe in the universal character of symbols, who treat sym-
bols as the statement of the human mind and psyche in general, like
psychoanalysts and structuralists. Some very interesting interpretations
have been made using these assumptions, concerning for instance
myths or religious symbols. I find them, however, highly speculative
and they do not appeal to my taste.



Be that as it may, the interpretation of material signs and symbols
does remains a major concern for archaeologists. I think we should be
more cautious about our interpretations. Today it seems old-fashioned
to remember the famous ladder of inference proposed by Hawkes in
1954, but it remains valuable. For Hawkes, archaeology would find it
increasingly difficult to understand the meanings of objects as it pro-
gressed from technological questions through economic, social and
finally ideological ones. I think he was essentially right.

AS has been seen, my examples have been drawn from prehis-
tory. That is because prehistorians are confronted with greater difficul-
ties than classical archaeologists in interpreting their materials. After all,
classical archaeologists do have written texts. 1 do not entirely agree
with Moses Finley (1989), to whom prehistory was an almost impossi-
bility, and medieval and contemporary Archaeologies perfectly useless.
But I do agree with him that Classical archaeology occupies a special po-
sition within the various existing archaeologies. Classical Archaeology
has access to a plethora of written sources, together with well known,
published, classified, dated archaeological material of excellent quality,
together with a long tradition of reflection and analysis behind it that
puts it in a very special position within archaeology.

However, while written sources are excellent guides in the study
of material culture, they pose their own problems to archaeological in-
terpretation. In fact, objects and texts, even if produced by the same
society in the same period, are different dimensions of reality and
their relationship is never immediate (Andren, 1998). Material culture
is neither a reflection of literature/written culture, nor its illustration.
AS we saw, it has its own levels of meaning. This is true of objects
in general and particularly of iconography, which 1 take here as an
example.

Iconography, or the imaging of objects, may be decorative or sym-
bolically invested, narrative or paratactic, figurative or abstract. The
important point is that it has its own rules. Mythological scenes, for
instance, are not mere translations of written myths, they are the state-
ment of myths by way of images. Think of Etruscan iconography and
the problems it poses to interpretation: are the images on Etruscan ob-
jects from the VII BC merely decorative, or a banalization of Greek myths
and art, or a precise reference to Greek myths, or to their own mythi-
cal narratives (Camporeale, 1965)? Well, we do not have, after all, the
Etruscan texts. But the same uncertainty is present in the interpretation
of Athenian iconography from the V and IV centuries BC. Think of the
women in Dionysian pottery scenes: are they maenads or nymphs?
(Carpenter, 1986, 1997).

In fact, what written sources offer us are just possible interpreta-
tions, by contemporary men, of the meanings of some of the objects
or images they used to employ and see. They can show us some of
the possible or more diffused interpretations, but not the real and only
ones. Think only of the apothropaic meaning of the phallus, which Latin
literature presents either according to its attractiveness or on its aw-
ful ugliness. Sometimes, iconography seems even to contradict written
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sources, as in the case of the recently recovered paintings at the sub-
urban baths of Pompeii, with scenes of lesbianism.

The truth is that material culture is very resistant to interpretation
by archaeologists. Almost by definition, we cannot see the objects in
use, we cannot ask the users about the meanings they attributed to
them, we cannot attain the deep understanding modern Anthropology
would require. So archaeologists have to give them their meaning and
suppose that this was the ancient and prevalent one. How to do this?
To answer this question we must return to our levels of meaning. Pro-
duction and technologies may be studied in themselves. Service sets
present recognizable structures that we may identify, provided that we
establish the right correlation between form and function. On the other
hand, to decipher an object as social classifier we need a model of the
society which produced, distributed, and consumed it. This may seem
a circular argument, but in fact we do need an interpretation of the soci-
ety prior to the interpretation of the objects through which we intend
to understand that society. Finally, to interpret symbols we need writ-
ten sources, but even they give us but a range of possibilities and not
real meanings. The comparative method is important at all these levels,
but understandably more in the first. The interpretation of symbols, as
defined here, is the most difficult and risky. It depends on a hardy combi-
nation of universal and particular contexts. It represents a frontier zone,
where explanation becomes understanding, where a dialogue between
the past and the present becomes possible, including all the uncertainty
of real life. There is no way out; to interpret the meaning of something
we must give it its meaning.
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why Is There Material
Culture Rather than Nothing?

Heideggerian Thoughts and Archaeology

Hakan Karlsson

Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to elucidate and discuss a fundamental,
ontological question which appears to have been forgotten and simpli-
fied in the discourses of contemporary archaeology. This question is,
‘Why is there material culture rather than nothing?’ In accordance with
its purpose, and the question just put forward, this paper is quite philo-
sophical in nature. It presents a discussion that is probably unfamiliar to
most archaeologists. Despite this fact, I would encourage the reader to
continue, because the actual discussion leads to further questions that
are of crucial relevance both to archaeologists and to archaeology.
Irrespective of which theoretical approach we take, we can easily
agree that the past material culture that we deal with as archaeologists
exists before our eyes, but what about its Being? By Being, and this is a
central point, I do not mean the visibility or appearance of phenomena.
In accordance with the later reasoning of the German philosopher Martin
Heidegger, | rather refer to Being as the process that makes everything
that is manifest, that makes it appear. It is Being that renders possible,
and determines, all that is (Heidegger, 1927: 2-15; 1953: 14-15; 1954b:
16-17, 85, 106, 137-149; 1957: 57-67). This argument concerning the
ontological difference between Being and beings is probably unfamiliar
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Figure 3.1. The megalith known as ‘The Dwarfs’ House’, Lindome parish,
Vastergotland, Sweden.

to most archaeologists, because we usually refer to the Being of material
culture as the fact that it is manifest in a physical way. It is there in front
of us, it is present before our eyes, and it can be experienced. We do
not distinguish between Being and beings.

How then do we conceive of the Being of the megalith shown in
Figure 3.1? And how do we conceive of the Being of the illustration
itself? In the fact that they are visible and manifest, or in the process
that renders them manifest?

Traditional Ontology

Probably most of us would refer to the Being, both of the megalith and
of the illustration, in accordance with the first proposal, i.e., as the fact
that they are manifest in a physical way. We, then, approach the Being
of these beings in the same way as the traditional Aristotelian and Pla-
tonic, post-Socratic philosophers. But at the same time we are not aware
of Being as the process that renders phenomena manifest. In this tradi-
tional approach, Being as process becomes just the visible appearance
of phenomena, instead of the crucial process that makes them appear,
i.e., there is no awareness of the ontological difference between Being
and beings.

