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1 The problem
Many people are becoming increasingly aware that the socalled New Archaeology of the 60s and early 70s was flawed.
Though the New Archaeology met resistance from its inception, a tradition of substantial epistemological critique began
more than thirty years ago (Bayard 1969; Kushner 1970; Levin
1973; Morgan 1973; Tuggle et al. 1972). However there is
little consensus as to the nature and scale of these flaws. It
can be claimed that the New Archaeology actually inhibited
the development of archaeology itself by trying to subsume
it within other realms of study, such as anthropology and
the natural sciences. In fact, within anthropology, the type
of materialist, neo-evolutionary approach from which New
Archaeologists drew inspiration had already lost much of its
ground to interpretive, symbolic and structural approaches.
Despite David Clarke’s insistence on ‘archaeology is archaeology is archaeology’ (1968), his own approach, based on the
importation of ideas from statistics, geography and the information sciences, has not led to a viable and distinctive
archaeology.
Despite the great methodological contribution of the New
Archaeology, many of the central concerns of the pre-New
Archaeology era need to be rediscovered if an adequate archaeological discussion is to take place. Of course, the traditional
approaches themselves had flaws, and these have to be dealt
with. But the older approaches do not have to be thrown out
totally, in the way that the New Archaeology sometimes rejected ‘normative’ archaeology (Flannery 1967; Binford 1962;
1965).
Our own route to this viewpoint was substantially drawn
by the ethnoarchaeological fieldwork reported in Symbols in
Action (Hodder 1982a). The three main ideas which developed out of that work, all of which have parallels in pre-New
Archaeology, were (1) that material culture was meaningfully
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constituted, (2) that agency needed to be part of theories of
material culture and social change, and (3) that despite the independent existence of archaeology, its closest ties were with
history. We wish now to summarize these three ‘problems’.
Cultural meanings and context
Schiffer (1976; 1987) has already argued that cultural transforms affect the relationship between material residues and
the behaviour of the people who produced them. Symbols in
Action showed further the importance of these ‘c-transforms’,
as Schiffer called them.
At first sight such realization offers no threat to archaeology as a generalizing scientific discipline. Schiffer showed
how one could generalize about c-transforms. For example,
it can be shown that as the duration and intensity of use of
a site increase, so there is more organization and secondary
movement of refuse away from activity areas. In Hodder’s
work in Baringo it became clear that material culture was often not a direct reflection of human behaviour; rather it was
a transformation of that behaviour.
For example, it had earlier been suggested that the stylistic
similarity between objects increased as interaction between
people increased. In fact, at the borders between ethnic groups
in Baringo, the more interaction between people, the less
the stylistic similarity. But, again, such findings can be incorporated within New Archaeology because it is possible
to generalize and state the ‘law’ that material culture distinctiveness is correlated with the degree of negative reciprocity
between groups (Hodder 1979). So the more competition between groups the more marked the material culture boundaries between them.
Another case in which it became clear that material culture was neither a simple nor a direct reflection of human
behaviour was burial. Binford (1971) had suggested a general
correlation between the complexity of mortuary ceremonialism and the complexity of social organization. As Parker
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Pearson (1982) elegantly showed, in a study of modern and
recent burial practices in Cambridge, such generalizations
failed to take into account the cultural transformation of the
relationship between burials and people. Even a highly differentiated society of the type found in Cambridge today might
choose to bury its dead in an ‘egalitarian’ fashion.
Once again such work does not necessarily result in the
final spanner being thrown in the works of New Archaeology. It might be possible to find some law-like generalizations
about why societies represent and express themselves differently in burial customs. For example, at early stages in the development of a more highly ranked society, social status might
be exaggerated and ‘naturalized’ in death, while at later stages
the social ranking might be ‘denied’ in burial variability.
But in the case of burial practices, such generalizations are
unconvincing and the force of the notion that material culture is an indirect reflection of human society becomes clear.
Moreover, if we conceive of material culture as active – and
the grounds for doing so are strong, as we will argue later –
then the term ‘reflection’ misrepresents the relation between
material culture and society. Rather, material culture and society mutually constitute each other within historically and
culturally specific sets of ideas, beliefs and meanings. Thus,
the relation between burial and society clearly depends on
attitudes to death.
