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Abstract

The Act of Discovery: an Ethnography of the
Subject-Object Relation in Archaeological Practice

by
Matthew Edgeworth

All theory must ultimately be grounded in bodily action and perceptual experience.
The purpose of this thesis is to sketch out the ontological ground of archaeological
knowledge. Based mainly upon an ethnography of an excavation, the thesis focuses
on the act of discovery- the (temporal) relation between an (embodied) subject and
an (emerging) object, mediated through (the use of) tools. The cultural agency
of the archaeologist, in giving form to material patterns, is taken into account.
But so too is the ‘resistance’ of material evidence. It is in this subject-object
transaction that knowledge of the past is ultimately produced and reproduced.
However, we also have to consider why the act of discovery has remained hidden
within conventional theoretical discourse, and how it is that - in bringing the
ethno-archaeological perspective back to bear upon archaeology itself - it becomes

possible to ‘re-discover the act of discovery’.
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The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. No quotation from it should
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Preface

A research project which started out under the title of “The Social Context of
Ritual Monuments in Neolithic Europe” and finishes up under the present heading
of “The Act of Discovery: an Ethnography of the Subject-Object Relation in
Archaeological Practice”, requires some explanation of its development through
time. As originally conceived, the project was to consist of library-based research
into parallels between archaeological data from Neolithic sites and ethnographic
data from various sources (eg. Bloch 1971, 1986; Deacon and Wedgewood 1970).
Whatever transformations and inversions the research may have gone through since
then, this concern with analogy has provided a certain thread of continuity.

Disenchantment grew with the realisation that ‘ethnographic analogies’ work both
ways; they have a ‘hidden agenda’, effecting our view of the present as well as
our view of the past. Hodder (1982a:39) articulates the point well when he warns,
“there is a possibility that, having overrun and pillaged Australian, African and
American people militarily, economically and socially, we follow this up with an
‘intellectual colonialism’... we assume that our own ‘developed’society is less rele-
vant in finding analogies for Neolithic Europe in 6000 BC than are ‘undeveloped’
Africans or Australians.” But although ethnoarchaeology has recently extended its
domain of study to cover the material culture of modern industrialised societies,
including our own, it still concerns itself with the more or less distant Other. The
material culture of archaeologists themselves remains exempt from ethnoarchaeo-

logical analysis.

The relation of otherness that pertains between ourselves and the object of study,
connected with the belief that our own scientific culture is somehow ‘above’ or
‘beyond’ sociological or anthropological investigation, affects everything we do and
see. Certainly in my first year of research I treated the ethnographic record as

10



literally a record, containing ‘survivals’ of past ways of life - and this may have
led me to see similarities between ethnographic and archaeological data where in
fact mainly differences prevail. Perhaps I made the mistake of equating distance
in space - or in cultural understanding - with distance in time (Fabian 1983). But
by linking European prehistory with contemporary cultures elsewhere there was
definitely a sense in which I was characterising those other cultures as ‘the past
in the present’ or ‘the present in the past’. A deeper reading of ethnographic
literature, of course, indicates that the evolutionary assumptions informing my
approach were ill-founded. As Layton (1989:18) argues, “It is no longer possible
to make the comfortable assumption that non-Western peoples live in a timeless

present, that their cultures are inherently unchanging.”

In any case, we clearly do draw from our own cultural experience in interpreting
archaeological remains. Implicit analogies are embedded in the most ‘objective’
of data. Even to label a material item as a ‘pottery sherd’, for example, invokes
and presupposes a great deal of knowledge about how pots might be made, the
functions or purposes they might serve in the context of human action, and so on.
How does this ‘common-sense’ meaning get into archaeological data? Are the very
words we use to describe material objects the vehicles of tacit analogies? To what
extent do we draw from our own practical experience - as human agents ourselves

- in the perception, identification and description of artefacts?

All this led to a re-thinking of research strategy and a radical inversion of initial
objectives. Instead of using analogy as a method for comparing ethnographic and
archaeological data, I was now to carry out an ethnographic study of the role of

analogy in the production of data in archaeological excavation.

Fieldwork changed my views further. Before going into the field I had tended to
treat analogy as a mode of cognition - a mental process that takes place ‘in the
head’. But it now became apparent that such ideational processes were inseparable
from the material practices of excavation. Analogies are enmeshed in the everyday
discovery, manipulation and recording of material evidence. The whole focus of
my research, then, shifted from theory to practice, and from analogy to agency.
In so far as the topic of analogy figures in the fieldwork report it is as practical

analogy or analogy-in-action.
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This ‘bringing down to earth’ of theory necessarily involves a re-appraisal of the
relationship between theory and practice - of how theory is ‘grounded’ in practice.
In subsequent chapters it will be argued that the ontological ground of archaeolog-
ical knowledge is neither the objective material evidence (as empiricists insist) nor
subjective activity (as anti-empiricists imply) - but rather a practical transaction
between the subject and the object. To characterize this transaction I have used
the term “act of discovery” - which has a certain ring to it by virtue of the way
in which it combines contradictory terms (discovery normally being understood
as a passive rather than an active process). I take discovery to be a practical
activity involving both manual and intellectual skills. It entails work with and
upon material objects as well as cognitive objects. And it brings the theoretical
domain into direct contact with an external reality which resists, constrains and

forces modification of the ideational schemes brought to bear upon it.

By constituting archaeological excavation as a kind of ‘craft’, which involves the
transformation of (natural) raw material into (cultural) product, it becomes possi-
ble to explicate the normally implicit analogy that pertains between the activity of
archaeologists and the inferred activity of human agents in the distant past, which
enables archaeological interpretation to take place in the first instance. Bringing
to light the essential ‘likeness’ as well as ‘difference’ between ourselves and the

distant Other is the first requisite for a humanistic archaeology.

Emphasis throughout the fieldwork report will be on what diggers actually do and
how they do it. Whereas most theoretical accounts of archaeological practice are
prescriptive, the assumption here is that theory can learn a great deal from those
who make practical (as opposed to wholly written) contributions to the production
of archaeological knowledge, as well as the other way round. And the reader is
warned that little will be found in the following pages about the justification of
archaeological inferences - the principal concern of conventional epistemology. This
is not because validation is considered unimportant; it simply lies outside the range
of what has been attempted here. As Wittgenstein (1967a:para 217) puts it, “If I
have exhausted the justifications I have reached bedrock, and my spade is turned.

r,m
oon

Then I am inclined to say ‘This is simply what I do

12
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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION: ESCAPING FROM THE TEXT

1.1 Basic Analogies or Root Metaphors

All sciences are structured in part by ‘basic analogies’ or ‘root-metaphors’ (Pepper
1942:38-9, Nisbet 1969:3-6, Turner 1974:23-31). The understanding of the uni-
verse as a MACHINE - characteristic of Newtonian physics - is an example of a
root-metaphor that structured an entire epoch of science and philosophy. Such
metaphors are undoubtedly useful. They enable us to select, highlight and organ-
ise certain aspects of observable reality - to explain that reality from a particular
point of view. But root-metaphors also exercise a constraining influence upon
scientific thought and practice. In highlighting certain aspects of reality, other
aspects may be neglected or hidden. Particular problems are identified and partic-
ular kinds of data are seen to be relevant to the solution of those problems. In the
sense that root-metaphors are reinforced by the continued collection of ‘relevant’
data, they tend to be self-certifying and self-reproducing - tacitly upholding our
explicit knowledge of the world. Following Kuhn (1962), Nisbet (1969:6) argued
that scientific revolutions are often no more than replacements, at critical points
in history, of one foundation-metaphor by another. New metaphors tend to open
up whole new fields of research precisely because they draw attention to aspects

of reality neglected by previous metaphors.

The question therefore arises - what is the root-metaphor that structures archae-
ological knowledge? In this chapter it will be argued, following Patrik (1985),
that the central object and concept of archaeological knowledge - the archaeo-
logical record - is itself a root-metaphor. The understanding of material remains
as RECORD underlies most theoretical discussion and provides the parameters
within which methodological debate takes place (see Barrett 1987/8 for an at-
tempted escape from the record-metaphor). While this metaphor has highlighted
many important aspects of material evidence, it has simultaneously hidden equally
important aspects of archaeological practice. It has, in effect, ‘covered over’ the

14



1.2

act of discovery, the subject of this thesis. In order to bring the act of discovery
to light, a different root-metaphor or way of looking at things is required.

Material Remains as Material Record

The metaphor of material remains as RECORD is embedded in contemporary ar-
chaeological discourse. As any reading of the literature shows, material evidence is
often spoken of as a MANUSCRIPT, a TEXT, a PALIMPSEST or a CODE. The
landscape itself is an historical DOCUMENT - a TESTAMENT and a TESTIMO-
NIAL to the past. We can find out about the past by READING, DECODING,
DECIPHERING, TRANSLATING or TRANSCRIBING the record, for the record
is something that can TELL, INFORM, COMMUNICATE, ILLUMINATE and
REVEAL. It is a REPOSITORY OF FACTS, a STORE OF KNOWLEDGE and
a MINE OF INFORMATION. Knowledge is PRESERVED in the record. Like
a book, this record can be CONSULTED. When we excavate a site, there is a
sense in which we are TURNING THE PAGES of the past, working our way back
through the CHAPTERS, ANNALS and CHRONICLES of time.

Consider, for example, this passage in Barker’s classic ‘Techniques of Archaeolog-
ical Excavation’ (Barker 1987:11-12):- “The soil is an historical document which
must be deciphered, translated and interpreted. The whole of our landscape, ru-
ral and urban, is a vast historical document. On its surface has accumulated a
continuous accretion of hundreds of thousands of acts of change, both natural and
human. Every archaeological site is itself a document. It can be read by a skilled

excavator.”

The metaphor is, however, much more than a fertile source of figures of speech.
It implicates a certain common-sense way of thinking about the past. As Ayer
(1956:67) puts it, “The past is thought of as being ‘there’, fixed, unalterable,
indelibly recorded in the annals of time, whether we are able to decipher them
or not.” Whereas the future is thought to be open, the past is closed. But the
metaphor of material remains as RECORD presents us with the possibility of
opening up, like a book so to speak, the past that is dead and gone. The concept of
the archaeological record refers not jus;c to material remains alone; it emphasises the
relation between unobservable cause and observable effect. The very use of the term

‘record’ implies a notion of the ‘recording-relation’ between the ‘record’ and ‘that
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which is recorded’ (ie. the past). Constituted in terms of the RECORD-metaphor,
the artefacts and ecofacts encountered during excavation are ‘facts’ in at least two
senses - 1) they are observable phenomena or empirical facts 2) they record past
events or meanings; that is, they are construed as facts about the unobservable
past. To skilled excavators and other empirically-minded archaeologists, then,
archaeological facts can be taken to speak not just for themselves, but also for the

past events or meanings they record.

The New Archaeologists (eg. Binford and Binford 1968, Watson et al 1971) chal-
lenged the conventional empiricism but retained the record-metaphor, developing
it into a methodological philosophy. The recording-relation between past cultural
dynamics and the archaeological statics observable in the material record was con-
ceived of as a causal link, governed by a complex set of laws. By specifying the
supposedly universal laws which operate in mediating the transition from dynamic
context to archaeological context, it was hoped that unambiguous links could be
established between cause and effect, and that inferences about cause could be
chained to a deductive form of argument. As Sabloff, Binford and Macanany
(1987:203) recently stated, “the most promising methodological undertaking... is
the strengthening of the procedures archaeologists employ to link inferentially the
archaeological record with the past dynamics that produced it.”

Hodder’s (1982c, 1985, 1986, 1987a) formulation of a post-processual archaeology
was developed as a response to the deficiencies of New Archaeology. He rightly
pointed out that the emphasis on deterministic laws governing human behaviour,
with cross-cultural applicability, leads to a disregard for socio-cultural variability.
In any case, very few ‘universal’ laws had actually been specified by the proces-
sualists. But Hodder’s alternative model also retains the record-metaphor - albeit
in a slightly different form. The material record was now to be explicitly consti-
tuted as a TEXT, artefacts as material SYMBOLS or SIGNS, and material context
as CONTEXTUAL MEANING, which becomes accessible to symbolic and struc-
turalist analysis. By reading the text, the GRAMMAR, CODE and MEANING
of past human action can be brought to light. Reading past meanings is therefore
an interpretive endeavour rather than an objective science. (For a more detailed
comparative analysis of the use of the record-metaphor in Binford’s and Hodder’s
work, the reader is referred to Patrik 1985).
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But if Hodder’s contextual archaeology emphasises cultural relativism and the
subjective task of ‘reading’ the record, while Binford’s processual archaeology em-
phasises ecological determinism and scientific objectivity, there is nevertheless a
common ground underlying the differences - an axis of polarity that unites them in
their opposition to each other. Similarities in their respective approaches include
a concern with ethnoarchaeological research, as a means of gathering information
which can shed light on ‘the formation processes of the archaeological record’ (Bin-
ford 1967, 1976, 1978, 1980; Hodder 1982a, 1982b - see also Schiffer 1976, 1983).
Both accept the root-metaphor of material remains as RECORD (or TEXT).

This metaphor has proved to be a fertile and adaptable model for understanding
the way in which material remains can inform us about the past. From within its
general structure particular organisational schemes have been selected to express
a range of different - sometimes complementary, sometimes oppositional - points
of view. But it is noticeable that (at least up to about 1985) the record-metaphor
encompasses almost the entire domain of archaeological discourse. Implicit in
the normative empiricism, it becomes more explicit as we move towards the two
extremes of ‘objectivity’ (processualism) and ‘subjectivity’ (post-processualism).
Methodological debate tends to be a dialectic between these two poles, circum-
scribed by the metaphor of the material record. As Patterson (1989:561-2) puts it,
“The archaeologist and the archaeological record are gridded in to one another.”
It falls to Linda Patrik (1985:56-7) to ask the pertinent question: “Might there
be a new model of archaeological evidence that does not borrow at all from the

concept of a record?”