This traditional view of Being has been with us since Plato and
Aristotle, and it was further developed and strengthened by, for in-
stance, Descartes and Kant. Plato interprets Being as idea, as that which
is seen in the visible, the aspects that are offered by the phenomenon in
its presence (Plato, 1935: VI, VII). Thus, Plato lets the consequences of
Being (the appearance and presence of beings) take the place of Being
as process, and Being and being are considered identical. The ultimate
outcome of the unawareness of Being as the process of appearance is



that the (ontological) difference between Being and beings is forgotten.
Being is interpreted by Plato and his successors as the visible appeatr-
ance of phenomena, while the subjective perception of the present phe-
nomenon becomes central. The idea becomes a paradigm (ideal), and
the appearance of a phenomenon is considered to be the emergence
of a copy that can be judged in accordance with the ideal. The appear-
ance of something is, from now on, a visible appearance in accordance
with an ideal located in human consciousness. This leads to a division
of the world into subject and object, into thinking (consciousness) and
object (of consciousness), i.e., a division between human thinking and
Being as process. Within this framework, the human subject and his or
her consciousness are conceived of as a thinking entity that produces
representational ideas of the world in which it exists, which means that
the world becomes centered on the subject and its production of ideas.
Wwe all know the consequences of this anthropocentric ontology, as it
comes to us mainly through the reasoning of Descartes and Kant: the
objectification and use of human beings and animals, the view of truth
as a correspondence between subjective ideasand the subjective per-
ception of objects, the endeavor to find measurable, secure truths that
develops through the modern project, and the striving for human con-
trol, reason, logic and dominance. In accordance with this, traditional
metaphysics or ontology is anthropocentric in its nature, because it con-
siders the human production of ideas to be the center of the world. From
this it does not follow that all traditional metaphysics is idealistic in its
nature, but rather that the traditions of both idealism and realism argue
solely about the ontological status of beings, while they have in com-
mon the fact that they do not recognize the unity between Being and
human thinking that precedes any distinction between subject and ob-
ject. In a simplified manner, it can be stated that the main reason for this
anthropocentrism is to be found in the unawareness of the ontological
difference and the unity between Being (-as-history) and human thinking
(Heidegger, 1947: 5-52; 1953: 79-80, 91, 137-140; 1954b: 133-136;
1969: 66-70). Is there an alternative, and what does it look like? Is it
possible to conceive of the Being of the megalith in the illustration and
the Being of this illustration, not as the fact that they are visible and man-
ifest, but in accordance with the second proposal, as the process that
makes them manifest?

Pre-Socratic (Late Heideggerian) Ontology

According to Martin Heidegger's later reasoning, pre-Socratic philoso-
phers such as Parmenides and Heraclitus did not work within the
framework of a forgotten-ness of the ontological difference, nor did they
neglect Being as the ultimate foundation for everything that is manifest.
They did not conceive of the relationship between human beings and
Being as contradictory; rather, they viewed the human capacity to think
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as a response to Being (-as-history). Being was therefore conceived of
as the ultimate ground for everything, that is, including our human ex-
istence (Heidegger, 1953: 104-111; 1954b: 175; 1957: 14-17).! Thus,
pre-Socratic reasoning are reversed if compared with the post-Socratic
ones. But what does this imply? Are we, as human ‘beings’, and our
thinking determined by Being (-as-history)?

According to Heidegger, Being is responsible for the crucial call that
gives us something to think about in the first place. Thus, our thinking is
still an activity that takes place in our consciousness, but our conscious-
ness (and our capacity to think) are grounded in Being. Thinking, then,
is not a question of the production of representational ideas, but rather
of openness towards that which calls upon us to think, an openness
in which we let the truth of Being appear against the background of its
own initiative. In this context, truth is not conceived of as correspon-
dence, but as disclosed-ness (aletheia). This means—something which
is rather unfamiliar to most of us—that it is not we who point to things,
but rather things that show themselves to us in the event in which Be-
ing, as a process, lets them be seen by us. Accordingly, we can have
different opinions concerning a specific phenomenon, but it is Being, as
a process, that is the ultimate foundation for the fact that there is a being
to have opinions about (Heidegger, 1947: 54-57; 1954b: 33-40, 84-90,
147-149; 1959: 19-20; 1962a: 39-40). For instance, we can interpret
the actual megalith as the ‘House of the Dwarfs’, in accordance with the
1 7M-century view, or we can interpret it as a grave. And we can interpret
the illustration as a reflection of the empirical reality or as some black im-
pressions on a piece of paper. The point is that both the megalith and
the illustration are (still) there. This analysis implies that Being, when
disclosed by our thinking, is partly identical to, or rather united with, the
nature and activity of thinking. The relationship between Being and the
thinking of human beings is one of mutual dependence, in which we, as
human beings, ‘dwell’ in Being. This is because Being needs our think-
ing as an opening from which it can come forth, at the same time as we
need the openness of Being (Heidegger, 1947: 111-120; 1953: 75-76;
1954a: 187-204; 1954b: 4-5, 33, 146-149, 158; 1957: 18-19, 23-41;
1959: 49-59).

But how is it possible that a human being can be brought forward
in Being, at the same time as a human being resolves for, and receives,
the disclosure of its own ground? Heidegger states that our requirement
of truth is the foundation for the relationship between us and things, and
that this relationship occurs as history (Heidegger, 1957: 64; 1959: 56—
60; 1961: 481-485, 489). Here history is to be conceived of as a mode
of knowing and not as the happenings and deeds of the world or as the
cultural achievements of human beings. The fundamental thing in his-
tory is not its sequential nature, but rather historical thinking. we should
look for history where the articulation of the nature of things occurs.
Such history relates human beings to things, because, through it, things
are sustained by the human requirement that they shall become true
(unconcealed), at the same time as this requirement of truth means a
requirement that the nature of things shall be brought forth. Thus, the



articulation of the nature of things is an aspect of the disclosure (truth)
of Being as process. But, as already mentioned, human thinking and
our possibility of articulating the nature of things is at the same time
grounded in Being as process. Thus, Being as process is the source
and origin of all articulation and all thought, and therefore also the source
and origin of history. In a simplified way, it can be stressed that Being is
history (Heidegger, 1947: 81; 1954a: 277; 1969: 1-26, 1989: 404).