Much the same can be said of cultural boundaries and refuse
deposition. Whether a particular artifact type does or does
not express the boundary of an ethnic group depends on the
ideas people in that society have about different artifacts and
what is an appropriate artifact for ethnic group marking. The
relationship between refuse and social organization depends
on attitudes to dirt. Thus even short-term camps may have
highly organized rubbish and long-term camps may allow
refuse build-up of a type that we today would find abhorrent
and unhygienic.
These cultural attitudes and meanings about material culture seemed to frustrate the generalizing aims of the New
Archaeology, since all material culture could now be seen
3
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to be meaningfully constituted. If material culture, all of it,
has a symbolic dimension such that the relationship between
people and things is affected, then all of archaeology, economic and social, is implicated.
The problem then becomes, not ‘how do we study symbolism in the past?’, but ‘how do we do archaeology at all?’.
Within New Archaeology the methodology to be employed
in interpreting the past was ‘hard’ and universal. Simplistically put, one could correlate material culture patterning with
human patterning, and ‘read off’ the latter from the former by
applying general laws and Middle Range Theory. Ultimately
material culture could be seen as the product of adaptation
with the environment, both physical and social. So, if one
kept asking why the material culture patterning is as it is, one
was always taken back to questions of material survival. With
such a ‘reductionist’ approach one can always predict what
the material culture means, what it reflects, in any environmental context.
But to claim that culture is meaningfully constituted is ultimately to claim that aspects of culture are irreducible. The
relationship between material culture and human organization is partly social, as we shall see below. But it is also
dependent on a set of cultural attitudes which cannot be predicted from or reduced to an environment. The cultural relationships are not caused by anything else outside themselves.
They just are. The task of archaeologists is to interpret this
irreducible component of culture so that the society behind
the material evidence can be ‘read’.
How does one go about such ‘reading’? It is often claimed
that material objects are mute, that they do not speak, so
how can one understand them? Certainly an object from the
past does not say anything of itself. Handed an object from
an unknown culture archaeologists will often have difficulties in providing an interpretation. But to look at objects by
themselves is really not archaeology at all. Archaeology is
concerned with finding objects in layers and other contexts
(rooms, sites, pits, burials) so that their date and meaning can
be interpreted.
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As soon as the context of an object is known it is no longer
totally mute. Clues as to its meaning are given by its context.
Artifacts are found in graves around the necks of the skeletons
and are interpreted as necklaces. Objects found in elaborate
non-settlement contexts are termed ritual. Clearly we cannot claim that, even in context, objects tell us their cultural
meaning, but on the other hand they are not totally mute.
The interpretation of meaning is constrained by the interpretation of context.
In Symbols in Action, the emphasis on context led to discussion of burial, style, exchange, refuse discard, settlement
organization. All these realms of material culture could now
be seen as different contexts in relation to each other. Artifacts
might mean different things in these different contexts, but
the meanings from one realm might be related, in a distorted
way, to the meanings in other realms. The ‘reading’ of the
archaeological record had to take such cultural transformations into account.
A number of problems and questions arose from such a
viewpoint. First, what is the context? Context itself has to
be interpreted in the data, and the definition of context is a
matter for debate. Is the context of a particular artifact type
found in cemeteries a part of the body, the grave, a group
of graves, the cemetery, the region, or what? How does one
decide on the boundary which defines the context?
Second, even assuming we can construct meanings from
contextual associations, similarities and differences, are these
cultural meanings in people’s minds? Certainly much of the
cultural meaning of material objects is not conscious. Few
of us are aware of the full range of reasons which lead us to
choose a particular item of dress as appropriate for a given context. But do we need to get at the conscious and subconscious
meanings in people’s minds, or are there simply cultural rules
and practices which can be observed from the outside? Do
we simply have to describe the unconscious cultural rules
of a society or do we have to get at people’s perceptions of
those rules? For example, is it enough to say that in a particular cultural tradition burial variability correlates with social
5
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variability or that burial is organized by a culture/nature
transform, or do we need to understand people’s attitudes
to death, getting ‘inside their minds’?