1.3 From Reading to Writing the Past

Since 1985, however, two books by Shanks and Tilley (1987a, 1987b) have taken
and developed the post-processual model beyond its initial phase of structuralist
analysis. As they put it, “structuralism opened the way to an understanding of
material remains as being in some sense analogous to a text, a meaningful sig-
nifying system to be ‘read’ and interpreted” (Shanks and Tilley 1989:3). They
incorporated into their ‘post-structuralist’ philosophy Hodder’s insight that the
reading of the material culture text is conditioned in part by the schemes of signi-

fication brought to bear upon the text by the reader, whose point of view is always
17



historically and culturally situated; different readers may read a given text in dif-
ferent ways - there is no one correct reading, and no single ‘truth’ to be discovered
in the text (see Hodder 1987b). But Shanks and Tilley noted that archaeologists
are engaged in writing as well as reading. “Archaeology,” they argued, “is not so
much a reading of the signs of the past, but a process in which these signs are
written into the present” (Shanks and Tilley 1989:4).

Once writing has been identified as “the real material practice of archaeology”
(ibid:49), the past becomes for Shanks and Tilley something that is inscribed and
produced in the present day. “Any archaeological account involves the creation of a
past in a present and its understanding. Archaeology in this sense is a performative
and transformative endeavour, a transformation of the past in terms of the present”
(1987a 103-4). The past is not so much ‘that which is recorded’ by the record,
but rather ‘that which is produced’ in the writing of archaeological texts - the
product of inscriptive practices in the present day, and therefore also the product
of contemporary ideologies and relations of power, which are reproduced in and
through archaeological discourse. And just as there are different ways of reading
a text, so there are different ways of writing it. It follows that any writing of a
past is a political act - and it is one of the virtues of Shanks and Tilley’s work that
they make their own political stance quite explicit. They conceive of their writing
as a kind of revolutionary practice, challenging the supposed political neutrality of
science - and the pasts that have been constructed under the name of ‘objective

science’.

Despite the radical nature of their critique, however, it is clear that Shanks and
Tilley are still ‘gridded in’ to the metaphor of material remains as material record.
Consider, for example, their formulation of the relationship between artefact and
text (1989:5). The material culture encountered by archaeologists is defined as “a
multi-dimensional ‘text’ with a plurality of meanings” (which, in some fundamental
sense, is still understood to ‘record’ past human actions). The archaeological text
is defined as “an argumentative structure with ‘material’ quotations”. And the
relationship between these two kinds of texts is mediated by the archaeologist in the
activity of writing. Yet in essence this is nothing more than a transformation of the
traditional concept of the archaeological record. The record is normally understood

as 1. the material record (eg. “the remains of prehistoric or historic cultures that
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are visible or uncovered by archaeologists today” Sabloff et al 1987:203-4), and
2. the textual or representative record (eg. “the data amassed from survey and
excavation” Fagan 1980:6) - the second being understood as a more or less direct
copy, transcription, translation or extract of the first, mediated by the archaeologist
in the activity of reading (refer to quote from Barker, Section 1.2). Whether the
role of the archaeologist is constituted as reader or writer, we are led towards
the inevitable conclusion that “There is nothing outside of the text ” (Derrida
1977:158 , quoted in Yates 1990:220).

Because the post-processual movement has explicitly stressed “questions of repre-
sentation, style, textuality and writing” (Shanks and Tilley 1989:49), drawing its
interpretive framework from Barthes, Derrida, Ricoeur and other textual theorists
(see Bapty and Yates 1990, Tilley 1990), it has effectively situated itself inside the
metaphor of the TEXT, which has been extended to cover all realms of human
experience. There is, for them, literally no escape from the text. But it is impor-
tant to make clear that no avenues of escape are provided by their critics either.
Ironically, critiques of post-processualism tend to be framed in terms of the ob-
jectivist version of the metaphor of material remains as RECORD. Thus Renfrew
(1989:39), in his comments on Shanks and Tilley’s work, states that “The material
record of the past, the actual remains, may indeed be claimed as ‘value-free’ and
lacking in observer-induced bias. That record is available, readily available: that
is the great strength of archaeology ” (cf. the critique of Hodder in Binford 1987,
where similar recourse is taken to the concept of the material record). It is as
though the metaphor of RECORD/TEXT has become a valued commodity in its
own right, to be battled and fought over by rival camps. Each camp lays claim
to the metaphor that gave rise to both, and which at once unites and divides the

protagonists in their opposition to each other.

1.4 The Derivation of the Record Metaphor

A metaphor so deeply embedded at the heart of a system of thought is likely to
have a long history. Archaeology in its formative years borrowed many of its orig-
inal concepts from other, established, disciplines - such as History and Geology -
with both of which it still has strong conceptual links. In her penetrating com-
parative analysis of processual and contextual archaeologies, Patrik (1985:33-4)
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suggests that the concept of the archaeological record is derived from the concepts
of the historical record and the fossil record. She points out that New Archae-
ologists tend to draw from the notion of the fossil record (with its implications
of ecological determinism, direct recording-connections between cause and effect,
and the uniformitarian principle), while contextual archaeologists tend to draw
from the notion of the historical record (with its implications of authorship, style,
and hermeneutics). These two different kinds of record, moreover, are themselves
historically linked: “palaeontology initially derived its concept of the fossil record
from the metaphor of an historical record: the fossil record is like a book that
holds in its strata, as a book holds in its pages, the story of the earth, ancient
organisms, and their evolution. The metaphor originated with the belief that a
divine creator was responsible for the formation processes of the fossil record: just
as authors produce texts, the divine creator produced the earth and the creatures
on it” (Patrik 1985:34).

The historical origin of the record-metaphor in a pre-Darwinian religious cosmol-
ogy, however, does not explain its continuity through time, and its continued rele-
vance to archaeologists in the present day. If we ask the question, ‘in what ways is
the record-metaphor grounded in and derived from ongoing cultural experience?’, it
is not difficult to locate that part of everyday experience from which the metaphor
continues to emerge as the natural and common-sense frame for understanding ar-
chaeological evidence. As post-processualists have so cogently argued, reading and
writing are the real material practices of (academic) archaeology - which consist
more of the production of texts, the compilation of bibliographies, the reading of
relevant literature and the citation of references, than it does of the actual digging
of material remains. The field of textual discourse in which we as academics par-
ticipate is more than just a field; it is a way of life. To situate oneself within this
field is to internalise its conventions, skills and rationales - to acquire a practical
mastery of words, style and rhetoric. Only then is it possible to be a name, cited
in texts other than one’s own. ‘Homo Academicus’ (Bourdieu 1988) is essentially
a textual being, whose activity takes place in an environment where the book is
the principal item of material culture. And books have a primary reference to
other books, whether or not they refer to any external reality outside of the text;

even excavation-reports are based mainly on a multiplicity of specialist reports,
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context-sheets, plans, and other inscriptions. Texts provide the setting, the inten-
tional product and the raison d’etre of the academic existence. And what could
be more natural, in this world circumscribed on all sides by the written word,
to characterise the world outside in terms of the metaphor of the RECORD or
TEXT? In the last analysis we all seek to understand things within the frame of
that which is most familiar. It is the achievement of the post-processualists that
they have brought this root-metaphor to the surface of archaeological discourse,
made it quite explicit, and turned it back to bear upon its source (much of the
force of their critique deriving from this reflexive turn) - so that in their work the
metaphor has reached its apotheosis. Only on the basis of their work is it possible

to constitute the textual metaphor as something ‘to be escaped from’.

If roughly the same metaphor can be used to support both objectivist and subjec-
tivist claims, it is probably because real texts or records - from which the metaphor
is ultimately derived - encapsulate the subject-object dichotomy in a particularly
irresolveable form. A written record can be perceived either as a material ob-
ject in its own right, or as the vehicle for subjective meanings, depending on the
point of view of the perceiver. It is very difficult, however, to hold both points of
view simultaneously. Focus attention on the objective shape of the printed letters
and their meaning disappears. Shift attention back to the meaning of the words
and their objective form becomes ‘fuzzy’, then recedes out of direct consciousness.
Even the meaning apprehended by the reader can be regarded as objective fact or
subjective fiction - again, depending on the reader’s point of view. And different
readers may read different meanings in the same text, whether or not those mean-
ings were intended by the writer. As Hodder (1987b:87) says of a review of his
book, Reading the Past; “My book is a real thing (in the same way that archaeo-
logical data are real). And yet in reading Bell’s reading of my book I realise that
he often did not see what I wrote or what I thought I wrote. The book is real but
different readers give it different realities.” In the light of such remarks, it is easy
to see how the textual metaphor carries with it a whole (literary) metaphysics.
Many of the problems and disagreements involved in understanding (reading) or
producing (writing) the archaeological record may be nothing more and nothing
less than transformations of the paradox of the text, metaphorically transposed on

to material evidence.
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1.5 The Archaeological Record: A Matter of ‘Fact’

In conventional empiricism, the material record is understood to be comprised of
various kinds of facts which record past events or meanings. A recording-relation
between cause and effect is taken to be an objective property of the material record
(so that, for example, the fact that this piece of worked flint or that sherd of pot-
tery are the products and instruments of past human agency can be regarded as
self-evident). Facts are simply uncovered and recorded by archaeologists in excava-
tion. And the representative record that archaeologists make of material remains
- comprised of plans, notes, photos, context-sheets, finds, samples, etc - is seen
to be practically equivalent to the material record, as it was encountered during
excavation. Since the latter is regarded as a translation or copy of the former,
the enormous gap between these two kinds of record is closed to the extent that
no distinction needs to be drawn in theoretical discourse. The term ‘archaeolog-
ical record’ collapses these two entities into one, so that ‘facts’ can be read from
excavation-reports in much the same way as they can be read from the mate-
rial record itself. Indeed, since the material facts have for the most part been
destroyed in the process of excavation, the corpus of facts which constitutes the
archaeological record is largely comprised of textual objects. A fact is a textual
object which can be taken to be equivalent to a material object. In some funda-
mental sense, such facts are understood to constitute the basic units of theoretical
analysis. When we speak of theories about the past being ‘based’ upon the facts,
what we actually mean is that our theories are based upon textual objects which we
call facts, according to a particular notion of the correspondence between textual

representations and their material object.

In their powerful critique of empiricist thought, the post-processualists (eg Shanks
and Tilley 1987a, 1987b, 1989) take an entirely different view of facts. Facts
are regarded as social - or, more specifically, textual - productions. They derive
their concreteness not so much from any resemblance to a reality outside of the
text, but rather from their context within an established field of textual discourse,
the manner and style in which they have been written, the authority of their
writers, and of course the point of view of the reader. Indeed, there is a sense
in which (as many literary theorists have argued), the reader’s point of view is

constructed for the reader by the text. Through persuasion and rhetoric - most
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effective when it seems neither persuasive nor rhetorical - the text constructs a
reality and persuades the reader (and, for that matter, the writer) to accept this
manufactured reality as objective ‘fact’ rather than fiction. As Shanks and Tilley
(1989:7) put it, “Language use does not merely imitate reality; rather, it helps to
constitute it.” Hence they can argue that there is no such thing as a real past; the
past is something that is continually being created and transformed, through the

medium of texts, in the present day.

How do these two very different conceptions of fact arise? The etymology of the
word can help us here. Although the standard dictionary definition, ‘anything that
comes to pass: truth: reality, or real state of things’ corresponds roughly to the
empiricist notion of fact as something which exists independently of any subjective
interpretation of it, an etymological investigation suggests a different meaning. As
Knorr-Cetina (1981:4) points out, ‘fact’ is derived from the Latin factum-facere,
‘to make’ or ‘to do’, hence we have the associated words ‘manufacture’, ‘factory’
and ‘artefact’. This second underlying meaning of fact as ‘something which is
made’ perhaps more closely corresponds to the post-processualist view. What is
interesting is the way in which empiricists tend to highlight the first meaning while
rejecting the second completely (along with any notion of cultural or subjective
influence in the perception and recording of facts), and the post-processualists
tend to highlight the second meaning while rejecting the first (along with any
notion of an objective world ‘out there’ which might constrain our cultural and
subjective construction of reality). In this way the debate between them, viewed
as a dialectical totality, epitomizes and reproduces the subject-object dichotomy
which is the inevitable product of a textual metaphor.

The two meanings of ‘fact’ are contradictory so long as we remain locked into (the
polarised versions of) the textual metaphor. Shift metaphors, however, and the
contradiction disappears. If we focus attention on archaeological practice as work
or labour, for example, rather than as reading or writing, it makes sense to conceive
of facts as being manufactured or made while at the same time always being made
out of something. To say that facts are social constructions does not necessarily
imply that there is no external reality; this reality can still be construed as the
raw material out of which facts are made. Bhaskar (1989:77-8) therefore puts

forward a very different conception of scientific activity, “the paradigm being that
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of a sculptor at work, fashioning a product out of the material and with the tools
available”: this is what he calls the “transformational model of social activity”.
Work consists of a practical transaction between the subject and the object, and
between culture and nature. Far from being a free-floating system of meanings,
as post-processualists would have it, culture is always grounded, reproduced and
transformed in its transactions with nature - which is likewise transformed - in the

practical setting of work or labour.

