Social Transformations

in Archaeology

Global and Local Perspectives

Kristian Kristiansen and Michael Rowlands

Also available as a printed book
see title verso for ISBN details



SOCIAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN
ARCHAEOLOGY

Social Transformations in Archaeology explores the relevance of archaeology to the
study of long-term change and to the understanding of our contemporary world. It re-
evaluates the premises and epistemologies which underlie the study of archaeology and
looks at the ways discoveries about the past have a direct bearing on contemporary
beliefs and actions. This collection brings together both new and previously published
papers by Kristian Kristiansen and Michael Rowlands, which clearly illustrate the
contribution archaeological analysis can make to our understanding of long-term change
at a global level.

The papers in this survey are divided into three sections. They deal in turn with;
broader theoretical issues; centre-periphery relations in a wide range of contexts; and
finally focus in on an archaeological examination of colonialism, with case studies from
historical Africa and the Mediterranean in the first millennium BC.

Social Transformations in Archaeology is essential reading for archaeologists and
anthropologists. It will also be of great interest for all those working in related disciplines
who are concerned with long-term change and development.

Kristian Kristiansen is Professor of Archaeology at the University of Gothenburg,
Sweden and was previously Director of the Danish Archaeological Heritage
Administration in the Ministry of the Environment. He has written widely on theoretical
archaeology and the archaeology of northern Europe. Michael Rowlands is Professor of
Anthropology at University College London. He is a leading figure in the development of
theoretical archaeology.



MATERIAL CULTURES

Interdisciplinary studies in the material construction of social worlds
Series Editors

Michael Rowlands, Dept of Anthropology, University College London
Christopher Tilley, Institute of Archaeology, University College London

MATERIAL CULTURE AND TEXT
The Art of Ambiguity
Christopher Tilley

ARCHAEOLOGICAL THEORY IN EUROPE
The Last Three Decades
Edited by lan Hodder

EXPERIENCING THE PAST
On the Character of Archaeology
Michael Shanks

THEORY AND PRACTICE IN ARCHAEOLOGY
lan Hodder

TECHNOLOGICAL CHOICES
Transformation in Material Cultures since the Neolithic
Edited by Pierre Lemonnier

ARCHITECTURE AND ORDER
Approaches to Social Space
Edited by Michael Parker Pearson and Colin Richards

THE SWASTIKA
Constructing the Symbol
Malcolm Quinn

GIFTS AND COMMODITIES



Exchange and Western Capitalism since 1700
James G.Carrier

ACKNOWLEDGING CONSUMPTION
A Review of New Studies
Edited by Daniel Miller

TIME, CULTURE AND IDENTITY
An Interpretive Archaeology
Julian Thomas



SOCIAL TRANSFORMATIONS IN
ARCHAEOLOGY

Global and local perspectives

Kristian Kristiansen and Michael Rowlands

London and New York



First published 1998 by Routledge 11 New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE
This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2005.
“To purchase your own copy of this or any of Taylor & Francis
or Routledge’s collection of thousands of eBooks please go to
http://www.ebookstore.tandf.co.uk/.”

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada by Routledge 29 West 35th Street, New York,
NY 10001

© 1998 Selection and editorial matter Kristian Kristiansen and Michael Rowlands;
individual chapters, the copyright holders

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or
by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission
in writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data A catalogue record for this book is available from
the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication Data A catalogue record for this book has been
requested

ISBN 0-203-98455-2 Master e-book ISBN

ISBN 0-415-06789-8 (Print Edition)



CONTENTS

List of illustrations

Introduction
MICHAEL ROWLANDS AND KRISTIAN KRISTIANSEN

PART | Conceptualising social transformation

1 Objectivity and subjectivity in archaeology
MICHAEL ROWLANDS

2 Materialism and multilinear evolution
MICHAEL ROWLANDS AND JOHN GLEDHILL

3 Conceptualising the European Bronze and Early Iron Ages
MICHAEL ROWLANDS

4 The formation of tribal systems in northern Europe, 4000-500 BC
KRISTIAN KRISTIANSEN

5 From stone to bronze: the evolution of social complexity in northern
Europe, 2300-1200 BC
KRISTIAN KRISTIANSEN

6 Kinship, alliance and exchange in the European Bronze Age
MICHAEL ROWLANDS

7 The consumption of wealth in Bronze Age Denmark: a study in the
dynamic of economic processes in tribal societies
KRISTIAN KRISTIANSEN

PART Il Centre periphery relations

8 Centre and periphery: a review of a concept
MICHAEL ROWLANDS

9 Chiefdoms, states and systems of social evolution
KRISTIAN KRISTIANSEN

10 Centre and periphery in Bronze Age Scandinavia
KRISTIAN KRISTIANSEN

11 The emergence of the European world system in the Bronze Age:

divergence, convergence and social evolution during the first and second

millennia BC in Europe

viii

25

26

36

45

64

103

142

178

213

214

236

260

280



KRISTIAN KRISTIANSEN

PART 11l Contact and colonialism

12

13

14

15

16

The archaeology of colonialism

MICHAEL ROWLANDS

The internal structure and regional context of Early Iron Age society in
south-western Germany