Does this mean that Being (-as-history) is the origin of all Kinds of
thinking about the Being of beings? Is Being the basis for both pre-
Socratic and post-Socratic ideas of Being? According to Heidegger, this
is exactly how it is. Being has a history (in a more traditional interpre-
tation of the concept) that is grounded in the different historical artic-
ulations (ideas) of Being (Heidegger, 1950: 311-317; 1953: 70, 143;
1057: 55-67; 1959: 56-59; 1969: 1-26; 1975). But the point that Hei-
degger means is that Being as a process (in itself) is dynamic in its na-
ture. Therefore, our historical articulations of Being (grounded in our
transcendental structures of experience, i.e. our pre-understanding) is
not the foundation for this history; rather, our thoughts are solely the
opening from which Being comes forth in different shapes throughout
different historical epochs. Therefore both our understanding and our
pre-understanding are grounded in Being (-as-history), and not in our
(anthropocentric) transcendental structures of experience.

But does this reflection on the dynamics of Being (-as-history) not
create a passive human being, who is totally determined by Being and
who cannot influence history? The crucial question is, whether we have
some Kind of freedom within these structures. Heidegger stresses that
we cannot influence the turning of Being and that we do not know when
this turning will come or whether it will come at all (Heidegger, 1962a:
37-47). But at the same time we still have the opportunity to let beings
be what they are. We have the freedom to allow others to become what
they are and to accept our mutual dependence. We also have the oppor-
tunity to pose fundamental questions about Being (-as-history) and the
relationship between ourselves and Being (-as-history). We can prepare
ourselves for the turning of Being (Heidegger, 1943: 16-18; 1953: 16-24,
20-30, 120-121, 124-130; 1962a: 37-47). From my point of view, this
project, directed towards the fundamental structures of our existence,
is the opposite of passivity.

From this, it follows that the actual question (Why is there material
culture rather than nothing?’) ought to be answered by saying “Because
Being (-as-history) lets it appear through our thoughts”.

contemporary (Post-Socratic) Archaeology

Are these considerations of any relevance to archaeology as a disci-
pline or to us as archaeologists? | believe that they are both relevant and
important. This is primarily because the dominant, contemporary, West-
ern, archaeological approaches (cultural-historic, functionalist, Marxist,
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processual and postprocessual) and the different approaches that can
be classified under these simplified headings seem to be more or less
anchored in post-Socratic anthropocentrism. For instance, it is obvious
that both processualism and postprocessualism conceive of the Being
of past remains as the fact that they are visible and manifest, and not
as the process that makes them manifest. This is the case whether the
meaning that we ascribe to past remains is conceived of as a present,
socio-ideological construction or whether it is viewed as a product of sci-
entific methodology. Thus, both processualism and postprocessualism
work within the frameworks of post-Socratic metaphysics and anthro-
pocentrism. This implies that, whichever of these approaches we use,
we shall be concentrating on beings (things/artifacts) as beings, while
remaining unaware of Being (-as-history), i.e., the process or way by
which everything that is comes forward in our thoughts. In other words,
we are not aware of the (ontological) difference between beings and
Being, nor are we aware of the unity between our thinking and Being
(-as-history). This implies that both processualism and postprocessual-
ism solely pose consciousness-centered questions to past remains and
never answer the questions that emanate from the Being of these be-
ings. This is the case whether we argue from a position where our ideas
(independently produced in our consciousness) can be tested and ana-
lyzed in a methodological manner against the material reality or whether
we claim that our socio-political context forms our ideas and thus the
meaning of the material world. This context is still considered as con-
structed solely as a consequence of our human subjectivity, and thus
indirectly by our human consciousness. It can therefore be concluded
that the primary similarities between processualism and postprocessu-
alism lies in the fact that advocates of these standpoints just argue about
the ontological status of beings, while they have in common the fact that
they do not recognize the unity between Being and human thinking that
precedes any distinction between subject and object.

Needless to say, the dichotomy between subject and object cannot
be deconstructed within the framework of these anthropocentric con-
jectures, nor can the subject become decentered. Processualism fo-
cuses upon the reality of the past that we as (independent and isolated)
thinking human beings must decode through objective methodologies,
and postprocessualism concentrates upon the subjective construction
of the past that takes place in our context-dependent consciousness.
Thus, the dichotomy between subject and object is unaltered in both
approaches, and the anthropocentric concentration upon the human
consciousness cannot be deconstructed, because these approaches
do not recognize the ontological difference and the unity between Be-
ing (-as-history) and human thinking. It may also be stressed that beings,
such as past remains, are treated as a form of standing reserve that is al-
ways at the disposal of our subjective will. This is the case whether we
set them up as independent objects or as subjective constructions.?
From this, it follows that, within the framework of anthropocentrism,
archaeologists seem to use the past and its material culture as just a
form of standing reserve that we can handle in accordance with our



will and our desires etc. In other words, the unawareness of the onto-
logical difference and the crucial power of Being (-as-history), inherent
in both processualism and postprocessualism, implies that these ap-
proaches are carried out within the same, post-Socratic, metaphysical
framework.

To some of us, the proposed question, and the discussion of this
question presented above, seem to be completely irrelevant: there are
objects of material culture (megaliths as well as illustrations) because we
can see them, touch them or use them in accordance with our ideolog-
ical or existential projects, etc. The crucial question rather seems to be
how their meaning is considered, as a past or as a present construction?
Of course, I do not deny the epistemological differences between pro-
cessualism and postprocessualism where these issues are concerned,
the point is that the questions concerning the meaning of material cul-
ture are secondary in comparison with the forgotten question that I have
put forward above.2 The question of whether the actual megalith is a
‘House of the Dwarfs’ or whether it is a grave is secondary, as is the
question of whether the illustrations in this paper are some black im-
pressions on a paper or a reflection of the empirical reality. This will be
the case as long as we have not tried to answer the primary question
of why these phenomena are there at all.

From this, it follows that contemporary archaeology, or rather con-
temporary archaeologists, are not aware of, and do not use, the existen-
tial potentials inherent in Being, while most of us seem to have come to
halt in the dead end of post-Socratic metaphysics, i.e. in the dichotomies
between subject and object and in anthropocentrism.