In terms of this model, “Thought cannot now be viewed as a mechanical function
of given objects (as 1n empiricism): nor can the activity of creative subjects be
regarded as endowing the world with things (as in idealism)” (Bhaskar 1989:26).
Facts have both material and cognitive dimensions. They are social products,
fashioned out of the world-at-hand, but like all human artefacts - once made -
they tend to stand as things in their own right, so that “we tend to read the world
as if it were comprised of facts” (Bhaskar 1989:61). In this way Bhaskar not only
counters empiricism, but also explains it. “Facts are real, but they are historically
specific realities. The mystification attached to them derives from the condition
that, in our spontaneous way of thinking and in empiricism, the philosophy which
reflects this, the properties possessed by facts as social objects are transformed into
qualities belonging to them as natural things” (Bhaskar 1989:9).

The metaphor of work or labour, then, has been extended to cover human percep-
tual processes. In Bhaskar’s scheme, facts are the result rather than the cause of
perception; the ‘objective’ meaning of things is constructed in perception in much
the same way as a sculptor or artisan fashions an artefact from a raw material -
so that the world increasingly comes to be comprised of objectifications of socio-
cultural and subjective meanings. That perception can be viewed as an active
performance (Ittelson and Cantril 1954, Neisser 1976, Gibson 1979), rather than
merely the passive reception and processing of incoming sense-data (as conven-
tional psychology would have it) has important implications for scientific episte-
mology. It is not just that perception is inter-meshed with bodily movement and
action; it is itself a kind of praxis. What is perceived depends in part upon the
cultural background, skill and experience of the perceiver, as well as what is ‘actu-
ally there’ to be perceived. Aquired cultural schemes draw our attention to some

aspects of the world encountered and not to others; in this sense the facts perceived
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to exist ‘out there’ are the products of cultural action. As Bhaskar (1989:60) puts
it, facts must be conceived “as potentialities of the conceptual schemes that gov-
ern our enquiries, which when actualised constitute discoveries. A fact, then, is
a potentiality actualized in discovery, sustained in practice... and objectified in

sense-perception.”

This kind of analysis does not question the post-processualists’ assertion that facts
are social constructions, but it does reject the notion that facts are wholly textual
creations. It directs our attention to an earlier stage of the scientific process which
precedes inscription. And in this it draws from the empiricists’ insistence that all
knowledge must ultimately be grounded in our perceptual experience of the world.
The origin of the fact is sought neither in the creative activity of writing subjects
nor in the objective properties of nature, but rather in labour or perceptual labour,

in causal interchange with nature.

1.6 What the Record-Metaphor Hides

Bhaskar’s paradigm of a ‘sculptor at work’ enables us to see what is neglected or
hidden by the metaphor of material remains as RECORD or TEXT. In terms of
the record-metaphor, empiricists tend to regard facts as things which are contained
in, uncovered and transcribed from the material record, quite independently of any
subjective or cultural contribution from the agents of discovery. It is of course well
known to anyone who has worked out in the field that in practice it is impossible to
separate subjective interpretation from objective fact; as Barker (1977:143) points
out, “observation is not an automatic process. It depends entirely upon the par-
ticular knowledge of the observer.” Nevertheless, the record-metaphor plays down
the active role of the agents of discovery. The culturally-acquired skills, rationales
and techniques possessed by these agents - which enable them to constitute mate-
rial objects or patterns as ‘facts’ to be inscribed - are also played down. In so far
as their skills are highlighted at all, they are characterised as more like those of
a reader who passively ‘takes’ meaning from a text, than those of a sculptor who
actively ‘applies’ meaning, both manually and cognitively, to the material being

worked.

In Part I we will see how the agents of discovery (ie. the diggers who initially

come into contact with material evidence, manipulate it, and transform it into
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data) are effectively ‘written out’ of excavation-reports, and how their erasure is
strategically linked to the presentation of facts in those texts as being somehow
‘interpretation-free’ and ‘theoretically-neutral’. For the representative record is
meant to be a literal transcription of the material record - the raw material for
theoretical analysis rather than the end-product of practical interpretations. Only
by excluding the agents of discovery from the text is it possible to preserve the
apparent ‘objectivity’ of recorded facts. But this has led to a significant blind
spot in archaeological epistemology. While there is a great deal of literature about
the formation-processes of the material record up to the act of discovery, and a
great deal of literature about the analytical procedures which follow on from the
act of discovery, there is very little literature (apart from prescriptive manuals of

excavation technique) about the act of discovery itself.

It is interesting that the same oversight has carried over into post-processualist
thought, which sustains the same ‘squeezing out’ of the act of discovery and the
agents of discovery. Although Shanks and Tilley (1989:2) explicitly set out to
“break down the divide... between theory and practice”, they are actually more
concerned to “emphasize theory as a practice ” rather than the other way round.
In showing how writing is a kind of practice, they neglect to show how digging is
likewise a kind of theory. Writing, not digging, is regarded as the real material
practice of archaeology. Indeed, “It might be said that digging is a pathology of
archaeology. A major problem that has always dogged archaeology is the notion
that it is primarily about excavation” (Tilley 1989:275). In the post-processualist
analysis of the construction of archaeological facts, then, attention is directed to-
wards the academic structures within which the activity of writing takes place,
rather than the non-academic setting of digging and practical labour. No men-
tion is made of that most neglected and informal of archaeological institutions -
the digging circuit. It seems to have escaped the notice of textual theorists that
there are several hundred people involved in archaeological work in Britain who are
not themselves primarily concerned with the writing of texts, are rarely cited in
excavation-reports, and leave to work on other sites when the real (post-excavation)

work of textual production begins.

It is true that circuit-diggers draw plans, plot finds, lay out grids, take photographs,
write out context-sheets, etc - and indeed that most of the primary data for sub-
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sequent research are produced by them in the inscriptive practices of excavation
- but they also dig pits, postholes, ditches and other material features. They are
engaged in a multitude of manual practices which precede inscription. These prac-
tices take place out in the open air rather then in the artificial environment of
libraries and university departments - ‘on the ground’ rather then in the ‘upper
stratosphere’ of academic discourse. The trowel and the spade, not the book and
the pen, are the principal items of their material culture. And diggers do actually
come into contact with something that is not text, some kind of external reality
which - however much we may try to constitute it as a written record - has not

been written at all.

In so far as the event of excavation is considered by post-processualists, it tends to
be apprehended within the constraints of the textual metaphor. Thus in his paper,
Ezrcavation as Theatre, Tilley (1989:278-9) characterizes the relation between ex-
cavation and the site-report as “an interpretive production for which the analogy
of the dramatic performance and its relation to a script seems peculiarly appro-
priate.” And again, “The relationship between excavation and what gets written
resembles that between an individual speech utterance and an underlying set of
grammars. The excavation provides a set of grammars, often incoherent or con-
tradictory, both enabling and constraining the production of a text.” Discourse
still holds sway over inarticulate practical labour. Yet the author acknowledges
that “There exist a series of real and incomensurable transformations between the
practices of digging a trench and the drawing, recording and interpretation of a
section, a disjunction between two very different material realities... There is no
clear passage from the activity of excavation to the activity of writing.” In this way
we reach the limits of the explanatory power of the textual metaphor. If we are to
begin to understand the material reality of digging which precedes inscription, we

would have to replace the textual model with a more appropriate metaphor.

The problem with the post-processualist account is that it tends to exclude the
constraining role of the material object - the actual material remains which are
uncovered and worked upon during excavation - from the activity of creative sub-
jects (just as empiricists tend to exclude from their discourse the active role of the

subject in the constitution of objects). It is not, then, that the textual metaphor
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hides either the subject or the object, for both are separately stressed by post-
processualist and empiricist versions of the metaphor. What the metaphor hides
is the transaction between the subject and the object, as it takes place in the act of
discovery. This is why the event of excavation, constituted as intersubjective work
or labour upon material objects (rather than merely a process of transcription or

inscription) rarely appears in theoretical discourse.

1.7 Material Remains as Raw Material

The metaphor of material remains as RAW MATERIAL throws a very different
light upon archaeological practice. It plays down the recording-relation between
observable archaeological effects and past human action that was highlighted by
the empiricist version of the record-metaphor. Facts about the past are no longer
seen as properties of the material record or text, which only have to be (passively)
transcribed or read by archaeologists. Nor are facts regarded as wholly textual
creations, fashioned out of nothing but the signs and grammar of textual discourse.
On the contrary, facts about the past are (actively) produced in the present from
the RAW MATERIAL of material remains.

This alternative metaphor implicates the subsidiary metaphors of PRODUCERS
(archaeologists), PROCESSES OF PRODUCTION (archaeological practice) and
PRODUCT (facts, data, theories, knowledge about the past). As the products or
ARTEFACTS of excavation, facts can be said to be MADE, WROUGHT, CON-
STRUCTED, MANUFACTURED, SHAPED, WORKED and FASHIONED by
archaeologists. But like most human artefacts, they are the INSTRUMENTS and
TOOLS as well as the products of labour. Established facts, theories and models
can be used to shape further raw material, which means that knowledge is always
REPRODUCED in practice. However, the raw material - at once PLIABLE and
RESISTANT - constrains the form of the knowledge which is fashioned from it.

Importantly, the metaphor draws our attention to the SITE where the raw material
is initially encountered, and where the work of transformation takes place. The
site can be defined as the point of intersection between culture and nature - the
locus at which culture comes into contact with nature and nature is transformed
into culture. [The term ‘nature’ will be used in various ways in this thesis. For

the sense in which I mean it here, see Section 12.2. In the fieldwork report,
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‘NATURE’ in capital letters designates all those things which are situated outside
the ‘CULTURAL’ domain of archaeological knowledge and practices in the present
day, or the raw material which has yet to be assimilated into that domain - see
Section 4.2. This should be regarded as quite distinct from the way in which
archaeologists use the term to designate those things deemed not to be the effects

of past cultural activity - see Section 7.2.]

The site can also be defined as a transaction between the subject (as agent) and
the object (as patient) - in the context of which, as we shall see, the object can
act back upon the subject, and nature can act back on culture. We are no longer
concerned so much with the physical formation processes of the objective material
record, nor with the textual production of the written archaeological record. What
we are interested in are the formation processes, or processes of production and
reproduction, of archaeological knowledge, as these are grounded in practice at the

site of discovery.

This means taking our leave from those conventional epistemologies which con-
strue archaeological inference as wholly a matter of mental operations - induction,
deduction and the justification of propositions. And since we are no longer dealing
with a text, the hermeneutical approach of Derrida and Barthes is inappropriate.
The labour process theory of Marx (1973, 1976, Markus 1978), the existential
philosophy of Heidegger (1962), Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Sartre (1957, 1976),
the phenomenological orientation of Schutz (1964, 1973), the more recent prac-
tice theory of Bourdieu (1977, 1990), the structuration theory of Giddens (1976,
1984) and the realist ontology sketched out by Bhaskar (1975, 1989), fit much
better into the internal structure of the metaphor and provide the philosophical
background for this thesis. All these writers are concerned in different ways with
human praxis; that is, with cultural activity grounded in some kind of practical
transaction with nature - this transaction taking on what phenomenologists have
called the “life-world” (Gurvitsch 1970, Schutz and Luckmann 1973) rather than

within the structures of a text.

It is the explicit aim of this thesis to use the alternative metaphor of material
remains as RAW MATERIAL to try and break down the oppositions that have

arisen in archaeological discourse between subject and object, idealism and mate-
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rialism. There is a very real danger, however, that in countering the precedence
that is normally accorded to theory over practice and text over life-world, these
dichotomies will merely be reproduced rather than overcome. In focusing upon the
practical labour of excavation, then, it is important to examine the ways in which
the text manifests itself in the life-world, and those ways in which practice is itself

a kind of theory-in-action.

The alternative metaphor changes our view of the past as well as the present.
Aspects of the ‘constructivist’ metaphor for understanding archaeological practice
have of course already appeared in post-processualist thought. Thus the past is
spoken of as a ‘product’, ‘artefact’, ‘construction’ or ‘creation’ of the present-day
(eg. there is “no such thing as a real past” Shanks and Tilley 1989:3). But at
the same time the post-processualists have never really escaped from the tradi-
tional textual metaphor, giving rise to contradictions that derive from the mizing
of metaphors. As Bender (1989:12) and Hodder (1989:15) point out, there is con-
siderable confusion about the relationship of the past to the present. Shanks and
Tilley tend to regard the past as being created in the present, but they also imply
the former existence of a real past that is somehow recorded (eg. “All traces of
the past are important ” Tilley 1989:227). An implicit ontology seems to underlie
their anti-realist position, even if no explicit distinction is drawn between what
are after all two very different kinds of pasts - the past which we create and the
past which is presupposed to have really occurred. Since we are engaged in disen-
tangling the constructivist metaphor from the textual metaphor, let us make this
distinction quite explicit here. The past which is presupposed to have ‘actually
happened’ irrespective of what archaeologists say about it, should be regarded as
logically distinct from the knowledge of the past which archaeologists construct.
The second is clearly a product of archaeological practice in the present-day and
the recent past; the first (except in so far as it is presupposed) is not a product of

the present in any way at all.

The distinction becomes clearer when framed in terms of Bhaskar’s ontology.
Bhaskar (1978, 1989:16-18, 26) distinguishes between 1. the intransitive objects of
knowledge: those things which exist (or existed) independently of, but are presup-
posed by, scientific knowledge and practices. 2. the transitive objects of knowledge:

the established facts, models, theories, techniques, cognitive and material tools of
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scientific knowledge. Importantly, the intransitive objects can only be charac-
terised by the same names as those of transitive objects. Thus the past - the real
past which is presupposed to have actually happened and is therefore unalterable
- is an intransitive object of knowledge. But it can only be characterised in terms
of the facts or theories we have about the past, which are the transitive objects
of knowledge. As science itself is a socially and historically situated activity, the
transitive objects of scientific knowledge are also social and historical entities that
change through time. Hence we find that our knowledge of the past is subject, as
Shanks and Tilley have pointed out, to any number of transformations - depending
on the cultural standpoint of those who inscribe this knowledge. But the past, the

real past, cannot be changed.

