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Science, theory and archaeology
in Britain: 5
a minimalist view of the debate

Peter Rowley-Conwy*

Reviews of archaeological theory are usually written by full-time theoreticians, who regard
theoretical 1ssues as central to change in the discipline. This contribution in contrast argues (1)
that some of the major theoretical changes in British archaeology, particularly those associated
with the rise of New Archaeology in the 1960s, arose directly from new developments in the
archaeological record, particularly the demolition by radiocarbon dating of previous explana-
tions of culture change; and (2) that the arrivals of New and Post-Processual Archaeology are
changes more of nomenclature than in theory. The concepts of culture, system and context are
closer together than is usually recognised. One major difference involves the post-processual
view of “facts”, which differs from that of Cultural or New Archaeology.
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Letrapyloctomy: the art of splitting a hairinto four equal parts (Eco 1989).

1. INTRODUCTION

Archaeological theory is a dangerous morass into which the unwary venture at their
peril. Many therefore never venture there at all, preferring to leave theory to full-ime
specialists. This is unfortunate, because it separates the theoretical elite from the rest of
archaeology. Science forms the starting point for this contribution. I will argue that the
importance of pure theory in British archaeology is less than is often maintained. In par-
ticular, I will question two aspects of the current discussion that are rarely discussed —
because they are so basic that many writers take them for granted. They are:
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1) The notion that theory “leads the way”: changes first occur in theory, and then fil-

ter through to the rest of the discipline. Theory is the engine that pulls the rest of
archaeology along.

2) The notion that theoretical changes transform the discipline; when the theoreti-
cal engine changes direction, the whole railway is transformed.

Most discussions of twentieth century British archaeological theory distin-
gutsh three main periods. The first 1s “Cultural Archaeology”, and is identified
particulatly with Gordon Childe. This lasted until about 1970, when the first
transformation occurred, leading to the “New Archaeology”. This is linked pat-
ticularly to Lewis Binford, and (in Britain) to David Clarke and Colin Renfrew.
The second transformation occurred in the 1980s, closely linked with Ian Hodder,
and resulted 1n “Post-Processual Archaeology”. In each case a variety of names is
used, many other people are involved, and there are many variations, but this is a
reasonable basic outline and forms the basis for this discussion. Neither New nor

Post-Processual Archaeology had as much impact in central and eastern Europe
as 1n Britain.

2. DOES THEORY LEAD THE WAY?

a) The rise of New Archaeology

Shanks and Tilley (1992) consider the origins of New Archaeology in terms of
new theory. Most of their characterisation is that the New Archaeology was posi-
tivist, divided between those who sought to produce laws and those who espoused
systems theory (1992:32ff). Most British archaeologists were however neither pro-
ducing laws nor systems. The most important developments had to do with culture
change, and this permeated much further through the discipline and had a much
greater effect than either laws or systems. And this development (a) was the out-
come of scientific work, which (b) preceded and to a considerable degree stimulat-
ed British New Archaeology.

Until the 1960s most European prehistoric archaeology was tribal and colonial:
tribal movements and colonial activities were the prime movers behind cultural
change. Radiocarbon dating however showed that many long-accepted explanations
based on these were incorrect. New, non-tribal and non-colonial explanations were
thereby forced upon the discipline. This was probably the single most important
force for theoretical change in British archaeology at that time. Two examples will
be discussed: the agricultural spread into (a) Britain and Ireland, and (b) Denmark.
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For Britain and Ireland, the pre-radiocarbon situation was synthesised by
Piggott (1954). He argued for a “short” chronology: agricultural colonists arrived no
earlier than 2000 BC. Those reaching Britain came via Brittany into southwestern
England, and then moved eastward along the south coast. This southern core area
formed the early Neolithic, which Piggott termed the Windmill Hill Culture; agri-
culturalists radiated north into the rest of Britain later on. Ireland was also colonised
from Brittany, but the antecedents were in Iberia. The colonists landed on the east
coast; the Bri na Béinne tombs are their early Neolithic core, after which they
spread elsewhere. Both Britain and Ireland thus have small areas of original eatly
Neolithic culture, followed by later spread and change (Fig. 1). "
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o before Windmill Hill ang the
Bru na Bdinne tombs