A (Late) Heideggerian (Contemplative Archaeological)
Approach

Having attempted to shed some light on the complexities in late-
Heideggerian reasoning, | would now like to consider how such a rea-
soning could influence and enrich our archaeological practice. Needless
to say, the discussion below is just a brief outline, highlighting some rel-
evant themes in this complex issue, and it ought to be stressed that the
structures of these themes are simplified because they are inseparably
interlaced with each other.*

Awareness of Our ‘Dwelling’ in Being (-as-History)

A contemplative archaeology inspired by late-Heideggerian thought
could enrich archaeology primarily because, in a self-reflective manner,
it lets archaeologists understand the ultimate foundations of our human
existence and our human thinking. It lets archaeologists become aware
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of the ontological difference, and the unity between Being and beings,
i.e., between Being (-as-history) and our human thinking. In other words,
this archaeology is under way on the question of thinking, i.e. it thinks
about thinking and it is open in relation to Being and lets it appear against
the background of its own initiative. At the same time, it follows a mid-
dle path, where we need the Being of beings at the same time as the
Being of being needs us, or rather our thinking.

Deconstruction of (Post-Socratic) Metaphysics

In a contemplative archaeology, Being is not conceived of as a passive
part of beings or as a subjective idea of beings. Being is rather that
which calls upon us to think. Through the awareness of our ‘dwelling’
in Being, this approach presents us with the ability to move beyond
the traditional, post-Socratic view of Being, the secondary dichotomies
between idealism and realism, constructivism and objectivism, subject
and object, and present and past, and to de-center post-Socratic an-
thropocentrism, (i.e., the division between Being and human thinking)
without leaning towards these traditional dichotomies. This approach
prepares us to accept that these dichotomies are secondary in relation
to the fact that it is Being (-as-history) that is the primary origin of our
temporality and our thinking, as well as the ultimate foundation for the
coming forth of Being in our thoughts and in our faculty of speech, i.e.
the foundation for everything that is. In such an approach, one is well
aware of the (ontological) difference, and the unity between Being and
beings, as well as of the power of Being (-as-history), in other words, of
the fact that our ‘dwelling’ in Being precedes all forms of post-Socratic di-
chotomy, as well as post-Socratic anthropocentrism. This means that a
contemplative archaeology also transcends the traditional, post-Socratic
views of the content of concepts such as truth, logic and meaning. Truth
and meaning are no longer conceived of as being produced solely as
a consequence of the ideas and ideals that dwell and are produced in
human consciousness, and the correspondence between these ideals
and some objectified beings. Truth and meaning are instead conceived
of as the coming forth of Being (aletheia) in human thought. Logic is de-
constructed as an instrument for the judgment of correct or incorrect
thoughts and statements, as a consequence of the fact that thinking is
no longer (in the manner of unawareness) divided from Being. In con-
templative archaeology, thinking, Being (as logos) and truth (aletheiq)
are re-united. Thus, the actual deconstruction is directed at both ideal-
istic and realistic standpoints and at some processual and postproces-
sual standpoints in contemporary archaeology. The main purpose of
this deconstruction is to stress the ontological difference and the cru-
cial relationship and unity between Being and beings, i.e. to stress that
Being (-as-history) is the forgotten foundation for all forms of thinking, a
foundation that precedes every interpretation of the ontological status
of beings.



Another View of Beings

A contemplative archaeology that lets beings be ought to include a re-
spectful attitude towards other beings (in the form of things or artifacts),
when we conceive of them as something other than just a standing re-
serve that is there simply for our benefit, pleasure or use. The most
fantastic thing about past and present artifacts is not what they are but
rather that they are and that they have the same origin as ourselves. It
is these beings, or rather their Being, that gives us the framework of our
orientation in the world. These beings cannot be conceived of solely as
interpreted objects that stand in a dialectic relation to a subjective inter-
preter, i.e., Being (-as-history) is the foundation of both archaeologists
and their thoughts and for the (past and present) material culture. Thus,
it is also the foundation of our ability to ascribe meaning to other beings.
I do not reject the postprocessual view of the meaning of the past as
a present construction. My point is that this construction is grounded
in the temporality of ourselves and the beings that we handle and that
the ultimate foundation of this temporality is to be found in the Being of
beings (Being-as-history) and not solely in our subjective (or in the post-
processual case, contextualise) choices. To understand these thoughts,
we have to realize that, even though the past and present material cul-
ture does not bear any final meaning in itself, it, or rather its Being, is
still the source of what archaeologists know and do. We can ascribe
different meanings to a specific phenomenon, such as a megalith, but
the main point is that it is and that it is occupying our thoughts. If it had
not been there, its meaning would not have been a problem to us. In
accordance with the previous discussions, these remarks must not be
understood in a realistic way, because it is Being (-as-history) that is re-
sponsible for the fact that there are artifacts, as well as human thinking,
rather than nothing. Needless to say, the situation in which Being lets
beings emerge through our thoughts is an interlacing between human
thoughts and Being.

In other words, Being needs our capacity to think and our ‘dwelling’
in Being. From this, it may be argued that the interest of a contemplative
archaeology lies first and foremost in the coming forth of the Being of be-
ings, through our thinking and our faculty of speech, and not in method-
ological control, in the search for past meanings or in the present, socio-
political use of material culture, i.e., the interest is directed towards truth
as aletheia and our ‘dwelling’ in Being and truth.

Theoretical Pluralism

I want to suggest that a contemplative archaeology is directed towards
the fundamental, ontological grounds for everything that is. Through
this sort of contemplation of our relationship to the Being of beings,
we can achieve a different understanding of the ontological grounds for
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everything that is, including the grounds of our own existence and our
own thinking. This contemplative archaeology, then, is directed towards
the coming forward of Being, not solely in artifacts, but also in theoretical
reflections and thought in archaeology. It pays attention to the grounds
for different theoretical approaches and interpretations, at the same time
as it lets these beings be’. Such an archaeology concomitantly fosters
theoretical pluralism and leads to the ultimate foundation of this plu-
ralism. Contemplative archaeology thinks about thinking and is aware
of and is ready to discuss the anthropocentric standpoints that seem
to be the basis of all contemporary, theoretical approaches in archae-
ology. This is mainly because these anthropological standpoints are at
the same time, and on the primary level, grounded in Being (-as-history).
Consequently, this discussion is directed not only at the processual
and postprocessual standpoints but at all other theoretical standpoints
in archaeology. My purpose is not to destroy these approaches and
their interpretations, but rather to discuss the fundamental grounds
for them.