The third question has already been touched upon. To
what extent can we generalize about ideas in people’s minds?
Certain general principles concerning the relationships
between structural oppositions, associations, similarities, contexts and meanings are used in interpreting the past and the
world around us today. Even the notion that meaning derives
from contextual associations is a general theory. To what extent are such generalizations valid? And further, what is the
aim of archaeology? Is it to provide generalizations? If we say
that meanings are context dependent, then all we can do is
come to an understanding of each cultural context in its own
right, as a unique set of cultural dispositions and practices.
We cannot generalize from one culture to another. Even if
there are some general propositions we need to use in interpreting the past, these are, by their very general nature, trivial –
hardly the focus for scientific enquiry. To what extent can
we generalize about unique cultural contexts, and why should
we want to generalize in any case?
These questions are also relevant in relation to the second
problem that derived from Symbols in Action.
Individuals and agents
Material culture does not just exist. It is made by someone. It
is produced to do something. Therefore it does not passively
reflect society – rather, it creates society through the acts of
social agents.
The question of agency arises from an older dialogue about
the place of the individual in society. On the one hand we have
John Donne’s famous words, ‘No man is an island, entire of
itself, every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the
main.’ We concur and stress that we need to explore how
society affects the individual. Yet Donne’s view ultimately
6
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says that individuals are of little significance in the tide of
human history. On the other hand J. S. Mill, a classical
individualist, said ‘Men are not, when brought together, converted into another kind of substance.’
In the New Archaeology, the possibility of agency was
avoided, argued out of social theory. As Flannery noted
(1967), the aim was not to reach the individual Indian behind the artifact, but the system behind both Indian and artifact. It is argued by the processual school in archaeology
that there are systems so basic in nature that culture and individuals are powerless to divert them. This is a trend towards
determinism – theory building is seen as being concerned
with discovering deterministic causal relationships. There is
a close link here between discarding notions of cultural belief
and of agency. Both are seen as being unassailable through
archaeological evidence, and both are unpredictable and inhibit generalization.
In the 1980s, a number of authors reacted against the trend
towards determinism in the New Archaeology (Hodder 1986;
Shanks and Tilley 1987a, b). However, in their passion to
re-construct the relation between structure and agency, some
writers uncritically erected a particular version of agency that
privileged only a certain form of agent, namely, the individual. Critical and philosophical scholarship has documented
that the ‘individual’ is a very recent construct, tied closely to
the development of modernity in the West (Foucault 1970;
Handsman and Leone 1989). People in other cultures and
at other times may be constructed in a very different way
from the individual subjects of our own society, which means
that the notion of agency should not be restricted to ‘the
individual’.
By emphasizing agency in social theory we do not mean
to suggest that we should identify ‘great men’ and ‘great
women’; but that each archaeological object is produced by
an individual (or a group of individuals), not by a social system. Each pot is made by specific actors forming the shape,
inscribing the design. Archaeology thus raises in acute form
7

© Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521821320 - Reading the Past: Current Approaches to Interpretation in
Archaeology, Third Edition
Ian Hodder and Scott Hutson
Excerpt
More information

Reading the past
the problem of the relationship between agency and society.
What is the relationship between the individual pot and the
society as a whole?
Within the New Archaeology this central question was
simply bypassed. Individual pots were examined solely as passive reflections of the socio-cultural system. Each pot, each
artifact could be examined to see how it functioned for the system as a whole. For example, the pot reflected status and thus
helped to regulate the flow of energy and resources within the
system. In addition, the system was seen as developing ‘over
the long term’. Thus individual instances of variability which
did not act for the good of the system as a whole would be of
no significance for the long-term survival of the system and
would in any case hardly be visible archaeologically.
These two notions – the overall adaptive system and the
long term – led to a rejection of the individual in archaeological theory. As a result, material culture became a passive
reflection of the social system. Whatever agents had in their
heads when they made a pot, the only thing that was important was how that pot functioned in the social system.