MICHAEL ROWLANDS AND SUSAN FRANKENSTEIN

The archaeology of colonialism and constituting the African peasantry
MICHAEL ROWLANDS

Ritual killing and historical transformation in a West African kingdom
MICHAEL ROWLANDS

The embodiment of sacred power in the Cameroon Grassfields
MICHAEL ROWLANDS

Index

317

318

324

364

386

398

416



ILLUSTRATIONS

Plates
5.1 Hoard from Gallemose with ring ingots and local pile axes 106
10.1 Coastal cairn from western Norrland, Sweden 260
10.2 Coastal cairn from Bohuslén, western Sweden 261
10.3 Barrows from north-western Zealand, Denmark 261
16.1 Cup-bearer, Bafuen, Central Grassfields, Cameroon 404
16.2 Terracotta figurine and calabash used in Wuli Shrine 408
Figures
3.1 Succession of social types (generalised) 53

4.1 Graphic representation of basic elements in the research process 66

4.2 Graphic representation of the settlement structure in north- 72
western Zealand

4.3 Subsistence strategy during expansion, defined by an increase 74
of settlement density



4.4 Subsistence strategy during expansion, represented by 75
4.5 Pollen diagram 76

4.6 The supposed extent of permanent open land during the Early 78
Neolithic and the Bronze Age in north-western Zealand

4.7 Production-reproduction cycle of northern Europe, 4100-500 84
BC

4.8 Local cycles of settlement increase/decrease in north-western 85
Zealand 4000-500 BC

4.9 Settlement types 87
5.1 The major cultural and chronological sequences discussed 104

5.2 The six major types of flint daggers of the Late Neolithic in 105
southern Scandinavia

5.3 Examples of sharpening of sword blades from period 2 117

5.4 A quantitative analysis of degrees of sharpening of period 2 119
sword blades according to type

5.5a Chiefly sword and daggers from a period 2 burial “Store 121
Kongehgj’ in Jutland

5.5b Warrior sword from a period 2 burial “Muldbjerg’ in Jutland 122

5.6 A complex hair-style on a high-ranking Early Bronze Age 123
woman from Skrydstrup

5.7 Large Early Bronze Age barrows from Schleswig-Holstein 123
classified according to height

5.8 The eight decorated stone slabs from the Kivik grave 125

5.9 A selection of rock carvings of chariots from the Early ‘Bronze 126
Age



7.1

7.2

7.3

7.4
7.5
7.6

7.7

7.8
9.1
9.2

9.3

9.4

9.5
9.6

111

Relationship between gold and sword finds from the Early and
Late Bronze Age

Relationship between circulation time and consumption of
swords in the Early Bronze Age

Relationship between circulation time and consumption of
swords in the Late Bronze Age

Sword-grave ratio
The distribution (in %) of swords and graves

Relationship between hectare per tdr htk. of settled and
unsettled areas, indicating subsistence strategy

Relationship between population density and productive
potential

Settled and unsettled areas
Temporal model of alternative evolutionary trajectories

Spatial model of centre/periphery relationships among
evolutionary types

Patterns of investment in wealth deposition and in monument
construction in the Bronze Age

Basic components and their interaction in the development and
transformation of Bronze Age society

Patterns of investment in wealth depositions in the Iron Age

Basic components and their interaction in the development and
transformation of Iron Age society

Schematic outline of the dominant trends in settlement,
subsistence and burial ritual from 2000 BC to 0 in Central
Europe

185

186

187

191
191
193

194

196
241

243

246

248

250
252

296



11.2 Geographical model of the changing relationships between 302
centres of metal production/agrarian production and warrior
peripheries supplying special products and services, suggesting
regular shifts in dominance through time

14.1 Furnace types of the Bamenda plateau in the nineteenth century 371

14.2 Hierarchy of fons and notables of the Bamenda plateau and 372
their relations with neighbouring hierarchies

Maps

4.1 Part of northern Europe, with north-western Zealand indicated 69
in black

4.2 The prehistoric settlements of north-western Zealand 70

4.3 The expansion of the Nordic Bronze Age culture from periods 2 91
to 5 based on flange-hilted swords (Early Bronze Age) and
Nordic hoards (Late Bronze Age)

4.4 The distribution of imported swords or imitations of imports 92
during period 2 of the Early Bronze Age

4.5 The distribution of imported swords or imitations of imports 93
during period 5 of the Late Bronze Age

4.6 Variations in the degree of wear on full-hilted swords in period 94
2 (25 observations) and period 3 (26 observations) in the Early
Bronze Age in the ‘“Thy’ region in north-western Jutland

4.7 The distribution of burials in periods 2 and 3 of the Early 95
Bronze Age in the ‘“Thy’ region in north-eastern Jutland

5.1 The distribution of south-east European bronzes and local 108
Nordic bronzes in period 1



5.2
5.3

5.4

5.5

7.1
7.2
7.3
7.4
7.5
7.6
10.1
10.2
10.3

10.4

10.5

10.6

The distribution of north-west European bronzes in period 1

Workshops of full-hilted swords from period 2, as defined by
Ottenjahn (1969)