Preparation for the ‘Turning’ of Being

In his later analyses, Heidegger emphasizes that we should prepare our-
selves and our thinking for the ‘turning’ of Being and that one part of this
preparation is to learn to think in a contemplative manner, i.e. to think
about thinking and its foundation in Being (-as-history). Heidegger also
stresses that we cannot influence the ‘turning’ of Being and that we do
not know when this ‘turning’ will come or if it will come at all (Heidegger,
1962a: 37-40; Poggeler, 1996: 210-212; Stambaugh, 1995: 209-212).
These ideas seem to create a passive man, totally controlled by Be-
ing (-as-history), but we ought to remember the mutual dependence be-
tween a person’s thinking and Being. wWe have also seen above that
we can pose fundamental questions about the Being of being and the
relationship between thinking and the Being of beings. Thus, we still
have the freedom to act within the framework of Being, and we may
still allow others to become what they are and to accept our mutual
dependence.

Reflection and Critique

A contemplative archaeology is a ‘path of preparation’ that leads beyond
archaeology’s contemporary anchorage in traditional, anthropocentric
metaphysics. This means that this Kind of archaeology is also ready
to reflect critically on the consequences of anthropocentrism. For in-
stance, archaeology’s calculated connection with contemporary Socio-
politics, its use of beings as a standing reserve, and its legitimization
of this path towards destruction is a consequence of the unawareness



of the ontological difference and the power of Being (-as-history). This
means that a contemplative archaeology is also directed at questions
concerning the present (ideological) use of beings on the general level,
because it ought to show that this use is not primarily grounded in sulb-
jectivity but in Being (-as-history). Contemplative archaeology does not
avoid the political implications of archaeology; it rather strives to stress
their foundations. One of the implications of this is that contemplative
archaeology is connected with wide ranges of existential and political
discourses, at the same time as it is a preparation for the ‘turning’ of
Being. This archaeology is self-reflective in its nature, because it is an-
chored in a discussion of the ultimate foundations of our existence and
our thinking, as well as of our identities as archaeologists and human
beings. Within its framework we are constantly ready to question our-
selves and our ‘indisputable’ doctrines, as well as all other ‘indisputable’
doctrines, wherever they come from.

Contemplation as ‘Method’

A contemplative archaeology does not make any traditional, scientific,
methodological claims concerning the way to make people understand
the original meaning of the past and its material culture. The thinking
about thinking and the awareness of our ‘dwelling’ in Being (-as-history)
that are the central themes of a contemplative archaeology can be con-
ceived of as a sort of ‘ method’, a ‘ method’ that is directed at the existential
dimensions of our present life as human beings and as archaeologists
and at the grounds of our thinking. If we recognize that our thinking is a
response to the call from Being, it is at the same time to be conceived
of as a non-anthropocentric ‘method’ that discloses both beings and the
foundations of everything that is, i.e., Being (-as-history). For instance, it
can be stressed that, when it comes to a discussion of the contempo-
rary metaphysical views on which we base our existence, the contem-
plative “method” can help us to reflect critically about the sort of thinking
that decides how we view other beings and ourselves. Thus, there is a
deconstructive moment of critical questioning immanent in such a con-
templative ‘method’. This path of contemplation leads us beyond the
post-Socratic dichotomy between subject and object, and beyond an-
thropocentrism and its division between thinking and Being.

conclusion

Until now, we archaeologists, imprisoned in post-Socratic anthropocen-
trism, have argued solely about the ontological status of beings, while
we have not recognized the ontological difference and the unity be-
tween Being (-as-history) and human thinking that precedes this sec-
ondary argumentation. Nor have we been aware of the fact that it is
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Being (-as-history) that lets phenomena (material culture) come forth
through us. In accordance with the reasoning outlined above, our
relationship to material culture should not primarily be conceived of as
a dialectic relationship. My point is that, even if we orientate ourselves
in the world with the help of material culture, the main relationship be-
tween us as archaeological interpreters and the interpreted material cul-
ture is in our common ground, our ‘dwelling in Being (-as-history), i.e.,
we orientate ourselves not so much with the help of material culture
as with the help of Being. Being (-as-history) enables us both to experi-
ence and to construct things. Being lets us deal with beings and create
history. We need Being and Being needs us. Thus, the megalith and
the illustrations discussed above are not there solely because some-
one has constructed them in accordance with their (prejunderstanding.
When it is Being that is the ultimate ground of our (prejunderstanding of
all phenomena, this includes the (prejunderstanding of our own being
as persons and as archaeologists.

Some may claim that the discussion and the proposals presented
in this text are based upon a theoretical construction or, more precisely,
a linguistic fabrication, concerning the ontological difference between
Being and beings. What is Being if it is not the fact that beings are man-
ifest but rather the foundation that renders everything that is manifest
and that determines all that is? In this context, it would lead the reader
astray to try to answer this question, but let us at least begin to approach
it through the crucial question: why is there material culture rather than
nothing?—I am, you are, the megalith in the illustration is and the illus-
tration is, but why?
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Notes

'Heidgger herer refers, above all, to Parmenides, fragments # 5 and 6 (Parmenides, 1951).

2For these processual and postprocessual standpoints, see, for instance, the analyses of
Binford, Hodder, Shanks and Tilley, etc.

3For a more comprehensive discussion of the common metaphysical foundation of
processualism and postprocessualism, see Karlsson (1998a, b). For discussions of the
epistemological differences between processualism and postprocessualism, see, for in-
stance, Binford, 1982a, b, 1987,1989a, b; Earle and Preucel, 1987; Hodder, 1986, 1991;
Shanks, 1982; Shanks and Tilley, 1987a, b; Tilley, 1990; Thomas, 1996).

4For my discussions of a contemplative archaeology, see Karlsson, 1997a, b and
1998a, b.



References

Binford, L. R.,1982a, Meaning, Inference and the Material Record. In Ranking, Resource
and Exchange, edited by C. Renfrew and S. Shennan, pp. 160-163. Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, Cambridge.

1982b, Objectivity-Explanation-Archaeology 1981. In Theory and Explanation in Archae-
ology, edited by C. Renfrew, M. J. Rowlands, and B. A. Seagraves, pp. 125-138. Aca-
demic Press, New York and London.

1987, Data, Relativism and Archaeological Science. Man 22: 391-404.

1989a, Review of Hodder, ‘Reading the Past: Current Approaches to Interpretation in
Archaeology. In Debating Archaeology, edited by L. R. Binford, pp. 69-71. Academic
Press, San Diego.