What the individual was trying to do with the object became
irrelevant.
The ethnographic work reported in Symbols in Action
showed the inadequacy of this view. For example, in a Lozi
village, pottery similarities did not passively reflect learning
networks and interaction frequency. Rather the pottery style
was used to create social differences and allegiances within the
village; it was produced to have an active role. Similarly, some
artifacts indicate social boundaries in Baringo, in Kenya, but
spears, for example, do not. This is because spear styles are
used by young men to disrupt the authority of older men.
They play an active role.
That material culture can act back and affect the society
and behaviour which produced it can readily be accepted
within processual archaeology (Rathje 1978, p. 52). In particular, town and house architecture clearly channels and acts
upon later behaviour. On the other hand, material culture
cannot of itself do anything: if it does ‘act back’ on society it
8
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must do so within the frameworks of meaning within the society itself. The way in which material culture acts on people
is social; the action can only exist within a social framework
of beliefs, concepts and dispositions.
Material culture and its associated meanings are played out
as parts of social strategies. Agents do not simply fill predetermined roles, acting out their scripts. If they did, there would
be little need for the active use of material culture in order to
negotiate social position and create social change. We are not
simply pawns in a game, determined by a system – rather, we
use a myriad of means, including material culture symbolism,
to create new roles, to redefine existing ones and to deny the
existence of others.
It could be argued that processual archaeology is indeed
concerned with individual variability. After all, did it not
react against normative approaches and emphasize the importance of situational adaptive behaviour? The question of
whether processual archaeology escaped a normative position
will be discussed throughout this volume. For the moment it
is necessary to set the scene by clarifying some of the meanings given to the term normative in archaeology. First, it is
often used to refer to the culture-historical approach. In this
context it sometimes has pejorative connotations; it refers to
descriptive culture history. This is not the sense in which we
will use the term in this volume. Second, ‘normative’ refers
to the notion that culture is made up of a set of shared beliefs.
The implication is sometimes present that the shared ideas
(the norms) hinder situational variability. Third, there is a
prescriptive component to norms – they indicate what should
be done. In this sense norms refer to rules of behaviour. Of
course one can be critical of the normative approach (in the
first sense) while still being interested in norms in the second
and third senses, but both these latter meanings of the word
give little in the way of a role to individuals as social actors. A
more general critique of normative positions will be required
in this volume.
The renewed emphasis on agency in archaeological interpretation is not designed to argue that prehistoric change was
9
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the result of ‘free will’ or that particular individuals in the
past can or should be identified. Rather, the aim is to integrate both meaning and agency into archaeological theory.
Our interpretations of the past need to incorporate cultural
meanings, intentions and purposes (see above). Societies are
not purposive (Shanks and Tilley 1987a, p. 124), but individual agents are. It is certainly possible to argue that the
purposes, meanings and intentions are themselves always already structured within historical trajectories, but the notion
of agency allows for the ability of individuals to transform
the structures in concrete situations. Positioned subjects manipulate material culture as a resource and as a sign system in
order to create and transform relations of power and domination. Determinism is avoided since it is recognized that in
concrete situations contingent situations are found and structures of meaning and of domination are gradually restructured
(Giddens 1979; Bourdieu 1977). Johnson (1989) has provided a
constructive critique of discussions of the dialectical relationship between structure and agency in recent archaeological
writing. He notes that theoretical accounts have not been
backed up by applications which include a truly reflexive relationship between social structure and human agency. (In
chapter 5 we will discuss structure and agency in greater detail.) Detailed small-scale studies of variability are needed in
order to examine the link between individual, meaningfully
constituted events and long-term structures. Johnson’s own
example derives from historical archaeology and is part of a
wider trend towards small-scale historical studies (e.g. Ladurie
1980; Le Goff 1985; Duby 1980; see also chapter 7) but similar
small-scale methodologies are relevant in prehistoric contexts
(Hodder 1987a and b) where the opposition between individual event and long term structure is accentuated.
Historical context
In the reaction against culture history and normative archaeology, processual archaeologists turned to anthropology.
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