Piggott's earliest neolithic:
O colonisation routes
and core sites

Fig. 1. Map showing Piggott’s view of the spread of the Neolithic into and across Britain,
with a selection of sites later radiocarbon dated to the early neolithic.
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Fig. 2. Pre-radiocarbon chronologies in Europe, and the chronological fault line,
based on Crawford (1957: fig. 1) and Renfrew (1973: figs 6 and 21).

Radiocarbon demolished Piggott’s scenario. Clark and Godwin (1962) used the
available “C dates to demonstrate that the Neolithic began at a thousand years eat-
lier, lasted three times as long, and no longer had Windmill Hill as its core.
Agriculture appeared throughout Britain and Ireland at about the same time;
Windmill Hill came later, in the middle Neolithic. This did not support the colonial
model very well, so other explanations became possible. On a European scale, the
“long” “C chronology destroyed Childe’s (1925/1957) explanatory structure, in
which stimuli from more advanced southeastern cultures caused developments in
the northwest. It snapped Crawford’s (1957) typological links suggesting a move-
ment of people and religious practice (the “face cult®) from Syria to Britain and
Scandinavia. The main routes of cultural influence were thus dislocated, and many
northwestern “developments’ became older than their southwestern “antecedents”™
(Fig. 2). The long chronology was rapidly accepted by Piggott (1962: 72). Its impli-
cations were explored by Clark (1966), who put forward “indigenous evolution™
(Clark 1966: 188) as an alternative to colonial explanations.

This new framework had emerged by the mid-196o0s, put forward by researchers
not part of New Archaeology. Theoretically-oriented historians usually overlook
this, and ascribe the development to New Archaeology, often linked to Colin
Renfrew (e.g., Johnson 1999: 32). The radiocarbon revolution and the consequent
explanatory changes were later incorporated into New Archaeology (e.g., Renfrew
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1973), but as we have seen they originated substantially earlier, by scientific devel-
opments demolishing the old explanations and requiring new ones.

In Denmark the pre-C14 situation was somewhat different, but the explanations
were the same. There was believed to be a chronological overlap between the late
Mesolithic and intrusive Neolithic (TRB) farmers. This overlap was not observed
stratigraphically, but came from scientific relative dating. Mesolithic Klintess and
Brabrand were dated to the same period as Neolithic Troldebjerg and Bundse, via
complex correlations between sea level peaks, bog stratigraphy, and pollen (Troels-
Smith 1937; Jessen 1937, 1938). There was little cultural contact between huntet-
gatherers and farmers, who must therefore have been ethnically separate tribes lead-
ing separate lives. Becker (19§ 5) argued on typological grounds for another overlap,
between middle Neolithic Single-Grave immigrants and the later TRB.

This multi-ethnic scenario was destroyed by radiocarbon dating (Fig. 3). In the
eatly 1960s, it made the sequence unilinear, with no overlaps (see references in
Tauber 1972). Troels-Smith (1966) accepted this, re-examined the Mesolithic-
Neolithic overlap, and showed how the relative datings could be incorrect. The previous
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Fig. 3. Diagram showing the pre-radiocarbon chronologies for the spread
of the Neolithic into Denmark. Pre-radiocarbon modified from Becker (1955: fig. 36).
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explanations for culture change involved only immigration, and extinction or assim-
tlation. The new unilinear system raised the likelihood of indigenous evolution from
one cultural stage to the next, and thus directly challenged the eatlier ethnic expla-
nations. These Danish findings were widely discussed in Britain and had a major
impact.