The flint-rich chalk layers of Danian and Senonian types and
the distribution of hoards with flint daggers

The distribution of full-hilted octagonal swords and flange-
hilted swords of Central European/Aegean influence

The five zones

Period 2. Variations in the circulation time of swords
Period 3. Variations in the circulation time of swords
Period 4. Variations in the circulation time of ornaments
Period 5. Variations in the circulation time of ornaments
Types of vegetation at different periods and locations
Topographical map of Scandinavia

Geographical regions in Scandinavia

Generalised map of Nordic Bronze Age culture with cairns/
barrows and the distribution of Nordic and Arctic moulds and
bronzes in northern Scandinavia

Areas with chiefly elites in the Late Bronze Age, based on the
deposition of swords

The distribution of lurs during the Late Bronze Age, defining
central areas of social and ritual superiority

Generalised map showing the changing rate of exchange
between furs (to the left) and metal objects (to the right) from
Scandinavia to Central Europe

109
111

113

115

180
181
182
183
184
203
263
264

266

269

270

274



131
13.2
13.3
13.4
135
141
14.2
14.3
14.4
145
14.6

14.7

14.8

11

131

13.2
13.3

The Heuneburg domain, Ha D1

Distribution of Firsten graves in the Upper Rhine valley
The Heuneburg domain, Ha D2-3

The Hohenasperg domain

Early La Téne on the Middle Rhine

The Cameroon ‘Grassfields’

Monetary zones on the Bamenda plateau, c. 1890
Trading spheres at the end of the eighteenth century
Trading spheres at the end of the nineteenth century
Distribution of iron-working sites, Babungo
Distribution of surveyed sites abandoned by c. 1835

Hierarchy of chiefdoms and fons of the Bamenda plateau in the
late nineteenth century

Principal markets on the Bamenda plateau at the end of the
nineteenth century

Tables

Obijectivist and subjectivist accounts of the past

Scalogram of grave contents of paramount, vassal and sub-chief
in the Heuneburg domain

The Hohmichele grave contents

Scalogram of grave contents of the first four ranks in the

338
347
350
353
359
371
372
373
374
377
380
381

382

32
336

342
351



Hohenasperg domain

14.4 Production levels of iron furnaces, Bamenda plateau 375



INTRODUCTION

Michael Rowlands and Kristian Kristiansen

In this volume we bring together a set of papers, some previously published, others
written specifically for this collection, which we believe define a coherent argument for
the relevance of archaeology to the study of social transformation and our understanding
of the contemporary world. Originating under the influence of various debates within
structural Marxism in the early 1970s, the consistent theme of this volume is the re-
evaluation of the premises and epistemologies that should generate a distinctively
archaeological approach to the past.

Over the last two decades social evolutionary approaches in archaeology have been
criticised for maintaining in some guise or other a modernist ideology of progress from
simple to complex society. While characterising societies as tribes or chiefdoms seemed a
useful framework to study institutional differentiation and the processes accounting for
transition from one stage to another, it was very much embedded in Western assumptions
that human history, to use Gellner’s phrase, is a ‘world growth story’ (Gellner 1964:12-
13). Accepting all the caveats of not compressing specific into general evolution, the
fundamental idea remained that change could be measured by some form of institutional
differentiation over time. Processual attacks on evolutionary stage theories had been
directed against the explanations of change they offered rather than assumptions about
complexity which were considered to be empirical and not ideological questions. In turn
a central critique of processual explanations for social evolution was the charge of
functionalism. Criticisms were directed against vulgar materialists reducing all
explanation to narrow economic determinism and against cultural ecologists relegating
variation to a complex of ecological-demographic variables to which the social and the
political were functionally adapted (Friedman 1974; Friedman and Rowlands 1977;
Burnham and Ellen 1978; Rapoport 1977). In archaeology this was developed into a more
general critique of determinism and integrated systems approaches which depended on
models derived from the natural sciences (Rowlands 1982; Hodder 1982).

While advocates of extreme ecological-demographic determinism can still be found in
current archaeology (e.g. Sanders and Nichols 1988), the general response over the last
two decades has been to stress various forms of environmental or economic possibilism,
to emphasise the increasing autonomy of social factors in shaping material and
environmental conditions, to emphasise discontinuity over continuity in social change
and to recognise that “human beings make history but not necessarily under conditions of
their own choosing’. The disappearance in archaeological discourse of terms such as
‘social evolution’ in favour of ‘long-term social change’ or ‘the longue durée’ reflects a
profound ambivalence to generalised history while at the same time retaining the idea
that it is time depth that makes archaeology a different and valuable contributor to the
other social and historical sciences. Others have argued that this is not necessarily the
case (e.g. Shanks and Tilley 1987). Some argue that archaeology’s data is material
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culture and that it contributes theoretically by emphasising the materiality of form and its
interpretation in the absence of language (Ucko 1970; Hodder 1986). Others have argued
that, however poor its data, archaeology provides unique access to the past as ‘Other’ as a
means of holding in tension the universalism of the present (Shanks and Tilley 1987).
Some of those most critical of social evolutionary perspectives (e.g. Hodder 1986;
Shanks and Tilley 1987) have advocated historical indeterminacy in relating present to
past. They have argued that different historical narratives are motivated by contemporary
ethical and political dispositions rather than their relative correspondence to past social
and economic realities. This has been accompanied by a retreat from abstraction and
generalisation to contextualisation and particularism and to avoidance of the issue of
whether social change is predictable and its consequences in the present avoidable.