1989b, Science or Séance?, or Processual to ‘PostProcessual’ Archaeology. In Debating
Archaeology, edited by L. R. Binford, pp. 27-40. Academic Press, San Diego.

Earle, T. K., and Preucel, R. W., 1987, Processual Archaeology and the Radical Critique.
Current Anthropology 28: 501-538.

Heidegger, M., 1927, Sein und Zeit (erste Halfte). In Jahrbuch ftr Philosophie und
phriomenologische Forschung VIII, pp. 1-438, Halle.

1943, Vom Wesen der Wahrheit. Klostermann, FranKfurt.

1947, Platons Lehre von der Wahrheit: Mit einem Brief tiber den ‘Humanismus'. Francke,
Bern.

1950, Holzwege. Klostermann, Frankfurt.

1953, Einfuihrung in die Metaphysik. Niemeyer, Tubingen.

1954a, Vortrdge und Aufscitze. Neske, Pfullingen.

1954b, Was heipt Denken? Niemeyer, Tubingen.

1957, Identitdit und Differenz. Neske, Pfullingen.

1959, Gelassenheit. Neske, Pfullingen.

1961, Nietzsche, Erster Bandk. Neske, Pfullingen.

1962a, Die Technik und die Kehre. Neske, Pfullingen.

1969, Zur Sache des Denkens. Niemeyer, Tubingen.

1975, Die Grundprobleme der Phdnomenologie. Gesamtausgabe Bd. 24. Klostermann,
Frankfurt.

1989, Beitrdige zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis). Gesamtausgabe Bd. 65. Klostermann,
Frankfurt.

Hodder, 1., 1986, Reading the Past: Current Approaches to Interpretation in Archaeology.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

1991, Interpretative Archaeology and its Role. American Antiquity 56: 7-18.

Karlsson, H., 1997a, Anthropocentrism Revisited: a Contemplative Archaeological Cri-
tique. Archaeological Dialogues 4: 114—119.

1997b, Being and Postprocessual Archaeological Thinking: Reflections upon Postpro-
cessual Archaeologies and Anthropocentrism. GOTARC Serie C. Arkeologiska Skrifter
15, Goteborg.

1998a, Re-Thinking Archaeology. GOTARC Series B. Gothenburg Archaeological The-
ses 8, Goteborg.

1998b, Brothers in Arms and Beyond the Secondary Front: A Contemplation upon
the Common Metaphysical Foundation of Processual and PostProcessual Archaeolo-
gies. In The Kaleidoscopic Past, edited by A. C. Andersson, A. Gillberg, O. Jensen,
H. Karlsson, and M. Rolof, pp. 119-133. Proceedings of the 5th Nordic TAG Confer-
ence, Goteborg, 2-5 April 1997, GOTARC Serie C, Arkeologiska Skrifter 16. Institutio-
nen fr Arkeologi, Goteborgs Universitet: Goteborg.

Parmenides, 1951, Fragmente. In Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, edited by H. Diels,
pp. 227-246. Weidmannsche, Berlin.

Plato, 1935, The Republic. Heinemann, London.

Poggeler, O., 1996, Does the Saving Power Also Grow? In Critical Heidegger, edited by
C. Macann, pp. 206-226. Routledge, London.

Shanks, M., 1992, Experiencing the Past: On the Character of Archaeology. Routledge,
London.

41

HEIDEGGERIAN
THOUGHTS



42 Shanks, M., and Tilley, C., 1987a, Re-Constructing Archaeology: Theory and Practice.
HAKAN KARLSSON Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

1987b, Social Theory and Archaeology, Polity, Cambridge.
Stambaugh, J., 1995, The Turn. In From Phenomenology to Thought, Errancy and Desire,

edited by B. E. Babich, pp. 209-212. Kluwer Academic Publishers, Dordrecht, Boston
and London.

Thomas, J., 1996, Time, Culture and Identity. Routledge, London.
Tilley, C., 1990, On Modernity and Archaeological Discourse. In Archaeology dfter Struc-

turalism: Post-structuralism and the Practice of Archaeology, edited by 1. Bapty and
T. Yates, pp. 127-152. Routledge, London.



What Conditions of 4
EXistence Sustain a Tension
Found in the Use of Written
and Material Documents in
Archaeology?

José Alberione dos Reis

Reflecting upon the Beginning

Atension will be explored here. ‘Tension’ implies: a quality or state of that
which is tense, stretched with force, extended, stiff. This is the sense
which characterizes the state of tension referred to in this papers title
potentially found between written and material documents in the field
of archaeology. In fact, it speaks of “tired themes of Archaeology versus
History, document versus artifact and whatever it may be” (Johnson,
1999: 23) as unresolved tension leads to tiredness. The situation about
this tension is not an end, a completion, nor a termination, but a pause
and new beginning in order to continue questioning.

The same author talks about frequent tensions and fragmentation that perme-
ate archaeological work. These should be seen, however, “. . . as challenging,
as productive of new insights into the past, rather than as ‘problems’ or limita-
tions” (Johnson, 1999: 31).
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with this in mind, the present text considers some aspects of this
tired but nevertheless persistent tension. It will explore some authors
that work on these questions and format a summary of their thoughts.
Some observations will be made on what one could think of as a “dif-
ference” hanging over this tension, in the documentary sources used in
archaeological work. As illustrations of this difference, two case stud-
ies will be presented: Espaco privado e vida material em Porto alegre
no século Xl (Private space and material life in Porto Alegre during the
19th century) by Symanski (1998) and A coloniza¢do portuguesa da llha
de Marajo: espaco e contexto arqueologico-historico na missao religiosa
de Joanes (The Portuguese colonization of the Island of Marajo: archae-
ological and historical context and space in Joanes’ religious mission)
by Lopes (1999). These cases will be studied by focusing on how this
tension has been resolved. Unresolved elements of the same tension
will provide a conclusion to this interesting debate on fragmentation be-
tween material and written documents.

Two exceptions are evident in this reflection upon a beginning. First,
the tension explored here is a product of the great divide inserted be-
tween Prehistoric and historical Archaeologies.! Only Historical Archae-
ology will be considered here. Second, the style employed in writing this
paper may draw one’s attention. Without deviating from the academic
standards that set the bounds of scientific rigor, such writing conveys
the pleasure found from the research.?

An Attempt to Open the Words

Independence, support, difference, help, equivalence, subordination,
complementarity, and so many other words could be used to attempt
to describe the extent of the tension between material and written docu-
ments in Historical Archaeology (Funari et al., 1999; Kern, 1991). Below
is an attempt to open the paths of these words towards the tired tension,
humming along its reach.