Bhaskar’s ontological scheme, which simply insists that existence must precede
theory rather than the other way rouhd, can be extended to resolve a further and
not altogether unrelated confusion that has arisen in archaeological discourse. We
are accustomed to thinking of material remains and data as synonymous terms,
referring to the same reality. But the new metaphor forces us to draw a distinction
here. As Sullivan (1978:189) points out, material remains are not data. Material
remains (at least up to the moment of discovery) exist independently of archaeolog-
ical practice; data, on the other hand, are the products of archaeological practice.
Data are generated or produced from material remains in practice. Another way
of putting it is that, prior to their discovery, material remains existed outside of
the cultural domain of archaeology - even if, in the act of discovery, they are trans-
formed into cultural objects. Data, however, are cultural through and through.

Material remains are the raw material out of which data are fashioned.

By merging the concepts of material remains and data, conventional epistemology
has effectively ‘squeezed out’ the need for a theory of archaeological practice. This
is one of the ways in which the record-metaphor has ‘covered over’ the act of
discovery - and the active role of the agents of discovery in the constitution of data
or facts. But the metaphor of material remains as RAW MATERIAL separates
the two concepts and opens up the theoretical space between them. It draws
our attention to the “cluster of material and cognitive practices” (Harre 1986:6)

through which data are produced in the event of excavation.
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1.8 From Inside to Outside Perspective

Root-metaphors carry metaphysical implications. They not only provide ways of
thinking about the world, but also ways of seeing it; that is, they constitute for
us a cognitive standpoint or point of view, and hence a particular perspective for
apprehending reality. Change root-metaphors and one’s point of view changes
accordingly. It is sometimes said that metaphysical questions should be left to
one side, and that we should simply get on with the job of doing archaeology (see,
for example, Watson 1973:209). But this is really just a strategy for defending
an established and entrenched metaphysics. To those who adopt this strategy we
could say, rather as William Blake said to the angel in Marriage of Heaven and
Hell (plate 19), “All that we saw was owing to your metaphysics.”

The conventional metaphor of material remains as RECORD or TEXT involves
taking the perspective of an archaeologist observing or reading material remains.
Material remains are, as it were, placed in the foreground. The archaeologist, as
the one doing the observing or reading, is placed in the background. That is,
whenever we think in terms of the record-metaphor we are conceptually situating
ourselves inside the subject-object relation, constituting ourselves as subject in
relation to the objective material record. The metaphor of material remains as
RAW MATERIAL, on the other hand, constitutes as its object the processes of
production through which a producer transforms a raw material into a product
(ie. the practices of excavation through which the archaeologist transforms mate-
rial remains into data). It is the subject-object relation itself that is objectified,
and we find ourselves - as the true subject - conceptually situated outside of this
relation. The idea of an ethnography of archaeology, which may seem practically
incomprehensible and outrageous from the first point of view, flows quite naturally

from the second.

The record-metaphor is perhaps the more appropriate cognitive framework to
adopt for the task of actually doing archaeology, since this task - as we shall
see - involves the objectification of material remains and a taking-for-granted of
one’s own subjective contribution to the constitution of the object. But it is not
necessarily the most appropriate framework to use in giving an account of archae-

ological practice. An objective perspective on the workings of science cannot be
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attained from a viewpoint situated inside the very activities that one seeks to de-
scribe. Indeed, the creed of scientific objectivity would seem to oblige us to take
up an outside perspective on scientific practices. As Bourdieu (1988:7) puts it,
“the principle virtue of the scientific work of objectification... consists in its al-
lowing us to objectify objectification.” The raw material metaphor, then, provides
a more appropriate cognitive orientation for the study of archaeological practice.
But it has the interesting effect of locating this study beyond the parameters of
archaeological discourse. Circumscribed by the metaphor of the record or text and
polarised by the subject-object dichotomy, the sphere of archaeological discourse
contains no precedent for “an ethnography of the subject-object relation in archae-
ological practice.” To find precedents for this type of work, we have to move into

the separate disciplines of social anthropology and the sociology of science.

1.9 Recent Work in the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge

The sociology of knowledge has its roots in the writings of Marx and Durkheim,
but only recently has it moved away from the Durkheimian view that science,
and the knowledge it produces, is somehow exempt from sociological explanation.
The paradox has come to light that, if science is truly to explain or describe the
world, it ultimately has to explain itself as a (constitutive) part of that world.
Bringing scientific explanation back to bear upon itself, with all the problems of
reflexivity that this entails, is the explicit aim of the new field of sociology of
scientific knowledge. As defined by Knorr-Cetina and Mulkay (1983:2), the field
consists of “a vigorous and systematic attempt to subject natural and technological
scientific knowledge to the same scrutiny which has long been brought to bear on
other systems of beliefs, such as religious and philosophical knowledge or political
thought.”

For a general overview of this field the reader is referred to Mulkay (1979), Knorr-
Cetina (1981:Ch.1), Barnes and Edge (1982) and Woolgar (1988a). Running
throughout this work is an insistence that science is a historically and cultur-
ally situated phenomenon, and that scientific knowledge is not entirely determined
by natural evidence or data. Social factors play a major role in the construction
of knowledge. Indeed, the assertion that knowledge is a social construction is rad-

ically opposed to the conventional view of knowledge as being purely descriptive,
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with a one-to-one correspondence with nature. “Accordingly, the study of scien-
tific knowledge is primarily seen to involve an investigation of how scientific objects
are produced in the laboratory rather than a study of how facts are preserved in

scientific statements about nature” (Knorr-Cetina 1983:119, my italics).

Ethnography has emerged as the most important investigative method in this re-
search programme. A number of ethnographies of laboratory science, in which the
sociologist enters the laboratory as a ‘naive’ participant-observer, have produced
accounts of scientific practice very different from those presented by conventional
epistemologies. The emphasis tends to be on what scientists actually do, rather
than what philosophers of science say about what they do - on how they do it,
rather than why. A major achievement of these laboratory studies has been to
bring to light the role of craft knowledge (sometimes referred to as ‘tacit skills’,
‘practical competence’, ‘embodied expertise’ or ‘knowing-how’) in scientific work.
This non-verbal component, precisely because it cannot be verbalized, simply does
not appear in conventional accounts of science (though see Polanyi 1958). Lab-
oratory ethnographies carried out by Latour and Woolgar (1979), Knorr-Cetina
(1981) and Lynch (1985) provide precedents for the ethnography of archaeological

practice presented in Part II of this thesis.

It is important, however, to recognise the different settings of material practices
in natural science and archaeology. In the natural sciences, the ‘site’ of knowledge
production is the artificial environment of the laboratory itself. As Knorr-Cetina
(1983:119) puts it, “In the laboratory scientists operate upon (and within) a highly
preconstructed artifactual reality. It is clear that measurement instruments are the
products of human effort, as are articles, books, and the graphs and print-outs pro-
duced. But the source materials with which scientists work are also preconstructed
... ‘Raw’ materials which enter the laboratory are carefully selected and ‘prepared’
before they are subjected to ‘scientific’ tests.” Compare this with an archaeological
site. Here the material evidence, far from being a speck on a microscope slide or a
track in a bubble-chamber, comprises part of the landscape itself - the setting in
which the archaeologist works. And the degree of instrumentation is correspond-
ingly small, a relatively simple technology of spades, trowels, etc, being substituted

for the vastly more complex array of instruments in a laboratory.
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This has important implications for the research orientation of the ethnographer.
To the ethnographer of laboratory work “the laboratory displays itself as a site of
action from which ‘nature’ is as much as possible excluded rather than included”
(Knorr-Cetina 1983:119). The perceived absence of ‘nature’, ‘reality’, or truly
‘raw’ material leads to the view that the knowledge produced in the laboratory is
entirely a social product, unconstrained by any resistance from the natural world
(see Woolgar 1988a:54-69 for an outline of this extreme relativist position). In-
deed, it could be said that sociologists of science have failed to locate the point
at which culture intersects with nature in scientific practice. And in so far as the
subject-object relation is apprehended, the object appears always as the product

or instrument rather than the raw material of human action.

An ethnographer of archaeological practice, on the other hand, is in a much better
position to study the relation between culture and nature. While the intersubjec-
tive activity of excavation is clearly a cultural phenomenon, and the data produced
in this activity are cultural products, the material evidence itself - the natural object
or raw material of archaeological practice - is also open to view. Indeed, excava-
tion appears quite plainly to the ethnographer as a transaction between culture
and nature (this transaction consisting of multiple subject-object transactions) in
which raw material is transformed into product. On this very different kind of
‘site’, then, there is an opportunity to look not just at the production and repro-
duction of knowledge, but also at the ways in which raw material might constrain
or change the knowledge that is constructed and applied. The possibility therefore
arises of overcoming the extreme relativist position that has come to characterise

both post-processual archaeology and the sociology of science.

1.10 Text Versus Practice in Social Anthropology

Shanks and Tilley’s observation that writing is the principal activity of academic
archaeologists can be applied to ethnographers too (Clifford and Marcus 1986,
Geertz 1988). Cushman and Marcus (1982) have pointed to the ways in which
‘ethnographic realism’ is constructed as well as represented by the report or mono-
graph, and have drawn attention to the rhetorical aspects of ethnographic writing.
In terms of literary theory, fieldwork itself can be seen as mainly an inscriptive

practice, with notebooks and tape-recorders being the major items of material
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culture, and the eventual production of a text providing the rationale for doing
fieldwork in the first instance. There are signs, however, that anthropologists are
beginning to counter some of the more extreme claims of the ‘post-modern’ liter-
ary theorists. As Spencer (1989:145) argues, “anthropology is as much a way of

working - a kind of practical activity - as it is a way of writing.”

Clifford Geertz was influential in introducing literary theory into ethnography, and
he remains the most often-quoted anthropologist in post-processual archaeology. It
is not just that his own ethnographic writing - see, for example, “Deep Play: Notes
on the Balinese Cockfight” (Geertz 1973:412-53) - eschews the ‘neutral’ tone of con-
ventional ethnographic reporting for a more highly-crafted literary style. Cultural
action itself is constituted as a kind of text. Geertz (1973:452) defines culture as
“an ensemble of texts, themselves ensembles, which the anthropologists strain to
read over the shoulders of those to whom they properly belong.” Cultural mean-
ings come to be inscribed or stored in material symbols, which are “as public as
marriage and as observable as agriculture” (Geertz 1973:91). These public mean-
ings guide the actions, beliefs and attitudes of the members of a particular culture;
they also render the cultural text meaningful or ‘readable’ to the anthropologist
who studies them. Like a book, the cultural text is “a stratified hierarchy of mean-
ingful structures” (Geertz 1973:7), making a ‘thick’ or ‘deep’ reading possible. In
these ways Geertz uses a textual metaphor to constitute the anthropologist as both
reader and writer - the translator of cultural meanings from one textual medium
to another. This translation is never a direct copy or transcription, however; the
ethnographer ‘fashions’ his own textual product, hence the claim that ethnography
is a kind of ‘fiction’ (Geertz 1973:15).

Geertz played a major part in establishing ethnography as an interpretive en-
deavour, rather than straightforward description. This has had knock-on effects
in archaeology. Hodder’s ‘reading the past’ and Shanks and Tilley’s ‘writing the
past’ owe much to Geertz. But his textual metaphor leaves us with a static model
of culture. It constitutes the cultural text as a structure in its own right, tran-
scending individual actions. Social agents or subjects appear only as actors playing
out a pre-given cultural script (compare with Tilley’s conception of ‘excavation as
theatre’ - summarized in section 1.6). There is no account of how subjects might

create or re-create their own cultural meanings, or how the pre-given text might be
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transformed through the everyday actions and interactions of individual subjects.
Subjects are subordinated to text, like characters in a novel. As Scholte (1986:10)
points out, Geertz fails to answer the questions “How is meaning constituted? By
whom? For whom? At whose expense?” The textual metaphor hides the active

role of the agents of production.

“Structuration theory” (Giddens 1976, 1984) and “theory of practice” (Bourdieu
1977, 1990) represents a very different approach to the problem of culture in current
social theory. It accepts that human action or practice is conditioned by social
structures, but it also sees social structures as the product of practices. This is
what Giddens (1984:25) calls the “duality of structure”. Duality of structure is also
a duality of practice; practice is at once the product and (re)producer of structures.
Thus the focus shifts from how cultural meanings condition human action to how
those meanings are produced and re-produced in practice. Instead of a one way
structuration principle we have a dialectic, and this dialectic is situated in human
action itself. The crucial effect of this focus on practice is that it shifts the problem
of culture out of the timeless world of the text and into the temporal process
of bodily existence. Bourdieu’s (1977:72) concept of ‘habitus’ as the mediating
principle between structure and practice is similar in many respects to the concept
of ‘craft knowledge’ or ‘embodied expertise’ that appears in the sociology of science.
It places the body, and the practical knowledge acquired and applied by the body,
at the very centre of theory of practice.

In so far as post-processual archaeology draws its theoretical framework from what
is often called the ‘postmodernist discourse’, it is noticeable that much greater
weight is given to the hermeneutical approach of the literary theorists (see Tilley
1990) - much less to practice theorists such as Bourdieu and Giddens. Emphasis
on the body and practical action is to a certain extent incompatible with the
textual metaphor. When practice theory is invoked at all (Shanks and Tilley
1982, Hodder 1986:70-74, Barrett 1987/8), it is applied only to interpretation of
material remains and past human action. As Hodder (1986:73) argues, “Bourdieu’s
theory of practice presents an implicit invitation to archaeologists to come to an
understanding of the principles lying behind other cultural practices through an
examination of and involvement in objects arranged in space and in contexts of use”

(my italics). Yet this is to miss the point. The point of theory of practice is that it
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applies just as much to the practicioners of anthropology and archaeology - to our
own practices - as it does to some distant Other. Indeed, to understand the Other
we also have to understand the relationship that exists between ourselves and the
object of our study, for as observers of the past we tend to “introduce into the object
the principles of... [our]... relation to the object” (Bourdieu 1977:2). To apprehend
the relation through which the object is constituted, moreover, we would have to
step backwards, as it were, “to objectify the objectifying subject” (Bourdieu 1988:
xii) and examine the social conditions of the production of objective knowledge.