Writing history from present to past has its own problems of inevitably writing about
origins (Thacker 1997:34) but the issue is whether it is a more satisfactory way of
understanding the contingencies by which we have come to be as we are. Social
evolutionism was undoubtedly guilty here of turning the object of study—development,
progress, or whatever—into the aim or goal of history. Social archaeology has also been
condemned as a project that assumes categories of the material and the social form a
systemic totality as a neutral background on which actors and actions, beliefs and
practices can be mapped (Shennan 1993). The historiography that traditionally has most
forcefully used the concept of social totality as a backdrop, Marxism, also replicates a
similar drive to totalisation in order to characterise its object of study Jay 1984). Moving
beyond normative discussions of what constitutes the social and society has stimulated a
debate between postmodernist archaeologists who wish to treat the ‘real’ or the ‘material’
as a set of discourses or texts and archaeological critics of postmodern theories who
desire a rigid distinction between discursive representations and the real material of
archaeological pasts (although, for the phantasmic nature of the ‘real’ see Lacan in Zizek
1994). Fears about the erosion of disciplinary boundaries, for example between
archaeology and cultural studies, may have led to oversimplification of positions but the
proposition remains that the epistemological status of archaeology as either real or
discursive tends to remain a key issue motivating debate.

The question of long-term change is therefore no longer an empirical matter of
documenting what happened in the past. Either the past as trope is constantly
rediscovered in the present as a means of experiencing it as if one was there (Tilley
1993:3); or archaeological explanation presupposes an account of what people were
doing as choices or distributions of outcomes rather than mechanically determined by
unknowable constraints (Lemonnier 1993; Shennan 1993:56-7); and/or the long term is
habitual action recognised as persistence of form or style or ways of doing things that are
part of consciousness but not manipulated by it (Bradley 1991; Hodder 1987; Gosden
1993). What is no longer being taken seriously, once the tyranny of epistemological
difference took hold, is the importance or otherwise of the consistency of the social
whole over its individual parts (i.e. actors) and the role of structure in shaping subjective
experience. For both Lacan and Lévi-Strauss, structure was that part of the real that
remained un-symbolised; the antagonism that holds society together through the attempts
to conceal or “patch up’ the rifts and efface their traces. The non-symbolisable traumatic
kernel finds expression in the very distortions of reality, in those dissimulations around
which social reality is structured. For Marx, structure related to the pre-ideological or
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repressed role of social antagonism which, unless bursting out in class struggle and thus
realising itself as the totalising principle of society, prevented social closure into a
transparent, rational whole. All three share the same belief that structure is more than
constraints on action or rules that govern hidden dispositions (although it functions as
these) because social reality is always an attempt to conceal the ‘real’ of antagonism, to
create a symbolic fiction, to domesticate and contain repressed conflicts which, because it
can never do this completely, constitutes the problematic of ideology.

It may well be that the sociological critics of evolutionism never wished to be so
successful in creating a new paradigm for the social sciences. Some, like Giddens, for
instance, clearly wanted to draw attention to power, structures of domination and control
of resources as the fundamental phenomena that define social reproduction (Giddens
1984:281-2). The movement from agency to the contradictory consequences of action is
linked in his argument to structural contradictions which in turn depend on the conditions
of system reproduction which ‘act to negate the very principles upon which they are
based’ (Giddens 1984:312-14). His argument is premised on a critique of evolutionism
that was intended to liberate the field from being forced into an ‘evolutionary shape’,
although perhaps ironically it is also his predilection for a rapprochement between
structural history and sociology in ‘making sense of texts’ that leads him to draw
analogies between archaeology and hermeneutics as mutually consigned to the task of
interpreting artefactual/textual fragments washed up on the shore of modernity (Giddens
1984:357).