In both Britain and Denmark, these developments occurred several years
before the rise of New Archaeology. The implication is clear: archaeology did not
spontaneously generate new theories that questioned previous explanations of cul-
ture change. Rather, archaeology had a major anomaly thrust upon it by radiocar-
bon dating, and was forced to respond by generating new theories to account for it.
This was more important than a random striving to become law- or system-pro-
ducing positivist scientists, because it was widely accepted by many who had little
interest in scientific theory for its own sake. Archaeology could then and still can
surprise itself with new findings that conflict with previously accepted theories.

Without surprises like those discussed above, New Archaeology would probably
have had much less impact in Britain. '

b) Onwards to Post-Processual Archaeology

The rise of post-processualism was certainly more theory-led, resulting from a
deliberate search for “something new”. In its particular Cambridge context, two fac-
tors are worth stressing, Firstly, the deaths of David Clarke and Eric Higgs in the
mid-1970s removed the major voices of Cambridge New Archaeology and left a
vacuum. Secondly, archaeologists were being tongue-lashed by another major
Cambridge figure, the anthropologist Edmund Leach. Summing up an archaeolog-
ical conference, Leach (1973: 761-2) wrote:

Protessor Binford’s remark that “behaviour is the by-product of the interaction
of a cultural repertoire with the environment” may be proto-typical of the
“new” archaeology but to a social anthropologist it reads like a quotation from
Malinowski writing at a time when naive functionalism was at its peak — that is
to say about 1935 (....) Functionalism is “old hat” in social anthropology (....)
The paradigm which is currently high fashion among the social anthropologists,
namely that of structuralism, has not yet caught up with archaeologists at all.
Don’t worry, it will! "

Four years later he had not even been at the conference he was summing up:

(--) 1 have read the following contributions in their edited form: Chapman,

Fletcher, Ellen, Haselgrove, Hodder, Rowlands and Gledhill. I have not found

it an enthralling experience. The conference purported to be concerned with

the relations between archaeology and social anthropology (...). The implica-

tions appear to be wholly negative (...) (Leach 1977: 161).
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If archaeology and anthropology are to come together, as I think they might, it
will not be under the banner of either ecological or economic determinism.
What i1s common to the two disciplines is that they are concerned with men, and
the unique peculiarity of men is that they have language and that they have ideas.

That 1s where we can meet up (Leach 1977: 169).

Post-Processual Archaeology embraced the “mentalist” view of culture (Watson
1995: 687) that the New Archaeology had eschewed, and stressed the active cultural
role and symbolic meanings of material culture. Science was reduced to just one mode
of explanation, and not a very appropriate one at that (Shanks and-Tilley 1992: xxii).

Mentalist statements have been made about the past, most based on ethno-
graphic and historical information (Watson 1994: 688), which provide a non-archae-
ological route into mental aspects of culture. In prehistory such routes are not avail-
able, and mentalist explanations are more exposed and problematic. Post-processu-
alists question archaeology’s ability to test propositions (e.g., Shanks and Tilley 1992;
Johnson 1999), but mentalist explanations have nevertheless been tested by othets.

The Swedish Neolithic provides a good example. Tilley (1991) considers the
megaliths of Vistergttland. The uprights are usually sedimentary rocks, while cap-
stones are igneous; this mimics the region’s geology, with igneous rocks overlying
sedimentary ones. Cupmarks on the capstones might represent stars. The tombs
are thus “the landscape in miniature (...). The cultural form of the tomb duplicates
the natural, and earth-sky contrast” (Tilley 1991: 74). Tilley’s statement is chal-
lenged by Malmer (1997: 16): “the possibility of testing the hypothesis is, as always,
to confront it with other facts”. Malmer produces two facts. Firstly, the cupmarks
are probably bronze age, 1000 years younger than the megaliths themselves, and
thus not part ot the builders’ plan. Secondly, until the 19th century no-one imag-
ined that the landscape contained a layer of sedimentary rocks beneath the igneous
ones. The hypothesis that the tombs represent “the landscape in miniature” has
therefore been tested, and found unlikely to be correct. Malmer suggests that sed-
imentary rocks cleave easily and make good uprights, while the igneous capstones
weather better and protect the softer uprights. This knowledge probably was in the
minds of the builders.