If this step is not taken, theory of practice loses much of its essential force.

Practice theory, then, provides the basic rationale for carrying out an ethnography
of archaeological excavation. Importantly, the purpose of such an investigation
is not to undermine or invalidate the knowledge that is produced in excavation
practices. On the contrary, the purpose is to examine the social conditions that
make the production of archaeological knowledge possible. And a shift in focus
away from static structures onto practical action does not imply a lack of concern
with cultural meanings: “the transcending issue... is not meaning or praxis, but the
meaning of constitutive practices and the praxis of constituted meanings” (Scholte
1986:10). Many of the gains of Geertz’s interpretive anthropology, in so far as they
can be detached from the textual metaphor, can therefore be taken on board. The
concept of ‘material symbols’ (Geertz 1973:91) is entirely compatible with theory
of practice once we get away from the idea that the public meanings stored in the
cultural text are always fixed and unchangeable. Silverman (1990:126) compares
the concrete material symbols of Geertz with the more fluid ritual symbols of
Turner, which are understood to emit “multivocality, complexity of associations,
ambiguity, open-endedness” (Turner 1975:155), and which have different meanings
for the various participants in the ritual drama, depending on their point of view.
It is not that either Geertz or Turner are necessarily wrong, however. The crucial
issue to be explored in an ethnography of archaeological practice is how it is that
fluid, ambiguous meanings come to be fixed into concrete, unambiguous public
realities.

Another point of difference between Turner and Geertz, which has important impli-
cations for theory of practice, is that while Geertz focuses on the ‘textual’ meaning

of symbols, Turner insists that symbols have “an operational meaning as well as
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1.11

an interpretation” (Turner 1968:17). That is, they are things to handle and ma-
nipulate as well as things to ‘read’. In some fundamental sense, the meaning of a
symbol is understood to be contained, not so much in the thing itself, but in its
use. “For the symbol... is the product of interaction between human actors... In a
real sense the meaning of the symbol is bound up with all these interactions.. for it
would have no meaningful, cultural existence without this collaboration” (Turner
1968:3-4).

This idea was introduced into archaeology through Hodder’s (1982b) important
ethnoarchaeological study, Symbols in Action. But if we are interested in the
ways in which people ascribe meaning to or extract meaning from material things
in practice, we do not necessarily have to journey far in time or space. There
are material symbols ‘in action’ on an archaeological site just as there are in the
villages of the Baringo. Indeed, it could be said that, of all peoples, archaeologists

are the manipulators of material symbols par ezcellence.

The Irony of an Ethnography of Archaeology

Ethnoarchaeology (Stiles 1975, Gould 1978, 1980, Gould and Schiffer 1981, Hodder
1982a:ch?2) is the method normally associated with the study of material culture
in present-day contexts. Initially conceived as a means of gathering comparative
data which could be used to shed light on archaeological evidence, it has developed
into a discipline in its own right, which Rathje (1981:51-2) defines as the study
of “the interaction between material culture and human behaviour, regardless of

time and space.”

But let us turn this method inside-out and upside-down, and bring it back to
bear upon its source. The fieldwork research presented in this thesis is a form of
ethno-archaeology, but in an ironic sense. In so far as the focus is on material
culture, it is on our own rather than that of a distant Other. For it is often
forgotten that, in appropriating the material cultures of others for archaeological or
ethnographic research, these become our material culture - and in the context of our
research practices come to be invested with cultural meanings very different from
the meanings they possessed in their 6riginal context of use. Ethnoarchaeological
literature, though it extends to discussions of material culture in modern Western

society, is curiously silent about the material symbols of (ethno-)archaeology itself.
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Ethnography of archaeology, as the reflexive or ironic form of ethnoarchaeology,
takes an outside perspective looking in rather than an inside perspective looking
out. This reversal of the anthropological perspective has interesting effects and
implications. For instead of travelling outwards to look at cultural activities which,
from our point of view, seem exotic and strange - translating these into our own
categories of thought - the journey takes an inwards direction, into our common-
sense world, trying to penetrate into that which we normally take to be natural and
self-evident. To an anthropologist who chooses to study his own world (and the
digging-circuit is my world - since I worked for five years as a digger before coming
to university), the aim is to “exoticise the domestic” rather than to “domesticate
the exotic”, through “a break with the initial relation of intimacy with modes
of life and thought which remain opaque to him because they are too familiar”
(Bourdieu 1988:xi).

Bourdieu (ibid) goes on to argue that “the movement towards the originary, and
the ordinary, world, should be the culmination of a movement towards alien and
extraordinary worlds.” As Marcus and Fischer (1986:111) point out, ethnographers
of other cultures have always had a “hidden agenda” of critique of their own
culture. This critique is made quite explicit by turning the very methods and
perspectives employed in scientific observation back to bear upon the culture of
scientific observation itself. But this is not to deny the importance of conventional
ethnographic work. ‘Looking in’ and ‘looking out’ are complementary perspectives
in the anthropological project, broadly conceived. Marcus and Fischer (1986:x)
put it like this: “Such exploration in anthropology lies in the move from a simple
interest in the description of cultural others to a more balanced purpose of cultural
critique which plays off other cultural realities against our own in order to gain a

more adequate knowledge of them all.”

In so far as this thesis attempts a ‘cultural critique’, however, it is directed at the
theoretical and epistemological structures which represent (or conspicuously fail
to represent) digging practices - rather than at the digging practices themselves.
For one of the things which theory always takes for granted is the act of discovery
- the context of practical labour in which data are initially produced and theory is
ultimately grounded. As concrete human action, the act of discovery is as complex

and mysterious and as difficult to understand as any other material practice in
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which agents equipped with symbolic faculties are engaged. Yet theory tends to
regard the act of discovery as literally just the un-covering of material evidence,
as if the covers were merely pulled back to reveal the facts. Excavation is seen as
mundane, ordinary, run-of-the mill, matter-of-fact, and of little theoretical interest.
And as a corollary of this, the people who dig up the evidence from the ground
- who actively recognise and select out relevant objects and patterns from a field
of background ‘noise’, who manipulate and explore the unfolding evidence and
transform it into meaningful data - are regarded, as far as theory is concerned, as
little more than ‘manual’ (as opposed to ‘intellectual’) workers. In this way the act
of discovery has itself been ‘covered over’ in theoretical discourse. An ethnography
of archaeological practice, then, necessarily involves us in a re-discovery of the act

of discovery.

The reader will find that the concept of the act of discovery (like the act of dis-
covery itself) is elusive and ‘slippery’ - difficult to grasp and easy to lose hold of -
simply because it refuses to respect traditional dichotomies of thought. As long as
we think on terms of subject/object, ideas/material, theory/practice, mind/body
and similar Cartesian oppositions, the act of discovery cannot be apprehended as
such. It is possible to be immersed in the act of discovery without being able to
grasp it objectively. And even by taking a step backwards to stand outside looking
in, it is easy to lose sight of. Focus attention on a material object without a sub-
ject, or subjects removed from the object of their labour, and the act of discovery
disappears. This is because the act of discovery is the transaction between the sub-
ject and the object - a practical activity of the embodied subject upon an emerging
object in which theory is “brought down to earth”, involving both manual and in-
tellect\@ skills. My fieldwork represents a concentrated attempt to apprehend the
act of discovery - at the expense, perhaps, of giving a full ethnographic account of
life on the digging circuit. Political and social aspects of excavation are explored
only in so far as they bear directly upon the actual discovery and manipulation of

material evidence.

The problem for the ethnographer of the familiar world is precisely the inverse
of that of the ethnographer of alien cultures. Characteristically, the latter spends
many months or years learning the local language and immersing him- or her-self in

cultural activity before a deep understanding of a society is gained. The problem
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is to ‘get into’ a way of life different from one’s own. But the ethnographer of
the familiar, by way of contrast, has to make a conscious effort to suspend (or
‘put into brackets’, as Husserl would say) his own taken-for-granted concepts, in
order to ‘stand outside’ of a system of cultural meanings that he normally inhabits.
This effort to de-familiarise is difficult to sustain for long. My experience was that
the most productive period of fieldwork occurred right at the start, rather than
towards the end. No excuses are made, then, for the unusually short time (11

weeks) spent out in the field.

Irony is an essential ‘tool of the trade’ in the writing-kit of an ethnographer of
the familiar. A sense of irony derives from the operation of turning the outward-
looking gaze back in on itself. Thus this thesis could be described as a study in
‘ethnoarchaeology’, ‘contextual archaeology’, ‘social archaeology’, or ‘processual
archaeology’, but only because (through a kind of ironic twist) it brings the ethno-
graphic perspective to bear upon the cultural contert or social setting of the process
of archaeology itself - and in this way unites these disparate approaches into one
by focusing precisely on that which they all take for granted. The intended effect
of irony, of course, is surprise. As Marcus and Fischer (1986:111) point out, the
“relativizing of taken-for-granted concepts... and the beliefs that lend certainty
to everyday life”’ may have the effect of “disorientating the reader and altering
perception.” One of the many achievements of Geertz was to highlight the power
of anthropology and archaeology to surprise: “It has been the office of others to
reassure; ours to unsettle. Australopithicines, Tricksters, Clicks, Megaliths - we
hawk the anomalous, peddle the strange. Merchants of astonishment” (Geertz
1984:274). But it is generally only the distant Other that amazes. If only we could
suspend for a moment our own taken-for-granted concepts and beliefs, there is
much to be found which is surprising, even astonishing, in our everyday practices
also.

1.12 The Problem of Analogy

A movement away from abstract theory towards practice does not mean leav-
ing behind the problems that have arisen in theoretical discourse. Indeed, the
ethnographic method can be used to transport theoretical problems back into the
practical domain, where they take on a different aspect. Conceptually re-locating
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(and transforming) problems in this way has precedents in Marxist thought. Ac-
cording to Marx (1967:400-402), “The question whether human thinking can reach
objective truth is not a question of theory but a practical question”... “All myster-
ies which lead theory to mysticism find their rational solution in human practice

and the comprehension of this practice.”

Archaeological inference is normally regarded as a wholly theoretical concern -
a matter of argument, logic and the justification of propositions - with the data
produced in excavation providing the ‘raw material’ for theoretical analysis. But
inference is not just something that is written or argued; it is also something that
people do. So I shall shift various questions of inference away from the world
of texts and theories, and relocate them in the world of practical action and the

everyday events of excavation.

One reason for this strategy of bringing theory down to earth, and grounding it
in the practical events which occur ‘on the ground’, is the sheer intransigence
of theoretical problems, when dealt with solely on a theoretical level. Take the
problem of analogy as an example. It tends to be framed as ‘how can we use
ethnographic analogies to shed light on archaeological data?’ or ‘how can we in-
terpret archaeological data without using analogy?’ (for a comprehensive critical
review of the considerable body of literature on analogy in archaeological interpre-
tation, see Wylie 1984). But supposing, in the events of excavation, that the very
act of perception is an analogical process, that analogue models - drawn from our
own experience - are embedded in the observation, manipulation and recording of
material remains. This would mean that the data which are the basic units of
theoretical analysis are themselves the products of analogy (Hodder 1982a 11-12).
To give an adequate account of the role of analogy, then, we would have to, as it
were, move on to the other side of data. We would have to look at the processes

of the production of data, in excavation practice.

The problem of analogy seems a particularly appropriate theoretical issue to trans-
port out into the field, in the light of the growing body of literature which indicates
that analogy and metaphor are embedded in human language, cognition and praxis
(Lakoff and Johnson 1980, Arbib and Hesse 1986:147-70, Johnson 1987). Although

the role of analogy in archaeological interpretation has in the past been a con-
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tentious issue that has polarized the archaeological community - with some critics
(eg. Freeman 1968, Gould 1980) arguing that the analogical method is unscientific
and misleading and should therefore be eliminated - most of the leading figures in
the current methodological debate recognise that analogy plays an important role
in the interpretation of material remains. Thus Hodder (1982a:12) states that “the
archaeologist has to draw on knowledge of his own or other contemporary societies
in order to clothe the skeleton remains from the past in the flesh and blood of
living , functioning and acting people. The drawing of analogies would thus seem
to play a central role in archaeological reasoning.” Sabloff, Binford and Macanany
(1987:208) argue that “it is how analogies are derived, how they are used, and
how they are integrated in broader research strategies that are among the critical
questions to be faced by archaeologists today.” And Shanks and Tilley (1987a:20)
state that “The truth of the past is metaphorical.”

None of these authors, however, make the step of grounding analogy in bodily
action and perception. The body is the crucial term missing from their accounts.
To Shanks and Tilley metaphor (and indeed ‘the truth of the past’ which is con-
structed through metaphor) is largely a linguistic and literary phenomenon. To
most archaeologists, including Hodder and Sabloff et al., analogy is principally
a form of theoretical reasoning and mode of argument - rather than a cognitive
faculty embedded in human praxis (but see Hodder 1982a:11-12). In much of the
philosophical work on analogy, too, analogy is regarded as a purely cognitive or
ideational process. Thus Uemov (1970) defines analogy as “association by simi-
larity, on the basis of which one notion evokes another” and goes on to outline
the forms of argument which can be used to represent this cognitive function.
Leatherdale (1974:32) comes much closer to an understanding of analogy as a
practical process when he says that “The basis of progress in science is not an
analogical argument... but an analogical perception which involves the importation
of analogues from discrete areas of experience into the area of experience under
investigation, so that hitherto unremarked analogies are seen and novel inferences

suggested.”