The aim of this volume is to remain committed to an archaeology which investigates
the existence of social realities that to some degree lie beyond, or are repressed by, the
scope of conscious experience. By this we mean that ethical and political values take the
form of commitments to doctrines or images that are grounded in remembered or
reconstructed (i.e. repressed) historical realities. But, in practice, these commitments are
always partial and limited in their internalisation of the objective conditions of their
existence. This brings us back to the centrality of social antagonism and the recognition
that the structuring of social reality is always an attempt to cope with it, to domesticate it
or control it. In the light of such systematic uncertainties, actors unleash psychological
forces and forms of social motivation whose origin and destiny lie beyond their capacities
to predict or control. It is this perspective that requires an archaeology of the long term as
a distinctive contribution to our understanding of social realities. The kind of relevance
we have in mind is that which makes our experience of realities of the past have a direct
bearing on contemporary beliefs and actions. Understanding the conditions by which
certain accepted or ‘common sense’ experiences of the world may have come into
existence sufficiently validates the need for archaeology to discover their ‘reality’. A
recourse to archaeology in order to show us how ‘that which-is has not always been so’
can easily be justified by the particular kind of time depth and empirical inquiry that
archaeology provides. After all, by believing that archaeological inquiry transgresses
constraints on knowledge, we are saying little more than what motivates all other
academic disciplines and nothing about what is special about archaeological knowledge
in particular. This cannot be time depth alone, since we can and do have an archaeology
of the present. It implies instead that archaeology has developed a set of methods and a
mode of questioning that reveals the nature of the constraints on our experiencing and
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understanding the antagonisms of our worlds and on how we might wish to experience
and understand them in the future.

Perhaps archaeological writing does require a certain “‘aestheticisation’, not in order to
erode the truth of ‘our’ past but to recognise its “twisted’ perspective rendered oblique by
the perspective we wish to draw on it at any particular time. Archaeology now reappears
in Foucauldian guise as a method of studying and recuperating subjugated knowledges
that can be freed and brought into play in the present (Foucault 1980:85). However, the
settings and circumstances within which different narratives are possible do not come out
of thin air and have to be understood within given historical and political circumstances.
The challenges made to a Western Eurocentric view of world history by dependency
theory was governed precisely by the appearance of the Third World as a fact of Cold
War politics just as its decline as a general history of global inequalities and movements
in civilisational status corresponded with the end of an East-West hegemony of global
politics. This could be taken as an example of a Braudelian ‘structure and conjuncture’
scheme in which large-scale historical forces shape and are shaped by personal
experience. But as Anderson wrote in criticism of E.P.Thompson, how are apparently
transparent terms like ‘experience’, ‘agency’ to be understood in this co-determination?
(Anderson 1980). Experience as passive registration of events in the world is very
different from active ‘seeing through’ to effect change in the world. Couplets such as
structure and agency are themselves problematic renditions of an apparently common
sense view of how the world works. The language of structuralism implies an undesired
objectivism and that of agency, positions set in ideological terms. There is no reason why
archaeology should be different from any other part of intellectual thought where the
breaking down of old certainties has been described as leaving behind a sort of
conceptual rubble open to personalised rag-picking as modes of thought. But this seems
unduly pessimistic and negates the positive trends established by the dominance of
structuralism and structural Marxism in the 1960s and 1970s and the developments that
have emerged to create the current theoretical influences in the subject.

Structural Marxism and its consequences

We take as a point of departure an approach that owes its conceptual origins to the
critiques and reworking of Marxist theory in anthropology, in particular the influence of
Althusser in combining structuralism and Marxism, as well as the structural history of
Braudel, the ‘world systems’ perspective of Immanuel Wallerstein and current
globalisation theory. Structural Marxism originated as part of the development of a
modern Marxist understanding of pre-capitalist societies that not only took into account
the results of anthropological research but also situated an understanding of ‘people
without” history as part of the development of capitalism and the modern world system
(Kahn and Llobera 1981; Wolf 1982). It represented one of the first serious attempts to
criticise and reform classical Marxism, which was characterised by evolutionary stage
theories and simplistic notions of economic determination such as the base/
superstructure model. This coincided with developments in anthropology that were
producing a new rapprochement with historical process, in particular a study of the
effects of ideological conditions on anthropological discourse and the role of ideology
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generally in the determination of social structures (Bloch 1977; Asad 1979). This led not
only to the rejection of neo-evolutionary theory in anthropology, as represented in the
work of Leslie White, Julian Steward and others, but also to debates about what
constituted an adequate explanation of society, and whether society existed as a self-
contained unit of analysis (Friedman 1994). In archaeology structural-Marxist ideas were
applied in a number of different contexts (Frankenstein and Rowlands 1978; Bender
1978; Kristiansen 1978; Gledhill and Larsen 1982; Rowlands, Larsen and Kristiansen
1987; Ekholm and Friedman 1979, 1980; Friedman 1982; Parker Pearson 1984). In
comparative archaeology, Spriggs has used Godelier’s discussion of the Asiatic state in
his analysis of the development of Hawaii (Spriggs 1988); Tilley used Meillassoux’s
discussion of the role of ancestral knowledge for the legitimation of authority in the Early
Neolithic in Scandinavia; and Thomas made an insightful comparison of the Early to
Middle Neolithic in central Europe through a contrast between lineage and Germanic
modes of production (Tilley 1984; Thomas 1987). A combination of Marxist and world
systems theory has been particularly influential in American archaeology (e.g. Kohl
1987; Peregrine and Feinman 1996). Perhaps the least used concept is that of the
Germanic mode of production, although in eastern Europe it has been more popular and
Hartman, for example, has discussed the transition to feudal society in terms of the rise of
the Mark association. Bonte also used it in his comparative studies of African pastoralist
societies and Hedeager for understanding the transition from pre-Roman to Roman Iron
Age in northern Europe (Hedeager 1987, 1992).