An example on a wider geographical scale concerns the Neolithic economy in
Britain. The post-processual orthodoxy states that wild plant foods were more
important than cultivated ones (e.g., Bradley 1993). The economy is therefore irrel-
evant to the explosion of Neolithic material culture (Thomas 1999). This is based
on the fact that most samples of Neolithic plant remains contain a high proportion
of haze] nut shell and weed seeds (Entwhistle and Grant 1989).

This raises the question of how archaeological materials should be used to shed
light on the past. Middle Range Theory (MRT) was Binford’s suggestion, intended
to “get from contemporary facts to statements about the past” by means of “a
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body of theory treating the relationships between statics [archaeological data in the
present] and dynamics [human behaviour in the past]” (Binford 1977 [1983: 36]).
MRT was criticised by Hodder (1986) because it ignores the uniqueness of each cul-
tural context, so “there can be no universal cultural relationship between statics and
dynamics” (Hodder 1986: 116). MRT has subsequently been completely written off
by post-processualists.

It 1s one thing to criticise the theoretical underpinnings of MRT. It is quite anoth-
er to assume that the problems it sought to address have therefore gone away. This
1s however what the post-processual view does, because it accepts the plant samples
uncritically: hazelnut shells are more common than cereals, therefore hazel nuts were
mote important. Jones (2000) tests this statement using archaeobotanical facts. She
points out that nutshell survives charring much better than cereal chaff, and is easy
to see and recover without flotation, two practical reasons why it may be over-repre-
sented. Cereal by-products have many uses, while nutshell has none and can be
thrown straight into the fire (or indeed used as kindling), further enhancing nutshell
visibility. Recent excavations have revealed several early Neolithic houses full of cere-
als, 1n store when the building burnt down. As Jones points out, no such stores of
hazelnuts are known; she concludes that cereals were more important than hazelnuts
despite the inverse visibility of their waste products. Jones’ MRT-type understanding
of the processes of consumption, preservation and recovery stand in marked con-
trast to the “let-the-data-speak-for-themselves” assumption of the post-processual-
ists, and casts much doubt on their view of the British Neolithic economy.

These two examples reveal the difficulties post-processualists encounter when
they make statements about the prehistoric past, despite their claim that theory
leads the way. While they deny the testability of such statements, others have fewer
scruples and do test them. Post-processualists may come to regret abandoning sci-
ence, which 1s partly the contingent result of a particular historical context: sucked
into the vacuum left by Clarke and Higgs, and goaded on by Leach, the new theo-
retical stance was developed self-consciously and hastily. The result was adversarial
and opposed in particular to all things Binfordian — so it is hardly sutprising that the
bathwater went out with the baby. But as dissonance grows between post-proces-
sual statements and scientific tests, post-processualists will be obliged either to
develop tests of their own, or to dispute the tests of others; either represents a
retreat from their current theoretical stance.

;. DO THEORETICAL CHANGES TRANSFORM ARCHAEOLOGY?

In this section I will argue that the importance of high-profile theoretical
changes has been exaggerated.
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a) Cultures — systems — contexts

These three words are generally held to label the thought processes behind the
three periods of archaeology since World War 1. Childe (1954: 26-7) identified “cul-
tures” based on artifact types:

The totality of recognised types current simultaneously in a given area is termed
a “culture”. Archaeology is liable to become a study of cultures rather than of
culture! (...). As the peculiarities of the component types are determined by
convention rather than by function, the culture must correspond to a social
group which sanctifies the distinctive conventions and carries the social tradi-
tion. It would be rash to try to define precisely what sort of social group corre-
sponds to the archaeologist’s “culture™.