The Words without the Things: Theoretical Prolegomena

Written Documents

To begin, one might reflect upon what a written document can be. Since
the positivist school of thought,® the written document takes prece-
dence as the sovereign source of historical endeavors. At present, how-
ever, such a premise has its supremacy shaken by so-called ‘source
criticism’ or, as Veyne (1987: 14) points out, “by no means what the
historians call event is seized directly and entirely; it is always com-
pletely and laterally, (...) should we say, through the tekmeria, the
vestiges.”



The written document is thus one among many types of “vestiges”
of the past. Written documents speaking for themselves represent log-
ical, but subjective choices by the historian, owing to their position in
a social structure, their thematic interests, their ideologies. Such an un-
derstanding dismantles the imagined impartiality of the documentary
source, though not including the existence of gaps, for the possible ab-
sence of written documentation of an event is as meaningful as its pres-
ence. Thus, one can say that “for the historian, all evidence, be it writ-
ten, oral, or archaeological, numismatic or epigraphic, is ‘document’.”
(Cipolla, 1995: 43)

There is no document that is impartial, purely objective in its con-
tent, innocuous in its narrative. written documents are material products
of historical acts and simultaneously reflect choices by the historian. In
this way, Le Goff (1990: 547) points out: “(tjhe intervention of the histo-
rian who chooses the document, extracting it from the set of data from
the past, preferring this to others, giving it a value of testimony that, at
least in part, depends on their own position in the society of their time
and their mental organization, is inserted in an initial situation that is
even less neutral’ than their intervention.”

Thus, the written document is a product from a certain relations of
force and power in the past of a given society. This document then
passes through the historian's acts, his choices, his silence and occul-
tation, materialized finally as an object embedded in the contextuality
of historical production. “The document, therefore, is nothing more to
History, this idle matter through which it tries to reconstitute what men
have done or said, what past is and what just leaves tracks: it attempts
to define in the documentary tissue itself, units, sets, series, relations.”
(Foucault, 1997: 7)

Material Documents

This is the leitmotiv of any archaeological act, even theoretical. In this
field, even without the smell of earth and the sound of the trowel, one
also works with material documents, even through texts.

Let us wait a little, however. Material documents through an archae-
ological perspective will be considered more fully later. Here, some mis-
taken allegations arising from History’s point of view albout such a source
will be presented. They are mistaken for they are based on a pretence of
completeness, exemption and the supremacy of the written document
as a reflection of human events.

Meneses (nd) presents the following allegations concerning mis-
takes that occur in the study of the human past (and the present) pro-
duced by the nature of material documents: a) material things are in-
complete representations of the phenomena of the social universe; b)
documents are residual, since an archaeological site contains only ves-
tiges that have undergone an assortment of natural and cultural ac-
tions. Such allegations lack a true basis. They just propagate a more
fundamental mistake of separating the material from the non-material.
It is impossible not to recognize the ubiquity of material/immaterial
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things that result from all human action, their vestiges and their
remains.

On this dichotomy, Moberg (1986: 60) comments that, “. . . the notion
of culture is for itself immaterial. Actually, the questions to which the
archaeologist looks for the answers concern exactly the immaterial”.

An interval. Clarification is now needed. A concept, in the foundation
of opening words:

For social appropriateness, it is convenient to presuppose that men intervene,
mold, and give shape to elements from the physical environment, according
to cultural norms and purposes. This action, however, is not aleatory, casual,
individual, but aligns itself according to patterns, among which objectives
and projects are included. Thus, the concept can include artifacts, structures,
changes in the landscape, and animated things (a hedge, a domestic animal)
and also the body itself as it is subject to this Kind of manipulation (defor-
mations, mutilations, signaling, paintings) or, still, its spatial arrangements (a
military parade, a liturgical ceremony). (Meneses, nd: 112)

A broad conceptualization, but almost complete. Almost, since the
material document/culture relationship leads to what Moberg pointed
out above as the “immaterial”, the questions to which the archaeolo-
gist looks for answers: meanings, symbols, readings. It is important to
highlight that not all archaeology looks for answers, let alone formulates
questions.

A theoretical school is still strong in archaeology—the historical-
cultural school—that contemplates the material document with similar
presuppositions as those of the positivist school that sees artifacts
speaking for themselves, for example. Here, the material document/
culture is to be measured, quantified, dated, arranged in series, narrated
and described in a final text of authority based on empirical research.
Such text is compared to other texts already known and published and
one more link is created in a sequence of geographic distribution of
artifacts and their relationship with already identified traditions.*

On par with the historical-cultural school yet in disagreement with
it, the postprocessual school® argues one must ‘reading’ such culture,
searching through its materiality for symbols and meanings. This al-
leged reading despises this said tired debate, tense in its persistence.

Well, tiredness implies time for a break to catch one’s breath and
keep on walking. As an aside, Johnson (1999: 26) highlights: “It is almost
impossible to present a theoretical basis for an academic argument with-
out some confusion for some people and irritation or unpleasantness
for others.” It is as though from the sacred altar of artifactual empiricism,
representing themselves what archaeological research is, someone ex-
claimed (and it is usually exclaimed): We want to see how it is possible
to read pieces of earthenware!

It is in Hodder (1994) that this emphasis in the real possibility to read
material documents/culture is found. It is not isolated artifacts that will
facilitate such reading. As it has been said and repeated, archaeology
does not dig things, but people. Better still, it digs things from people
who are in a broad interrelated context, as it was suggested above in



the concept of material document/culture. Hodder (1994: 17) stresses
that deduction or inference in archaeology, whatever form it may take,
can only come from the material document/culture tension. Therefore,
the problem is not only how to read symbolism or meaning, but what
Kind of archaeology to do to carry out such reading. For that, Hodder
says (1994: 140) that “(the meanings of material culture are influenced
to a great degree by technological, physical and functional consider-
ations. The practical and partially non-cultural nature of these factors
allows reading the ‘text of material culture much more simply than if it
were constituted exclusively by arbitrary linguistic signs. The context of
material culture is not only abstract and conceptual, but also pragmatic
and non-arbitrary.” It is a cumbersome challenge, even leading to irrita-
tion or boredom, to make archaeology go beyond formalized empirical
description. We must be obstinate and struggle for more abstraction and
conceptualization, to understand symbols and meanings in a contextual
range of evidence.