Althusser gave priority to the symbolic constitution of social relations. His rejection of
the concept of ideology as false consciousness and his insistence on the materiality of
ideological practice meant that ‘ideas’ could never be abstract but were always installed
as concrete activity. Furthermore ideology is defined by those cultural processes whose
effect is the constitution of subjects. Subjectification proceeds by concrete cultural
processes of ‘interpellation’, that is, by naming, describing and identifying subjects
within social processes (Coward and Ellis 1977). Individuals may be victims of
exploitation but they can invent a subjectivity that denies it in order to believe themselves
to be free and autonomous. ldeology represents therefore the ‘imaginary’ relations of
individuals to their ‘real’ conditions of existence in which subjects are inscribed within
and marked by social processes. Hence Althusser stressed a theory/practice connection
and rejuvenated an exhausted Marxist theory by giving culture a relative autonomy,
something that just couldn’t be read off but needed to be seriously analysed. Althusser’s
merger of structuralism with Marxism was in part to demonstrate that symbolic practices
(the “‘myth-making’ of Lévi-Strauss) operated politically to identify and name subjects
and that the forms identities took were, in the last instance (that never came), produced
by the unconscious rules of economic logics (Althusser 1979:199-273).

Yet this broke away from naive ideas about progression and cultural evolution and
offered a far more powerful alternative to functionalist theory. In periods of radical
contradiction, subjects were semi-detached from underlying economic relations and
through the acquisition of critical knowledge (an epistemological break) could change
their conditions of existence. The parallels with Foucault on the nexus of culture, power
and subjectification are obvious enough but it was the political dimension of ideology
that was stressed by Althusser. This was its appeal in the late 1960s to a generation that
could subscribe neither to evolutionary Marxism nor to the synchronism of classic
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structuralism and condemned the functionalism of American social theory for being
powerless in criticising American foreign policy in South-east Asia. The idea that
kinship, religion or law could be equally ideological and political depending on the way
they dominated, for a while, the functioning of unconscious economic laws also meant
that non-capitalist social relations could be theorised. Social relations of production were
not simply determined by the labour process as in classic Marxism but were themselves
ideologically constituted and acted to create particular kinds of subjectivity that
constituted imaginary relations with given material conditions of existence. Ritual power,
marriage systems and esoteric knowledge could all act to define forms of subjects so they
could participate in particular material processes for the extraction of surplus labour
(Kristiansen 1984). The potential functionalism of these explanations was clear (cf.
Friedman 1975) but it was subsumed in a concept of a social totality linking the
imaginary to the real that had wide comparative implications as a theory of social
transformation. Godelier defined structural Marxism in anthropology as

a vast new field of investigation, namely the search for the reasons and the
conditions which, in history, have brought about shifts in the locus, and
hence changes in the forms of relations of production.

(Godelier 1977:765)

If traditional approaches in social analysis based on studying empirically observable
institutions, roles and behaviours were inadequate, then what was to replace it? Althusser
based his account of what determined the difference between one mode of production and
another by recognising the relative autonomy of the different structures and by
identifying which dominated the subjectivity of given social relations of production. The
borrowing of the concept of structure from Lévi-Strauss is most explicit here. Structure
was defined as a set of historically derived constraints or dispositions (similar to
Bourdieu’s habitus) that repress subjects in imaginary social relations so as to extract
particular kinds of surplus labour and ensure their allocation within the larger social
totality. Structures are not directly observable, only their functional effects. Hence the
structural Marxist borrowing from Marx of the concept of social formation converted the
observable form of society into a hierarchy of abstract distinctions. Which elements take
on the functions of relations of production or function ideologically to legitimise social
inequality depends not on predetermined evolutionary goals but on a set of structural
constraints which defines their functioning in the social totality. Structures contain two
sets of contradictions, what Godelier called intra- and inter-systemic, both of which were
deemed essential for understanding the dynamics of a social formation. Friedman was
much more explicit about inter-systemic contradictions being of greater importance since
they did not have to take place within an ill-defined social totality but could operate at an
intersocietal or regional level that did not predicate the prior existence of a ‘society’
(Friedman 1975). Also he was clearer about defining the concept of contradiction as the
result of breakdown in the conditions of mutual constraint or the limits of functional
compatibility between structures such as those that might arise between the forces and
relations of production. In his debate with Rapoport over the functionalism of neo-
evolutionary theory, Friedman was concerned with developing more flexible models of
determination and domination of different structures within the same formation. Neither
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Godelier nor Friedman used the term ‘mode of production’ (in contrast to Meillassoux,
Terray and other writers in the French Marxist anthropology tradition), in order to
emphasise the dominance in their analysis of social relations of production over forces of
production. For the same reason Friedman shifted his model to examining the conditions
of social reproduction in order to explore another kind of relation, for example that which
links kinship to production and distribution as well as to techno-ecological conditions
(Friedman 1975). If social relations are material relations, if they dominate the process of
material production and reproduction and they owe their origin not to that which they
dominate but to the social properties of the previous system of reproduction as a whole,
then it is only possible to explain the social in terms of a history of the social.