The later caricature of this involves archaeologists fruitlessly moving cultural
billiard balls about on the green baize of Europe. An often unspoken implication is
that many archaeologists 1n central and eastern Europe still do this today.

Cultural Archaeology is often criticised as particularistic, simply grouping more
and more traits until a culture emerges (e.g., Clarke 1968: 35-7; Johnson 1999: 17-20).
New Archaeology sought to replace this with the systemic view that “cultural sys-
tems are whole units™ which include religion and social organisation, not just mate-
rial culture traits (Clarke 1968: 43). This critique was often justified, but we should
remember how Childe (1954: 22-3) viewed the workings ot a culture:

An ideology 1s evidently a social product (...). Not the least important function

of an ideology is to hold society together and lubricate its workings. And in this

guise at least ideology reacts on technology and material equipment. For, like
spiritual equipment, material equipment is a social product not only in the sense
that 1t springs from social tradition.

“Ideology” or “society”’ here are cleatly unitying not particularising concepts.
Furthermore, the first diagrams of cultural systems anticipated the New
Archaeology by several decades. The first was produced by Grahame Clark (1930:
152), reproduced in Fig. 4. Clark wrote that he was “indicating in tabular form the
structure of a society, so as to make clear the inter-relations of its different parts™,
although the diagram “over-simplifies the position”. He discussed a more devel-
oped diagram published a few years later (also in Fig. 4) as follows:

(...) no aspect of culture, by which I mean everything acquired by individuals as

members of societies, can be fully understood in 1solation. Thus, not even the

most prosaic activities of daily life can be adequately interpreted solely in terms
of economic factors: even the selection of animals for food or the skeletal
remains of these for implements or weapons may depend on traditional beliefs
in the field of law, magic, or religion, or on some circumstance of social organ-
1zation, as much as upon such material factors as the means available for hunting
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Bottom: from Clark 1953: fig. 6.
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or manufacture. Conversely, it is no less true that the influence of economic fac-

tors permeates all levels of social life, so that a knowledge of these 1s necessary

for the understanding even of such apparently remote spheres as religion (Clark

1953 [1989: 165-6).

This clearly emphasises that cultures are dynamic and unified entittes, not static
agglomerations of material traits. This is probably close to Childe’s conception. It
may faitly be objected that many Cultural Archaeologists did not perceive cultures in
such sophisticated terms, and that this unifying view of culture did not constitute a
research agenda. But neither did the classic systems theory of the New Archaeology:
few studies are expressed in explicitly systemic terms. Both the Childe/Clark view
and later systemic views are more a state of mind than a research tool.

It is no surprise that Post-Processual Archaeology has criticised systems theory.
What is surprising is the nature of the criticism: systems theory is said to separate
things rather than unify them:

[systems theory] assumes that societies can be divided into sub-systems — sepa-
rate types of activity. For example, I would find it difficult to decide whether a
“meal” today was in the economic, social or ritual sub-system, or which parts of
the “meal” should be in which sub-system (...). While the utilitarian, social and
ideological functions are part of the explanation of the meal, it seems to me that
the meal must partly be understood as being organised in ways that are not
reducible to external functions (Hodder 1986: 31).
“Context” however unifies rather than separates:

“Context” comes from the Latin confexere, meaning to weave, join together, con-

nect (Hodder 1986: 119). Each object exists in many relevant dimensions at

once, and so, where the data exist, a rich network of associations and contrasts
can be followed through in building up towards an interpretation of meaning.

The totality of the relevant dimensions of variation around any one object can

be identified as the context of the object (Hodder 1986: 139).