Relating material culture to social issues, or what ‘types’ and ‘ cul-
tures’ mean in social terms, is a principal part of the work of Shanks
and Tilley (1996). For these authors, so-called ‘traditional archaeology’,
among several postures on these questionings, completely avoids the
social meaning of material document/culture. The last 25 years of re-
search is characterized by dispute over simple technical classifications
on the one side, and seeking meaning of social aspects on the other.
Nevertheless, despite the nature of such classifications, the material
document/culture divide does not stand merely as a reflection of so-
cial practices or cognitive systems, but constitutes an action involving
the development and performance of such practices and systems. In
answer to these questions, Shanks and Tilley assert (1996: 114) that:

material culture is structured in relation to a specific social totality and is histor-
ically and spatially constituted. Individual material culture items are concrete
and particular. They are, after all, empirical objects. At the same time material
culture items in the archaeological record are meaningfully constituted and
linked in structural relationships underlying their physical presence, forming

a network of cross-references. (.. .) The interrelatedness of meaning of mate-
rial culture in the archaeological record refers to the inter-subjectivity of human
actions.

The previous sections suggest that the debate between the writ-
ten document and the material document, in spite of being tired, ac-
tually continues to be tense. Perhaps in the current manifestations of
Historical Archaeology, such debate seems dull. Or, maybe it hides a
confrontation without more theoretical-methodological meaning among
the various types of sources (pictorial, cartographic, photographic, oral®
sources etc.) that support archaeological research. Could this confronta-
tion not also be hiding a dispute about knowledge/power between the
different fields that produce knowledge within the human sciences?
Could this not be a razzia between academic discourses, as Foucault
(1998: 9) points out, in order to control, select, organize and redistribute
procedures that aim to conjure and dominate texts with a normative
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materiality? These thoughts lurk behind the tiredness, worrying away at
this tension. Let us go back to the dispute between written and material
documents.

Some Reflections on this ‘Documentary’ Tension

we will now follow the path of some authors who have explored this
tension. While arguing for the impossibility of eradicating the distinc-
tion between ‘artifact’ and ‘text’ in an attempt to dissolve this tension,
Andrén (1998: 113-134) presents five different traditions within Histori-
cal Archaeology on this theme:

1. Aesthetic: material culture is seen as the starting point for textual
productions;

2. Philological: archaeology is regarded as support for Philology and
the resolution of linguistic problems;

3. Historical: where there are insufficient written records, archaeol-
ogy is employed as a complement to textual production;

4. Historical and Cultural: the presence or absence of texts makes
little difference, as archaeology sees the artifact as the main in-
terest and does not seek to fill gaps in written sources;

5. Archaeological: archaeology is used where texts are few of
nonexistent, using historical analogies instead.

In his summary of these traditions, the author (Andrén, 1998: 146)
comments: “Both artifact and text and the relation between them can
be perceived from different points of view, depending on several per-
spectives and traditions. wWe can see artifact and text as categories, as
objects, as documents, or as discursive contexts and in each one of
these perspectives the relations can be defined differently.” This au-
thor identifies the tension between ‘artifact and ‘text’” yet defends any
problems as a product of different ‘perspectives’. In addition to these
relations, he considers similarities as analogies: “The specific context
of Historical Archaeology is so created in a search for similarities be-
tween artifact and text. (.. .) artifact and text as ‘contemporary analogies’
(Andrén, 1998: 156).

In a text-aided book about archaeology, Little (1992) speaks of doc-
umentary myths and archaeological research, saying that the latter can
demolish historical constructions created and perpetuated by written
documents related to human events. Archaeology has the potential to
question the purposes of History, as well as particular narratives of the
past. To illustrate this point of view, one finds the following in Cipolla
(1995: 43): “...a relation between literary testimony and archaeological
documentation is not the one between the lord and the slave, as people
used to say. archaeological data are a primary source on a par with a
text by Tacitus or with an inscription.” The historian must acknowledge
that these can integrate the literary documentation, contradict it (.. .), or



provide information on the subjects in which the historical records are
mute.”

The relations between archaeological documents and data can be
regarded as interdependent and complementary or as dependent and
contradictory (Little, 1992; 1994). As such, Little (1992: 4) says: (.. .) the
adoption of one or another depends on the questions that will be made
or the points of view of the interpretation.” Here ‘relations’, ‘questions’
and ‘interpretation’ all lie in connection with the tension between written
and material documents.

While exploring this “debate about the integration of archaeological
and historical evidence”, Senatore and Zarankin (1996: 1 15) present two
‘perspectives—historicist and archaeological—which each deal with this
documentary tension in different manners. The historicist perspective
does not give importance to the difference between written docu-
ment/material document; the analysis of the written sources occurs prior
to archaeological work. History is complemented by archaeological in-
formation, “since this theoretical point of view, archaeology, works as
a complement and its contribution to the knowledge of the past is lim-
ited to and dependent on the presence of historical evidence.” (Senatore
and Zarankin, 1996: 118) In the archaeological perspective, it is possi-
ble to use written documentation as a source of hypotheses;? it focuses
distinctively on data obtained from written documents and material doc-
uments; it proposes an evaluation of historical sources related to ar-
chaeological research. For those who work under this perspective, “the
empirical basis is the material evidence. (.. .) the hypotheses must be
contrasted with the data generated from the analysis of the archaeolog-
ical records. (.. .) the elaboration of hypotheses can be effected by tak-
ing several sources, among which historical sources can be included.”
(Senatore and Zarankin, 1996: 119)

AS we can see, the tension remains. These two perspectives con-
front each other when one seeks integration between the two documen-
tary sources.® Taking the historicist perspective, we can see archaeol-
0ogy as a technique that emulates History. From the archaeological per-
spective, the sources are combined and archaeology is relied upon to
formulate alternate questions to those of History.

In contrast, Pedrotta and Gomés Romero (1998) point out that both
archaeological records and written records are “data” transformed by
the researcher in conceptual constructions and therefore are equally
important for knowing the past. According to these authors, both the
archaeological and written records “...are derived from empirical ob-
jects and according to certain objectives, goals and procedures of the
research.” (Pedrotta and Gomés Romero, 1998: 121)

Seeking neither to prefer one over the other nor for their integra-
tion, but rather epistemic independence, Kosso (1995) claims that His-
torical Archaeology is a field that benefits from this situation. Without
clarifying what he means by ‘epistemic independence’,'°® but nonethe-
less constructing a text on the topic, the author dea