In Chapters 8 and 9 of the fieldwork report it will be argued that a kind of prac-
tical analogy lies at the heart of the inferences which archaeologists make in the

practices of excavation. These analogies condition the perception, recognition,
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selection, identification and manipulation of material evidence, and the transfor-
mation of that evidence into data. As creative practical operations, analogies-in-
action facilitate the production of original knowledge about the past, as well as
the reproduction of existing knowledge. They not only constrain archaeological
interpretation; they also enable archaeological interpretation to take place in the

first instance.

To locate the role of analogy in the production (rather than in the justification)
of knowledge is to take the question of analogy from theory to practice, from text
to lifeworld, from abstract inference to inference-in-action, and from subjective
thought to the transaction between the subject and the object. Another way of
putting it is that analogy can be found at work in the mud and the rain and the
reality of the material practices of excavation just as it can be found in academic
discourse and analysis. And we find that these practical analogies are quite dif-
ferent from the analogies represented in archaeological texts (eg. Binford 1967;
Hodder 1982a:72-92). It is only in texts, after all, that analogies and models are
frozen into static schemes. In action, analogies have a temporal structure, in the
sense that they are continually shifting and changing to take account of emerging
evidence. They are part and parcel of the temporal process of excavation.

1.13 A Time for Experiment

In this introductory chapter I have tried to show how ‘root-metaphors’ may con-
dition our theoretical stance within the world, our point of view upon it, and our
approach towards it. This applies as much to my own research as to anyone else’s
- hence the effort to make explicit the metaphor which lies behind this research
project, and gives rise to the idea of an ethnography of archaeological practice.
That such a project is possible at all owes much to the questioning of established
theory and the opening up of new spaces for experimental research accomplished
by the post-modernists. “What is happening,” say Marcus and Fischer (1986:ix),
“seems to us to be a pregnant moment in which every individual project of ethno-
graphic research and writing is potentially an experiment.” Although the textual
model of culture favoured by these authors is rejected here, many of their insights
on writing have to be taken on board. In the sense that presenting a piece of

academic research involves an act of writing and the subsequent production of a
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book or thesis, there really is no escape from the text. So much a part of our lives,
we tend to take the text - and the conventions of rhetoric and narrative that are
reproduced in the writing of it - completely for granted. This makes it important
for all of us, to some degree at least, to interrogate the ideology of representation
in the very act of representing (Woolgar 1988b,14-34). And in doing so, as Sperber
(1985:33) argues, “each ethnographer should re-think the ethnographic genre.”

But ontological doubt should not necessarily lead us into the virtual reality of
an all-encompassing textual inetaphor. The post-modern sensibility, as Boyne
(1988:527) points out, also involves “a shift of emphasis from epistemology to
ontology... a de-privileging shift from knowledge to experience, from theory to
practice, from mind to body”. It is this underlying current of post-modernist
thought that presents a possible means of ‘escaping from the text’.
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Part I

A Textual Analysis
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Chapter II

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF TEXTS: THE TEXTS OF
ARCHAEOLOGY

2.1 The Other Side of Data

In Section 1.5 it was pointed out that, when archaeologists speak of theories about
the past being ‘based’ upon the facts contained in the archaeological record, they
are often referring not so much to the material record, but rather to the the (tex-
tual) record that has been made of material evidence. In an important sense this
record - comprised of excavation reports, archives, etc - is regarded as the ‘ground’
of theoretical knowledge. Theories can be inducted from or tested against that
record, which is seen to be practically equivalent to the material evidence it rep-
resents. Thousands of books, reports, theses, etc, have been written based almost
entirely on the textual record, without recourse or reference to any reality or ‘facts’
outside of the text. Indeed there is a sense in which archaeological data do not
aquire full factual status until they have been represented in textual form. As
Colonel Pitt-Rivers (1898:28) put it long ago, “a discovery dates only from the

time of the record of it, and not from the time of its being found in the soil.”

Underlying this textual ‘ground’, however, is a constellation of practical activities
through which the facts contained in the record have been meaningfully-constituted
and processed (eg. the systematic excavation of a site; the production of plans,
photos, context-sheets and other forms of textual data; the post-excavation work
of sorting and classification; the laboratory analysis of materials; the writing of
specialist reports; the synthesis of all this information into a comprehensive corpus
of facts; the writing and publication of the excavation report). Most important
of these is the ‘act of discovery’ - the initial encounter between archaeologists and
material remains - as it occurs in the context of manual digging practices out on

site.
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Yet the text hides the practical origins of the facts it represents. In order to
establish its equivalence to the material evidence ‘out there’, the text covers over
the active role of the agents of discovery (the diggers themselves) in the formation
of facts. Any reader of excavation reports who seeks to find out how its facts were
brought to light, recognised, fashioned, transformed into data, etc, would be in a
similar position to that of an archaeologist who - with only material form, style
and context to go on - wants to know how an artefact was made in the distant past.
The agents of discovery are not to be found in the text any more than the makers
of artefacts are to be found in the material record. Their former existence and
agency can only be inferred on the basis of traces which have survived the ravages
of time, together with analogies drawn from our own experience. In this ironic
sense an analysis of an excavation report can be characterised as an ‘archaeology
of text’. Our purpose is to dig down through the layers of textual meaning to
uncover the origins of facts in the act of discovery, and to find out how the act of

discovery came to be buried in the first instance.

2.2 The Excavation Report and Textual Conventions

The excavation report selected for analysis in this chapter “Eight Ring-Ditches at
Four Crosses, Llandysilio, Powys, 1981-85" by Warrilow et al, published in PPS
52, 1986, pp 53-87. It has been chosen for critique not because of any faults or ex-
cesses, but rather because it corresponds to established conventions of archaeologi-
cal report writing (as outlined, for example, in Grinsell, Rahtz and Price-Williams
1974) and can be taken as a standard example of the excavation-report genre. The
temptation to draw examples from a number of different reports has been avoided.
Such is the similarity in style and organisation across a whole range of reports,
that it is possible to take one as fairly typical of most of the others. Almost any
modern excavation report from Britain could have been selected for the critique

which will be developed here.

2.3 Setting, Citation and Authority

The setting of the excavation report in a serious academic journal such as The
Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society is not only an important indicator of the

factual status claimed for the evidence; it also effectively encourages or directs
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the reader to take what is written as authoritative fact. The journal itself lends
authority to the report. The reader can be sure that the report has already passed
through a series of rigorous vetting and editorial procedures. We know that all such
articles are refereed and commented on by leading experts in the relevant fields,
with any errors of fact corrected. The authority vested in the report by these

invisible others predisposes us to accept the facticity of that which is presented.

Just as the journal is lent authority by citation of the names of prominent academic
figures (for evidence of the high academic standing of this particular journal, see
the list of members of the Council of the Prehistoric Society, opposite the table
of contents), so the status of the report itself is heightened by the citation of
names (see the list of contributors on p.958 and acknowledgements on p.87). Most
of the people cited in the report, it should be pointed out, were not involved in
the actual excavation itself; their contribution involved analysis of data that were
already given. They are the authors of specialist reports rather than the producers
of original data. Their citation serves to instruct the reader further upon the
legitimacy of the report, for many are well-known and respected ‘experts’, with
letters and publications to their name. In effect, each brings to the report the
stamp of approval from a particular institution or subdiscipline, informing the
reader that the evidence presented in the report has already been integrated into
the various specialized domains of archaeological knowledge that are personified by
the contributors. (For a more general sociological account of the citation process,
see Cronin, 1984).

By way of contrast, the workers who actually excavated the site - who achieved the
transformation of material remains into data - are not cited (with the exception
of directors, site supervisors and photographers). While specialists who did not
take part in the excavation have been “written in” to the report, these have essen-
tially been “written out”. Few clues remain that could testify to the participation
of Manpower Services Commission workers, for example. From the available ev-
idence (two references to funding by MSC on p53 and p87), the reader without
direct experience of excavation practice is hardly likely to guess that such workers
probably formed the larger part of the labour force, and indeed that much of the
data dealt with by the experts was produced by them in the first instance.
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2.4

Two main reasons can be identified to explain this omission. Firstly, the digging
and description of material remains is normally regarded as unproblematical - ie.
not the province of experts (in contrast to subsequent analysis and interpretation
of data produced in excavation - which is the province of experts). Only expert
knowledge is acknowledged by citation. In this way archaeological texts tend to
draw attention away from the production/producers of data, reproducing the tradi-
tional dichotomy between theory and practice and the precedence usually accorded
to theory over practice.

Secondly, MSC workers - and diggers in general - exist outside of the academic
reward system that tends to operate in and through texts. For while citations
clearly mobilise the authority and reputation of others in support of the text, en-
hancing the facticity of what is written, they simultaneously increase the academic
standing of the individuals cited. As Bourdieu (1975) has shown, the academic
world is caught up in cycles of mutual credit and counter-credit, where the capital
at stake is not money but prestige. Not being a part of the academic world, and
not being an author of texts, the average digger does not function in this reward

system.

An important point to emerge from this discussion on setting and citation, then,
is that the text is not only a vehicle for the presentation of facts; it is also a vehicle
for the reproduction of the political structure of the archaeological establishment
itself. These two functions, moreover, are inextricably connected. A fact needs
to be supported and legitimated by authoritative individuals for it to come fully
into being as a textual entity. But at the same time these individuals derive their
authority, in part, from their association with facts. Thus it is by reference to the
social and political dimension of facts that we can explain the presence or absence
of agents in the excavation report (cf. Woolgar 1988a:69 - I am drawing heavily
here from Woolgar’s analysis of scientific texts).

Style as Persuasion

In any text, the style of writing adopted by the author(s) is a major factor in
creating the degree of realism that is conveyed to the reader. Because style is not
‘in’ the words themselves, but rather in the choice of words and the manner of
their delivery, it is a particularly useful device for persuading the reader of the
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authenticity of what is said, while at the same time - as Latour and Woolgar
(1979:240) point out - persuading the reader that (s)he has not been persuaded.
Such rhetorical persuasion is perhaps more a matter of convention than intention.
There may be no intent to persuade on the part of the author, whose mode of

writing is pre-ordained by established textual conventions.

Excavation reports are characterised by a style which can only be described as
‘matter-of-fact’. Although the reader is not actually told in so many words, (s)he
is left in little doubt about the status of the information as ‘hard fact’. The

following extract will serve as an example:-

“The ring-ditch was about 13m in diameter, 2.4-3.2m wide, and about 1lm
deep from the gravel surface, with eroded upper edges beginning at a height
of about 0.5m above the base of the ditch. It contained three main layers of
fill ... The primary layers of fill (4) were generally coarse in texture, leading
to yellowish-grey or olive-grey sandy gravels of the primary fill, and including
lenses of clean material weathered from the side of the ditch. The secondary
filling of the ditch (3) was fairly uniform dark yellowish-brown (10 YR 5/8)
sandy silt, to a yellowish-brown (10YR 5/4) very fine sandy silt....” (p60, para

4)

This extract can be compared with an almost identical passage from a different re-
port cited by Hodder (1989:268): as Hodder points out (in an interesting historical
analysis of changes of style in archaeological writing), any recent excavation report
can provide similar examples. Both style and content of such accounts convey
very well the idea that archaeological practice is simply a matter of measurement
and description. The technical language employed carries the implication that
quantitative techniques of measurement (eg. with tape-measure or Munsell Colour
Chart) rather than qualitative methods of interpretation were used. This enables
the textual voice to speak with assurance about the accuracy of the data - to
imply ‘this is exactly how things were’. The mass of fine detail strengthens this

impression.

However, the impression of realism is achieved only at a cost. Let us consider what

is left out from this kind of narrative. There is no account of:-

52



Agency Agent

1. the writing of incipient facts into the text  writer

2. the processing of data prior to writing post-x worker
3. selection of ‘relevant’ data for recording recorder

4. manipulation of material prior to recording digger

There seems to be something about the textual representation of facts that requires
the removal of all but the barest reference to the role of the agent in the constitution
of facts. “The writer and the excavator are absent, hidden within codes and
institutions” (Hodder 1989;271). By erasing or covering over the four layers of
agency listed above, the text reassures us that the facts are not the products of
our own actions or inventions. The reality constructed for the reader by the text is
made that much more real; the gap between the reader and the material evidence
described is closed. Mention of the intermediary agents would widen this gap, and
severely erode the cultivated impression that the text is practically equivalent to
a reality ‘out there’. As Woolgar (1988a:69) argues, the role of the agent is of
considerable strategic importance in scientific discourse. But if we are going to
bring to light these hidden layers of agency, we should not stop at level 1. To do so
would be to fall into the post-processualist trap of believing that facts are wholly
textual creations. There are further layers, more difficult to discern in the text
‘because more deeply buried. And it is these hidden layers of agency that we are

primarily concerned with uncovering here.

2.5 A Stylistic Device

A further, related, effect of heightened realism - and the comcommitant playing
down of the active role of the agent in the constitution of facts - is achieved by
the stylistic device of ‘letting the facts speak for themselves’. This device is made
possible by the metaphor of material remains as material record (see Chapter
1). Since material remains are understood to constitute a record of past human
energy, all the archaeologist has to do is to ‘read’ the record. The record ‘suggests’

or ‘indicates’ information about the past to the archaeologist:-
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“slight irregularities matched in the same segments of different circles... suggest

that they were laid out simultaneously” (p.56, para.8).

“the evidence of fencing...suggests that the circles may have had several possible

functions” (p.57, para.5).