If Friedman’s reformulation of Marx and Lévi-Strauss has a Durkheimian influence,
then Althusser’s theory of ideology and subjectivity not surprisingly bears a close
resemblance to the ideas of Foucault. However, while they agreed that the formation of
discourses always has material effects, they disagreed over the prior existence of social
groups as material facts, which led to the criticism by Althusser that all debate with
Foucault on the subject of objective conditions ended with an exasperated ‘It’s the
discourse, stupid’. Later Foucault was forced to acknowledge the role of non-discursive
practices in the over-determinations of subjects, although he can still be read to imply
that history has only a linguistic existence (Thacker 1997). If objects and events only
emerge in discourse, does that entail their having only a discursive existence?
Archaeology is now well acquainted with the paradox that either interpretation produces
what we believe to be the events and objects ‘of the past’ or that, even if the past did
exist, it can only be grasped through our own discursive interventions which necessarily
contain within them our own perspectives and interests (e.g. Tilley 1993). But if
discourses are not groups of signs but practices which form the objects of which they
speak, then archaeology studies practices that obey rules of discourse, which are
linguistic. Althusser, on the other hand, argued that practices were ultimately embedded
in real sites of contestation and struggle, for example, the state, which in modern societies
provides the means (schools, universities, media, law and morality) to encourage the
masses to consent and participate in their own repression. In the sense that ‘people make
history but not under conditions of their own choosing, rather under conditions inherited
from the past’, there are considerable implications for materialist approaches in
archaeology. What has swept away the whole debate, however, is not the nature of
materialism but the wish to avoid the charge of objectivism which poststructuralism used
in order to exclude from further discussion the work of Althusser, Lévi-Strauss and
Barthes, to name but a few.

Perhaps the most consistent criticism of structural Marxism and materialist approaches
in general has come from anthropologists who basically use a concept of history to be
synonymous with a concept of culture. For Geertz, the past cannot be understood by
means of elaborately constructed theoretical formulas or by reference to general laws.
The creativity and consequences of human activity always take place within the context
of sets of historically derived symbols to which human actors attach meanings (Geertz
1973, 1980). To say that a problem or practice is historical is the same as saying that it is
culturally situated, and vice versa. Geertz’s reconstruction of the history of the
nineteenth-century Balinese state was intended to be a case study of historical change as a
continuous social and cultural process of patterned alteration in the meanings attached to
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cultural symbols, change which, when viewed as a whole, becomes almost impossible to
detect (Geertz 1980:5). Sahlins also makes numerous references to culture and history in
his criticisms of various materialist approaches to the past (Sahlins 1976). Yet he differs
from Geertz in being less concerned with meaning or action than with the opposition
between concept and praxis in debating whether the conceptual scheme should be seen as
both prior to and the mediator of activity. Culture as a conceptual scheme can be
subjected to structural analysis and indeed the terms culture and structure are largely
synonymous in Sahlins’s work (Sahlins 1985). His definition of ‘structural
transformation’ as change in ‘positional relations among the cultural categories’
characterises transformations as the relation or interaction of structure and event or
structure and practice. However, as his own interdisciplinary research with Kirch in
Polynesia demonstrates, the overwhelming emphasis is on how the ‘event’ is
incorporated in structure—the cultural reading of new events within pre-existing codes
and categories (Sahlins and Kirch 1992). The political and economic transformations that
accompanied events such as the death of Captain Cook are treated as little more than a
backdrop to the incorporation of the act into a pre-existing mythical praxis. Sahlins’s
famous ‘structure of the conjuncture’ about the interrelations of structure and practice
implies a similar linguistic turn in reducing the history of contingent events to pre-
existing conceptual schemes.

It is perhaps ironic, therefore, that it has been other Marxist historians such as
E.P.Thompson and Raymond Williams and Marxist anthropologists such as Wolf and
Roseberry who have seen the elision of a history of the event from the actors’ point of
view as the most essential criticism of all the structuralist approaches (Thompson 1978;
Williams 1980; Wolf 1982). Wolf, in particular, criticised the Eurocentric view of global
history found in world systems theory and resented, as anthropologically perverse,
Wallerstein’s tendency to see the history of the rest of the world since 1492 as a
consequence of the expansionism of Europeans. His diatribes against structural Marxism
and structural history equally raise interesting intellectual questions for the influence of
Julian Steward’s multilinear evolutionism in anthropological archaeology (Wolf 1982;
Steward 1955). Steward’s trenchant criticisms of the band-tribe-chiefdom-state
evolutionary scenarios in American neo-evolutionary anthropology were motivated by
his belief that contemporary marginals (hunter-gatherers and tribals) were not surviving
primitive precursors of states and civilisations but had been pushed historically into
peripheral areas on the fringes of more complex types of colonised society and through
environmental adaptation, represented devolved and exploited peoples. Steward’s
multilinealism opened up the possibility of ‘other histories’ than those traced by
modernisation theorists in which Western culture and its nation states (complex societies)
were the end point of history (most recently developed archaeologically, for example, by
Anna Roosevelt for lowland Amazonian Indians and by Wilmsen for South Roosevelt for
lowland Amazonian Indians and by Wilmsen for South African hunter-gatherers—
Roosevelt 1994; Wilmsen 1989-and by Steward’s students Mintz (1986) and Wolf
(1982), who developed a history of capitalist and precapitalist modes of production and
their articulation that contrasts explicitly with world systems perspectives in which the
histories of peripheries are simply ‘read off’ by events in the core).