The idea that systems separate while contexts unite is one of the principle
thought-bytes of Post-Processual Archaeology. However, as far back as Grahame
Clark, systems were a unifying conception of culture (see above). David Clarke
(1968: 102) re-emphasised this in New Archaeology:

It is, of course (...) arbitrary and dangerous to describe a sociocultural system

as having component subsystems (...). Not only are the subsystems really dif-

ferent aspects of the same system, but even could we define them adequately in
terms of content and boundaries one would still not have defined the system
containing them. Such complex systems cannot be treated as an interlaced set
of more or less independent systems since (...) the behaviour of such a unit is
more complex than simply the expression of the sum of its component behav-
iours. Nevertheless, as long as we continue to realize the arbitrary nature of this
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kind of component description it will perhaps serve to partially describe an oth-
erwise extremely complex reality. In the full realization that where we atbitrari-
ly describe say five component systems the system generators may have con-
ceptualised only one, or possibly three, or perhaps sixty — but as long as we are
consistent this arbitrariness will temporarily serve our purpose.
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Fig. 5. One of the systems diagrams published by David Clarke, from Clarke 1968: fig. 17.

Fig. 5 shows Clarke’s conception. Sn 1s “the summation of the effects of alien
sociocultural systems’ (Clarke 1968: caption to fig. 17). The psychological system sits
in the center; such ideational sub-systems were not added as late as 1982 (contra
Hodder 1986: 19) but are central, and implicit even in Grahame Clark’s systems (Fig. 4).
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David Clarke’s unifying vision is so sophisticated that Hoddet’s problem of where
to put his meal seems rather banal; perhaps his best option 1s simply to eat it.

’ In stressing unity, context simply reiterates systems theory. Hodder’s “rich net-
work of associations” (above) implies something conceptually rather systemic. To be
sure, sub-systems are never defined, but post-processualists still refer to economy; rit-
ual, trade, eze. — revealing 2 mode of thought not vastly different. The main difference
between system and context is the explicit naming of sub-systems in the former; these
appear rigid and separated when in diagrammatic form, but descriptions such as those
reproduced above show that this is not the intention. Context does not define sub-
systems but nevertheless comprises a “network”. Thus when Hodder considered
Baringo calabash decoration, he traced causation through a network involving milk,
cattle, the colonial regime, the role of women, the importance of children, e#. (1986:
105-15). These can all be fitted into the various sub-systems in Figs 4 or 5.

Fig. 6 depicts the differences between system and context as they impinge upon
actual archaeological work. I have chosen burials and ceramics, but these could be
anything from animal husbandry to calabash decoration. For the systems diagram,
I have chosen ten sub-systems, and shown how an archaeologist might perceive the
main influences on graves or pots. The arrows are double-ended, since this is
axiomatic of systems theory; most New Archaeologists would percetve the graves
or pots mainly as dependent variables, however, and the arrowheads are sized to
reflect this. In the context diagram, the psychological (or “ideological®) subsystem
has expanded to engulf the others, although they are of course still in there. This dia-
gram is thus more a cloud than a network. But we still study burials or ceramics as
part of a greater cultural whole; since material culture participates actively in culture
as 2 whole (Watson 1995: 687) the arrowheads are equal.

The differences between cultures, systems and contexts are thus much smaller
than generally assumed. There is no justification for using them as the heraldic
badges of the warring factions. One may wonder whether the 20th century actually

saw any paradigmatic shifts at all — or just major changes in nomenclature accom-
panying minor theoretical adjustments.

b) From cultures to individuals .

Turning now to the way cultures have been studied, the New Archaeology crit-
icised the “culture concept”. Clarke (1968: 246-8) criticised the “cultural brick the-
ory”, the idea that cultures formed discrete geographical units, because it is “indis-
putably clear that the component artefact types do not share an identical and sharp
clear-cut boundary’ (Clarke 1968: 247). He argued for a polythetic model, in which
trait distributions vary (Fig. 7), so that “the central zone or irregular plateau (...) will
then define the essential archaeological ‘culture area’ ” (Clarke 1968: 249).