“There were no indications of a burial accompanying the weapons” (p.61,

para.9).

“the concentration [of charcoal] suggests some activity more or less contempo-

rary with the construction of the pit” (p.64, para.4).

“there was a notable bias [in artefact distribution] towards the south-west side

of the site, suggesting that this side was accorded some special significance”
(p.64, para.2).

These inferences about human agency in the unobservable past (including, as in
the last quote, inferences about past ideas) seem to follow or flow effortlessly
from the facts. The reader is given the impression that there are no problems
of inference in archaeological interpretation. We can learn about the past simply
by the observation or reading of material remains, as if information about human
behaviour is an objective property of the record. But to achieve this impression,

all but the merest shadow of an agent of inference has been omitted from the text.

2.6 The Metaphor of Discovery

Woolgar (1988a:55) points out that the ‘metaphor of discovery’ is embedded in
scientific discourse. Certainly the metaphor of archaeological practice as discovery
(that is, as a passive rather than an active procedure) is embedded in archaeo-
logical texts, and is closely linked to the metaphor of material remains as record.
Facts are regarded as a natural property of the material record, ‘preserved’ or
‘contained’ in the landscape. They only have to be ‘un-covered’ or ‘dis-covered’ by

the archaeologist. In removing the covers, the facts are ‘revealed’:-

“Excavation of the ring-ditches...has revealed a long and complex pattern of

development” (p.53, abstract).
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“The excavation of the three stretches of pit alignment revealed details of mor-

phology” (p.55, para.5).

“The single ring-ditch...was found upon excavation to be accompanied by a
small ‘satellite’.” (p.57, para.”?).

“the ‘satellite’...was a purely fortuitous discovery made during the course of

the excavation” (p.61, para.10).

Note the co-occurrence of verbs pertaining to the discovery of evidence and the
term ‘excavation’. The dictionary definition of ‘excavate’ is ‘to hollow or scoop out:
to dig out: to lay bare by digging’. The term implies the removal of something
from something else. It highlights that aspect of archaeological practice which
conforms to the metaphor of discovery - the removal of layers and the laying bare
of the layers below. This aspect is graphically illustrated in Photo (a), Plate 13
(opp.p56) where diggers are shown peeling off a spit of soil as if removing the
covers from a cricket pitch. The other photos, Plates 13-16, show the discovered
objects and patterns which have been revealed through this process of ‘excavation

as revelation’.

The metaphor of discovery is not simply a matter of words; it is a conceptual
scheme which organizes the writing of the whole text (for all the evidence in the text
is presented as a discovered object which was merely ‘un-covered’ and ‘revealed’).
The discovered evidence is constituted by the metaphor as something that exists
quite independently of any agent of discovery. As Woolgar (1988a:55) argues, “The
image derives in part from the notion of geographical discovery. One travels to a
distant place and finds (comes upon or otherwise stumbles over) what was already
there... The rhetoric of this ontology portrays the objects of discovery as fixed,

but the agents of discovery as merely transitory.”

What the metaphor of discovery hides, of course, is the active role of the agent
of discovery in looking or searching for relevant objects or patterns, and the close
connection between the mode of exploration and the form of discovered evidence.
It is not just a case of finding what is looked for - though it is certainly true that
anticipatory schemes are involved in the recognition and identification of relevant

object. Archaeological excavation is essentially an opening up of a domain that
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was previously hidden, and this act of opening always entails physical manipulation
of material evidence. Discovered objects brought to light are a product not only
of human or natural agency in the past, but also of the agency of excavation
itself (see Bhaskar 1989:15-17 for an account of the scientist as a causal agent in
the constitution of empirical regularities observed in experimental science). The
emergence of evidence is invariably accomplished through the application of a range
of material and cognitive tools deployed by diggers in the act of discovery. Yet
their active and skilled contribution to the constitution of discovered evidence is

precisely what is played down and hidden by the metaphor of discovery.

2.7 De-temporalization

Closely related to the ‘writing out’ or erasure of the agent of discovery is the de-
temporalization of the excavation process. De-temporalization is a function of the
way events and evidence are ordered in the narrative (Woolgar 1988a:77, see also
Hodder 1989:271). By obliterating the sequences or chains of events which actually
occurred in excavation, the text cultivates an image of the site as it was before
archaeological intervention - as something ‘out there’ which can be apprehended
by the reader quite independently of any agent of discovery. Consider, for example,
the order in which the text deals with discovered evidence:-

Site 1 (p55-57) Site 2 (p57-61)| Site 3 (p64-68)

buried soil earlier activity |Phase 1. Middle to Late Neolithic
central pit and p-h | barrow Phase 2. Beaker to Early Bronze Age
central stake setting | later activity Phase 3. Early Bronze Age
stake-circles 1-6

surviving mound

ring-ditch

later activity

This is, of course, almost exactly the reverse of the order in which the evidence was
excavated. In post-excavation work and the writing of the text, then, a switch has
been made from ‘real time’ to ‘theoretical time’. Data from the excavation has been

taken out of the temporal sequence in which it was recovered and fundamentally
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re-organized to fit into the chronological schemes and categories of archaeologi-
cal theory. This may be a necessary operation as far as theoretical analysis is

concerned, but let us consider what is lost in the re-organization of data.

What is lost is an account of the ways in which the events of excavation are inex-
tricably linked together through time and space in causal sequences - ie. how one
intepretation/decision/action/observation leads on to another. Every moment in
the sequence presents a range of possible interpretations and strategies for action;
if a different step had been taken at one moment, then all subsequent events would
have been different too. The inversion of sequence removes these connections be-
tween events. Items of evidence whose interpretations were contingent upon each
other, and which were bound together in an unfolding-through-time digging expe-
rience, are split up and treated as separate objects - then recombined in different
ways. This has the effect of negating the possibility of other paths the excavation
could have followed - other evidence that might have been brought to light if a
different decision had been taken here or a different course of action taken there,
other interpretations that might have been made, other reports that might have
been written. All the uncertainties and surprises of excavation have been ironed
out by the text. It is implied that any team of archaeologists would have discovered
exactly the same facts - that the complex series and sequences of events, and the
cumulative interpretation of material remains encountered, would have been more
or less the same no matter who excavated the site. In removing the agent and the
act of discovery from the text, then, time and any sense of excavation as temporal

process has also been erased.

2.8 Categories and Prototypes

A quality of timelessness is an attribute of any record or text. Words or facts are
frozen or suspended in time, ‘preserved’ from the flux and change of everyday life.
Since the metaphor of the archaeological record encompasses both the material
record and the representative or textual record, and indeed makes out these two
kinds of record to be practically equivalent to each other, we can explore the
(usually implicit) analogy that pertaihs between them here. For just as objects
are fixed within the static layers and stratigraphy of the material record, so they

come to be fixed within the static categories and classifications of the representative
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record. Once admitted into one of these categories, it would take a labour-intensive

excavation of the text to dig them out again.

Examples of the assimilation of new facts into the existing body of knowledge

include:-

“the slack profile and the simple rim [of the round-bottomed bowl] is broadly
comparable to vessels of the Ebbsfleet series (cf. a vessel from Capel Garman,
Gwynedd; Lynch 1969, figh7,23)” (p.71, para.3)

“The decorated bowl clearly falls within the Mortlake style of Peterborough
Ware” (p.71, para.3)

“The sherds from Site 2 which show a combination of comb-shaped and incised
decoration (p7) are similar to a sherd from a Beaker pit at Collfryn, Llansantf-
fraid Deuddior, Powys (Britnell, forthcoming) associated with a radiocarbon
date of 1835+85bc(CARS572)” (p.72, para.2).

“The presence of finger-printed sherds and comb-stamped decoration with
oblique motifs suggests a general attribution to a late stylistic Beaker phase
(cf.sherds from Trelystan:Britnell 1982,165-66)” (p.72, para.2).

“Other Welsh examples [of jet buttons] are known from Ysgwennant, Clwyd
(Savoury 1972, fig.17,f-g; Savoury 1980, fig.50; associated with a Southern
Beaker), Merthyr Mawr Warren, Glamorgan (Savoury 1980, 70) Peny Bone,
Anglesey (Lynch 1970, figd0; associated with a jet necklace) and Merddyn
Gwyn, Anglesey (Lynch 1970, Fig.34; associated with a long-necked Beaker)”
(p.79, para.2).

Many such examples can be found in the section on ‘Finds’ and the concluding
‘Discussion’ (p71-86). In each case, the discovered object is admitted into a cat-
egory of other, similar objects which are already documented. The category can
be described as a network of associations and ideas about date, function, purpose,
etc, of a particular kind of object. The documented object serves as a model or
‘prototype’ to which the discovered object has to conform in certain respects in

order to be admitted to the category. Once admitted, the discovered object may
58



itself subsequently become a prototype, cited in other excavation-reports to legiti-
mate and make sense of further new discoveries. In this way established categories

are reproduced through the publication of new data.

/Nmmwps
DISCOVERED
OBJECT

Note how reference to previously published documents can support and legitimate
the claim of the discovered object to be accorded full factual status, can lend
credence to the text, and can add to the impression of ‘realism’ that the text
conveys to the reader. Indeed, it might be said that the degree of realism achieved
by the text is a measure of how successfully the data from Four Crosses have been
integrated into the pre-existing (conventional) scheme of knowledge - of which the
report is both product and reproducer. In this respect it is interesting to compare
the accounts cited above - where discovered objects can be readily assimilated into
established categories - with the following account of a ‘stone object’ for which no

appropriate category seems to exist:

“Whether the shape is natural or not, it seems likely that it had been delib-
erately deposited with the burial either as a talisman or even conceivably as a
tool” (p.79, para.3).

Without an appropriate categorization - and therefore without even a name - the
factual status of this object is insecure. Its meaning is fluid rather than fixed:
its possible function can only be guessed at. There is no documented object or
prototype to legitimate its inclusion in the text. Hence the textual voice shifts
from a tone of certainty to a tone of uncertainty. As an opposite case, the example
highlights the power of linkages with other textual objects in authorizing or ‘lending
credentials to’ a new fact as it emerges into the textual domain. But it also provides

a fleeting glimpse or suggestion of some pre-textual moment when all meanings
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were fluid and uncertain.

The static structures of the text hide and cover over the act of discovery - where
meanings are open-ended and unfold through time. As the moment in time when
material evidence emerges from the timeless material record to be forged into the
timeless representative record, the act of discovery is necessarily ‘squeezed out’ by
the text. Only by excluding real time can the text purport to be broadly equivalent
to the material record it represents. Time is the essence of the act of discovery.

Timelessness is the essence of records and texts.

2.9 Inferential Meanings

The ‘matter-of-fact’ style of the excavation-report gives the impression that it
consists simply of a description of material evidence. But this description is itself
an interpretation of the evidence in terms of past human behaviour. References
to human agency in the past are studded throughout the text - even if they only
emerge when the reader specifically looks for them. The more we look, however,
the more we find that the meaning of the evidence described has already been fixed

for us in advance of our reading of it:-

“The pit was orientated north-east to south-west, with steep sides and a flat
base, and had been cut down through the subsoil into the underlying gravel. The
pit was filled with an homogenous brown clayey loam (7.5 YR 5/8), containing
numerous small pebbles and some scattered framents of charcoal, probably

representing the backfill of material originally dug from the pit” (p.56, para.2).

“The pipe lay at the centre of the overlying barrow-mound, the five outer stake
settings and the ring-ditch, all of which may have been set out by reference
to it. The purpose of the post may thus have been quite short-lived, but its
substantial dimensions suggest that it was retained as a marker which projected

above the top of the mound” (p.56, para.5).

“The gravel was fairly compact; few stake-holes penetrated it for more than
one or two centimetres, and although some of the points were slightly angled, it
seemed they were intended to be vertical... The buried soil remained essentially
intact between Stake Circles 2 and 5, and since the original stakes had almost
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invariably been driven down through the soil horizon to the surface of the
underlying gravel, the differences in depth... suggest that the barrow itself had
been sited on a low natural mound having a slightly thicker depth of subsoil”
(p.57, para.l1).

Such extracts refer not just to human activities in the past (the digging of pits,
the setting out of post-circles, the driving into the ground of stakes, the siting
of mounds or barrows, etc), but also to the intentions and purposes entailed in
those activities. A whole range of assumptions about the nature of human agency
underlies the description of material evidence . These become more apparent when
we consider that even to identify an object or pattern as artefact implies intentional
human labour as the causal agency responsible for observable effects (see Chapter
8). Thus to identify a feature as a ‘stake-hole’ implies the former existence of an
agent who drove in the stake; to identify a feature as a ‘pit’ implies the former
existence of an agent who dug the pit; and so on. When this is taken into account,
even the driest and most ‘factual’ of passages in the text are based upon multiple

inferences about past human action:-

“The outer five stake-circles were concentric with the ring-ditch and the post-
setting in the central pit. Some of the stake-holes of the outer circles were
missing on the eastern side of the barrow, almost certainly due to the poor

state of preservation of the mound and burial soil at this point” (p.56, para.8).

References to past human agency, then, do not just ‘follow from’ the evidence
presented in the text; nor are they merely interspersed with the evidence; rather
they are embedded in the very words that are used to describe material phenomena.
Where do these inferential meanings originate? The textual voice seems to imply
that such meanings were somehow contained or preserved in the material record
itself, and have carried over into the representative record through a process of
translation. Post-processualists would argue that meanings about the past are
created in the writing of the text. But the active meaning-giving role of the agents
of discovery, the diggers themselves, is never considered - simply because they have
been ‘written out’ of excavation-reports and theoretical discourse. The idea that

diggers - as practical reasoners, manipulators and explorers of material evidence
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- meaningfully constitute the data they produce is completely foreign to theory,
which appropriates all meaning-giving activity to itself.