Subtleties of intellectual history aside, the tendency in general in archaeology has been
to reduce critiques of materialism to criticisms of social evolutionism (Hodder 1986).
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This ‘idealist error’ is unfortunate, not only considering the actual intellectual
development of materialist approaches to the past but also because it has encouraged
simplistic academic posturing in place of rigorous debate. For example, some of the
problems in applying structural Marxist ideas in archaeology stem from their origins in
synchronic structuralism, which encouraged tendencies to functionalism in explaining
long-term social change. This is certainly a fault in Friedman and Rowlands’s (1977)
discussion of models of civilisation. But one of the advantages of the Althusserian
formulation was the emphasis on theory and practice, that is, that a theory always returns
to a practice which in turn defines its relevance and utility (Althusser 1969:168). To the
extent that this remains an intellectual problem it is an idealist position and it may be that
the implications are little more than an Aristotelian notion that ideas shape material and
vice versa. However, the more radical implication is that theory is an outcome of
embodied practice, physical activity in the world, which, more congruent with the
Marxian notion of praxis, has obvious echoes in Giddens’s and Bourdieu’s versions of
practice and agency. Althusserian structural Marxism also broke away from naive ideas
about progression and cultural evolution and offered a far more powerful alternative to
functionalist theory. The stress on history and contradiction was essential as the solution
to the problems of classic structuralism (for example, the disappearance of the referent,
the object to which the sign refers) and in particular in arguing that objective issues of
power relations should be the core of analysis. The fact that these may not be fully within
the conscious experience of individual actors means that even at the potentially
functionalist level of unintended consequences of action, there has to exist a notion of
structure that generates particular distributions of out-comes over time and certain ways
of understanding and experiencing the past as the motive for action.

It is of considerable importance to acknowledge the dominance of structuralist thought
in social science until the early 1980s and the extent to which it still shapes ‘taken for
granted’ knowledge in both archaeology and anthropology. The ‘linguistic turn’ in
archaeological theorising entailed a basic adherence to the idea that codes or categories
generate practices. The emphasis on context in an earlier interpretative archaeology, for
example, tends on examination to dissolve into a series of structuralist statements, such as
defining context as ‘the totality of the relevant dimensions of variation around any one
object’ (Hodder 1986:139) or that archaeological contexts are themselves a product of
disciplinary codes set up for producing particular knowledges and these have effects on
those who create, use and interpret them (Tilley 1993:9). The failure of structural
Marxism, and why it fell out of favour in the social sciences from the mid-1980s, was as
much to do with antipathy to the objectivism of structuralism in general. Althusser shared
with Lévi-Strauss and Lacan a belief that concepts were always part of a field of force
that encompassed the totality of causes and effects in everyday practice. Besides the
compulsion for completion and the unwillingness to recognise the partiality of any
theoretical perspective, the danger of this totalising effort to achieve complete
explanation, which it shared with systems theory, was the drift to empty formalism, the
development of a new rationality based on formal abstract games that lost all purchase on
empirical content, in particular the concrete experience of lived experience. But equally
the current predominance of practice theories in the social sciences, in particular those
that encourage the study of embodied practice as concrete experience, involves the
opposite danger of marginalising structure, defined functionally as passive constraint on
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individual action. Giddens’s structuration thesis is inherently vague and imprecise on this
issue, allowing on the one hand for ‘all structural properties of social systems to be the
medium and outcome of the contingently accomplished activities of situated actors’
(Giddens 1984:191) and on the other ‘structural contradictions to be the constitutive
features of human societies’ (Giddens 1984:191, 193). His idea of co-presence as a
means of reconciling the duration of activity and the longue durée of institutional time—
the fundamental question of social theory as he puts it—is nothing of the sort, in the
sense that it rests on little more than their supposed common existence in recursive time
as the basis of practical consciousness (Giddens 1984:35). The reduction of structure to
the outcome of practice (which is continually referred to as ‘bracketing”) as the condition
and the outcome of human social association leads him to accept some quite absurdly
out-of-date anthropological writings on ‘traditional societies’ or about the stagnation of
the *Asiatic mode of production’ because they are assumed to represent the outcomes of
‘reflexively monitored activities of situated actors’ (Giddens 1984:199; 1990). In effect,
the notion of reproduction he espouses to account for these differences in disposition
requires little more than a broad-brush and outdated picture of societal types along the
lines of the hot and cold societies of Lévi-Strauss or Weber’s agrarian versus modern
societies (cf. Gellner 1988). Anderson is 