2.10 A Return to the Lifeworld

In this chapter we have used archaeology as a metaphor for the deconstruction or
‘excavation’ of archaeological texts. It has been found, however, that there are
limitations as to what such a deconstruction can accomplish. There are ‘layers’ of
archaeological activity which are so deeply ‘buried’ or ‘covered over’ by the text
that no textual analysis can bring them to light. The act of discovery, the agents
of discovery, the temporality of discovery - and all the uncertainties, surprises,
disappointments and anticipations of excavation practice - have been smoothed
out by the text. The genesis of facts in the flux and process of perceptual experi-
ence does not figure in the excavation report. Instead a timeless reality has been
constructed for the reader, in which meanings are fixed rather than fluid, closed
rather than open-ended, and certain rather than uncertain. While the facts and
meanings which are the products of the act of discovery have survived the writing
process, all that remains of the act of discovery itself is its absence. Only a reader
who has actually participated in an excavation at some time or other can ‘fill in
the gaps’, drawing analogies from his or her own experience to infer the former
activity of the agents of discovery.

Thus the text which purports to represent or describe the world has the effect of
alienating the reader from that world, as it is encountered in perception. It takes for
granted the cognitive and perceptual conditions that make knowledge of the world
possible in the first instance. As Street (1989:367, paraphrasing Tylor 1987) puts
it, “Writing is the ‘culprit’ since, through the double separation it effects between
signs, the sounds they stand for and the ‘things’ these in turn represent, writing
shifts the locus of reality away from the world itself and towards the system of
signs through which we come to ‘know’ it. In a literate culture we know the world,
then, not through our senses but through signs, which thus displace the subject
from the world and alienate him of her from it.” If this argument is accepted then
there are basically two strategies open to us. The first is to constitute scientific
discourse as a kind of ‘poetics’, forever removed from the lifeworld of bodily action
and experience. The second is to attempt to break through the webs of textual
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meaning in which we are suspended, and to re-discover the perceptual experience
of the world that precedes writing. It is this latter strategy that will be adopted

here.

This means extending the range of the archaeological metaphor beyond textual
analysis and into the practical realm. As it happens, phenomenologists and exis-
tentialists have always made much use of the archaeological metaphor. Merleau-
Ponty (1964:5), for example, argues that “we must rediscover the structure of the
perceived world through a process similar to that of an archaeologist. For the struc-
ture of the perceived world is buried under the sedimentations of later knowledge”
(see also Pickles 1985:29). This notion of the sedimentation of knowledge is derived
from Husserl, whose phenomenological slogan “Back to the things themselves!” -
has a peculiar ring to it when applied to archaeology, like the sound of spade on
stone (because a phenomenology of archaeology necessarily involves bringing the
archaeological metaphor back to bear upon its source). Husserl’s pupil, Heidegger,
used a kind of archaeological metaphor as a model for understanding perception
itself. In Being and Time (1962) he characterises perception as an ‘uncovering’ or
‘opening’ of the world, in which entities that were ‘hidden’, ‘buried’ or ‘covered
over’ are ‘torn out of hidden-ness’, ‘struck by open-ness’ and ‘break into space’. A
transaction or encounter occurs between the perceiver and the perceived, with a
mixture of activity and passivity in each (Olafson 1987:56-9). It is this encounter
that Heidegger calls ‘Being-there’ or ‘Being-in-the-world’.

Heidegger’s notion of the “clearing” - as the space opened up by the perceiver from
which entities emerge to be encountered - reappears in this thesis as the ‘material
field’. The material field bears only a passing resemblance to material evidence
that is represented in archaeological texts. It has a hardness and a coldness to
it, a texture and a resistance to the touch. It includes the tools which are used
to work material evidence, as well as the evidence itself. Far from being static,
it unfolds through time as it is being cleared or opened by diggers in the act of
discovery. Indeed, the temporal structure of the material field derives from the
situation and actions of diggers within and upon it. This clearing is the ‘site’ of

the act of discovery.

To set out to explore the ontological ground of archaeological knowledge, we have
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first of all had to clear a space for such an enterprise within theoretical discourse
itself, and to open up that part of the world which texts have closed for us. Prising
apart the bars of our textual prison has been a major preoccupation of this chapter
and the last. In so far as this has been accomplished, an ‘escape from the text’
implies nothing less than a bodily escape - albeit only a partial and temporary one.
To my mind, ethnography and phenomenology go hand in hand, since both involve
an immersion in the lifeworld. Both can be used as methods of exploration - means
of opening up the social and familiar worlds - in the same way as excavation is a

means of opening up and exploring the material domain.
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Part 11

Fieldwork Report
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Chapter ITI

THE SITE

“It is possible to step down from the sovereign viewpoint from which
objective idealism orders the world... To do this, one has to situate
oneself within real activity as such... one has to return to practice,
the site of the dialectic between the opus operatum and the modus
operandi.” (Bourdieu 1990:52)

3.1 Some Background Information

This account of archaeological practice is based upon a field study of a particular
excavation in Britain, and is written from notes taken out in the field. During
the winter of 1989-90 I worked on the excavation as a ‘participant-observer’, for a
total of 11 weeks over a three month period. Although I missed the first few weeks
of the dig, I arrived just as the last of the topsoil was being removed, and (apart
from a short break mid-way through) was therefore able to witness and take part

in the excavation proper more or less from beginning to end.

The site was located on gravel terraces overlooking an estuary, in a rural setting. (It
is important to make clear from the outset that by ‘site’ archaeologists do not mean
merely ‘situation of’. The site is the object as well as the locus of archaeological
activity. It is that part of the landscape which, imbued with significance, is itself
surrounded by the general environment.) The archaeological significance of the
site was first recognised from aerial photographs, which showed a complex of crop-
marks over a region of about 400 square metres; some of these were provisionally
interpreted as pit-scatters, field enclosure ditches and trackways (of multi-period
date). Of most interest, however, was a cluster of about 30 circular features or

‘ring-ditches’, varying from 6-12 metres in diameter, in one corner of the area.
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These were thought likely to be of Bronze Age date, though there was a slight
possibility that they could be of Anglo-Saxon origin.

The decision to excavate was prompted by the impending destruction of the site
through mineral extraction, giving the dig a ‘rescue’ character. The cluster of
ring-ditches was chosen for a programme of selective excavation, partly because of
its archaeological interest, but also because this area was closest to the advancing
quarry-edge. (No account is given here of the intensive negotiations - between the
county archaeological unit and landowner, mineral extraction company, funding
bodies, etc - which must have conditioned the location and size of the excavation
trench.) A large area of about 120 x 60 metres was opened up, with one side of

the trench running alongside the quarry.

The excavation team consisted of three staff members (R, T, and W) plus seven
temporary diggers on short-term contracts (A, B, D, E, G, H, and L), most of
whom had worked for some time on the ‘digging circuit’. As experienced excava-
tors, all possessed varying degrees of skill and competence in the everyday tasks of
excavation; there were no novices on this site. I was fortunate to have the help and
co-operation of all these archaeologists during my fieldwork. My arrival on the site
brought the full complement of archaeologists to eleven. It is important to point
out that I too was an experienced excavator (having once spent several years work-
ing on the digging-circuit); this experience both helped and hindered my research,
in ways which will become clear in the course of this report. A very different report
would have been written by an ethnographer coming to archaeological practice for
the first time.

Upon my arrival, the site (which can henceforward be regarded as that area
enclosed and bounded by the edges of the excavation-trench) had already been
stripped of most of the modern plough-soil by mechanical means. The last ves-
tiges of plough-soil were now being removed by an extensive hoeing operation;
my first few days on site were spent joining the line of diggers engaged in this
backbreaking labour. Many of the expected archaeological patterns which showed
up on the aerial photographs were now visible on the surface or in the process of
coming to light. In the north-eastern half of the site, the dark fills and outlines of

features showed up quite clearly against the background of orange (natural) grav-
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els. Towards the south-west, however, features tended to be obscured by spreads
of brick-earth (peri-glacial deposits similar in colour and texture to archaeological
fills, and difficult to tell apart from them).

Fig 1 shows a sketch of the site after general hoeing of the site had been completed,
prior to the excavation of features. It is based partly upon the 1:50 plan of the site
which archaeologists themselves completed over the next few weeks, though should
not be taken by the reader to be equivalent to that plan. Like all the sketches in

this fieldwork report, scales and directions given are approximate only.

To help the reader understand the sketch of the site, a brief description of the
features depicted is necessary. It is important to point out, however, that even at
this early stage of excavation it is impossible to separate the material evidence from
the meaning or significance that it has for archaeologists. A description foemed in
the language of Munsell Colour Codes, for example, would simply not do justice to
the ways in which archaeologists perceive the site. The following account reflects
my general understanding of the site after my first few days of work, as it was
conveyed to me in conversations with archaeologists. It is based mainly on talks
with T (who explained the aerial photographs to me), R (who gave me a site tour)
and H and L (who I worked alongside during general hoeing).

1. identification of features: The linear feature which crosses the site
from SE-NW is known to be a ‘modern trackway’. All other straight lin-
ear features are thought to be ‘enclosure-ditches’ of various periods. The
ring-shaped features are obviously ‘ring-ditches’ - the ploughed down re-
mains of ‘burial mounds’ or ‘barrows’. The entire group of ring-ditches
comprises a ‘barrow-cemetery’. Features marked on the sketch as black
dots are thought to be ‘cremation-burials’; many of these have burnt ma-
terial and broken outlines of pottery vessels visible on the ground surface.
The irregular shaped features scattered across the site have not been identi-
fied yet; they could be ‘inhumation-pits’, ‘rubbish pits’ or natural features,
though those enclosed by ring-ditches are thought likely to be burial pits.
All identifications are of course provisional, and have yet to be tested by

excavation.
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Figure 1: Rough Plan of the Site
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2. spatial and temporal ordering of features: The ring-ditches are
‘grouped together’ into a cemetery; their distribution suggests that there
was considerable continuity in the use of the cemetery. (No ring-ditch cuts
or is cut by its neighbours; if there had been any overlapping, this would
have suggested different periods of barrow building.) The 3 ring-ditches
slightly ‘set apart’ from the others, however, could represent a different
phase or tradition of burial. As well as ‘respecting’ each other, the ring-
ditches also appear to respect ( ie. are all situated on one side of) the
straight linear feature or ditch which crosses the site from the SW-NE; this
feature could be a ‘boundary ditch’ of the cemetery - or, alternatively, a
ditch dug at a later date around an existing barrow field. Whether bounded
or unbounded, however, the cemetery is understood to have been ‘an area
set apart for the burial of the dead’, with the settlement situated elsewhere.
Within and ‘enclosed by’ some of the ring-ditches are ‘central’ pit-like fea-
tures which are thought likely to contain inhumation-burials (around which
the ditches were dug and over which the barrows were constructed). Most of
the cremation burials, on the other hand, are situated outside and between
the ring-ditches - suggesting that they were deposited after the barrows had
been built and that they represent a later form of burial rite. The excep-
tional case of two cremations enclosed by a ring-ditch might, it is supposed,
represent a transitional form of burial, combining the earlier technique of
ring-ditch building with the later technique of cremation (and indicating
some continuity between them). Many of the cremations are ‘grouped to-
gether into clusters’, in much the same way as the ring-ditches are grouped
together into a cemetery, suggesting that certain areas were the ‘foci’ of
mortuary activity, with members of the same family or group buried in

close proximity to each other.

That such an account is possible at all suggests that archaeologists do not expe-

rience the site solely in terms of its material form and properties. Nor do they

experience it as simply the aggregate of individual items of evidence, unrelated

to each other. The site is always experienced as a meaningful and interrelated

set of phenomena. And since we cannot discuss the site at all without - implic-

ity or explicity - taking into account its significance for us, let us briefly examine
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3.2

the dimensions or layers of meaning that, inter-bedded with material phenomena,

constitute the site.

The Meaning of the Site

First of all we should note that the archaeologists’ perception and understanding
of the site is already a description of it - in the sense that most of the material
patterns have names which describe them more or less exactly (eg. ‘features’, ‘cuts’,
‘ring-ditches’, ‘pits’, ‘barrow-cemetery’, etc). This is not just a case of attaching
a label to something that was initially perceived as a non-linguistic entity. As
any excavator will testify, in their first encounter with a material pattern they
often really do see the ‘cut’ of a ‘ditch’ emerge from the ground as it is being
worked. They really do see ‘postholes’ and ‘pits’ rather than just discolourations
or differential textural patterns in the soil. It is difficult to separate language from
perception, or the act of recognising significant patterns from the act of naming
(and in naming, interpreting) them. And when we reflect upon the names that are
used, we find that a great deal more is known about the material evidence than is

visible on the ground surface.

When archaeologists identify a soil configuration as an “archaeological feature”,
for example, it is assumed or implied that the (observable) pattern is the product
or effect of human agency at some time in the distant (unobservable) past. If the
feature is identified as a “ditch”, a whole range of tacit assumptions are invoked
concerning the nature of this causal agency - the kind of practical activity involved
in digging a ditch, or the functions that a ditch might serve within a human com-
munity. And if a group of features is identified as a “cemetery” then an even more
wide-ranging set of assumptions about human mortuary, ritual, and symbolic prac-
tices is brought into play. Each name has a semantic field of associations, concepts,
values, resonances, beliefs connected with it; the object named is perceived within

the context of this semantic field.

We should also note that material patterns as they appear to archaeologists are
meaningfully-related to each other in space. The relations between features are
as real as the features themselves. Cremations are ‘grouped together’ into clus-
ters; ring-ditches are ‘grouped together’ into a cemetery. There are relations of

inclusion/exclusion, inside/outside, centre/periphery, etc. Thus some ring-ditches
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