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SUKNARY

The first two chapters of this thesis trace the development of historical and
archaeological thought in an attempt to arrive at an understanding of the reasons
behind the present polarization of the two disciplines. It is concluded that this
polarization is the result of the stress placed on a series of oppositions -
structure/agency, society/individual, synchrony/diachrony, past/present. It is argued
that a rapprochement between History and Archaeology is essential, especially for
those who study the early medieval pericd where both have some relevance, and that
this rapproachment is only possible through an adequate theorisation of the
recursive links which connect each of the oppositions. This theorisation is the
subject of chapters 3 and 4. The essential elements of the theoretical perspective
produced are that all the traces of the past should be seen as material culture
produced by agents working in and through societal structures. The link between the
past and the present is also siressed, and the past is seen as a resource drawn
upon in the creation and negotiation of sccial relations. I use this theoretical
perspective in a re-examination of the nature of settlement patterns and social
. structures in early medieval central Italy. I suggest that the archaeological
evidence used to support the notion of massive depopulation ét the end of the Roman
empire, refers more to the dominance of the feudal mode of production. This is not
to argue that population did not decline. It did, and much of this thesis is
concerned with attempting to isolate the mechanisms through which élites tried to
exercise control over people. These included increased management of production
through the use of the written text and the development of administrative sites.
These efforts culminated in the tenth century with the “"incastellation" of much of
the rural population.
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PREFACE

Giving Histary Back to People

In recent years there has been a growing awareness, perhaps fostered by
a recognition of the lasting impact that western colonialism has had on
the lives of Third Vorld peoples, that we can no longer think of the past
(and indeed the present) as being composed of a series of discrete
entities which operate largely in isolation of one another. At the same
time we have become aware that when we write history we very often
impose on "“peripheral" peoples a fetishised version of Western history.
Mare usually, however, the history of these peoples is largely forgotten

amid the claims to fame of the great and glorious of the European past.

This awareness has stimulated a series of publications which seek to
demonstrate that such people also possess a history; a history which at
times meshes with that of the Western nations and at others does not
(Hodder 1984; Sahlins 1987; Vallerstein 1974, 1980; V‘olf 1982). In essence
there has been a move to allow that the people who have hitherto been
denied history, as an academic and intellectual concomitant of the
colonization process, have a past which is every bit as vital and

necessary as our own.



This is no doubt an admirable and praiseworthy development, and might be
directly linked to the liberation struggles and the general decolonization
process. But we must ask to what extent do past and current
epistemologies in fact deny history not omnly to the peoples of the Third

World, but also to the vast majority of the past populations of Europe?

Ve all recognise the propensity of historians of the written word to
produce histories which concentrate on the princes and battles, marriages
and alliances of that small sector of the population who controlled a
most powerful instrument of knowledge production and surveillance -
writing. There have been moves to counteract this one-sided "political"
history by using documents which seem to tell of the lives the ordinary
person — charters, land deeds, pipe rolls etc. But these were the products
of élite groups. Ve see the “"lower orders" only through their distorted

and biased vision (though see 8§3:5, and Barrett 1981: 216).°

Until recently archaeclogists have also been concerned with the trappings
and culture of élite populations, but large scale field surveys combined
with the excavations of small peasant sites have led some to conclude
that it is through Archaeology that the past can be given back to "the

people without history" (Wolf 1982).

¥hile I am in broad agreement with the sentiments of historians and
archaeologists who attempt this kind of work, in writing this thesis 1
have been confronted with problems which must prevent them from
fulfilling their stated aim. The first is the epistemological premisg on

which so much History and Archaeology has been written from the



nineteenth century onwards. In essence this is an epistemology which is
imbued with the tenets of po%ivism. The facts of the past are held to be
real and to exist in the present world as remnants of the past. They
offer us the chance, if we can collect enough of them, to see what the
past was really like. This simply is not the case.
"The past can only be told as. it truly is, not was. For
recounting the past is a social act of the present done by
men of the present and affecting the social system of the
present" (Vallerstein 1974: 9; and below Chapter 4).
In suggesting this we have to become aware of the essentially political
nature of the archaeological and historical product which we produce in
the form of texts and monuments (see Shanks and Tilley 1987a, 1987b;
Stanford 1986). Like all practice in the present, Archaeclogy and History

can never be "neutral" (see 8§1:4).

A further problem concerns the conceptual frameworks which historians
and archaeologists have used in their reconstruction of the past. The
early chapters of this thesis are an attempt to show that although we
have been trying to write the history of all the people of any particular
social formation, the conceptual frameworks we use and our picture of the
relationship between the society and the individual, make that task
in'lpossible. Most historical and archaeological writix;g has been produced
within a framework which subordinates the subject (the human person) to
the object (the structure or society within which they 1live). People
become variously the fulfillers of a Divine Plan; the Vehicles for the
Implementation of System HNeeds; or the Impersonal Supports of
Althusserian Structures. Despite Carr's (1961: 45) assertion that "the

desire to postulate individual genius as the creative force in history is



characteristic of the primitive stage of historical consciousness", there
has recently been a move to promote the Individual aver the Structure
(see MacFarlane 1985). While we cannot strictly call this a “primitive"
stage in historical thought, it is a tendency which might be connected to
the current espousal of the values of the Victorian entrepreneur and

explorer (see §1:3).

In this thesis 1 shall attempt to show that there is a recursive
relationship between society and the individual, as there is between all
the oppositions which have simply served to oppose History - seen as the
chronicling of events in time - to Archaeology - seen as the determining
of the processes which lie behind the events. It is only when such
oppositions are subverted, here through a use of the idea of structuration
as developed by Giddens (1979, 1981) and some of the concepts used by
Bourdieu (1977 and 1986), particularly that of habitus, that we will be
able to write a history which allows the importance of human
consciousness and action in the creation of history. Only then can
history be truly given back to the people. But we must also acknowledge
that structures and society, though the result of intended and
unintended consequences of action, form templates which to a certain
extent guide and control action. As Marx said, and a‘s we will constantly
reaffirm, the past (as structure) weighs like a nightmare on the brain of

the living (Marx 1954).



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

“About thirty years ago there was much talk that
geologists ought only to observe and not to theorise; and I
well remember someone saying that at this rate a man
might as well go into a gravel pit and count the pebbles
and describe the colours. How odd it is that anyone should
not see that all observation must be for or against some
view if it is to be of any service" (statement by C. Darwin

in 1861 quoted ‘F. Darwin and A.C. Steward (eds.) 1903:
195).

A Defence of Theory and Politics

A glance at the list of contents of this thesis will reveal an apparent
divergence from the title of the work - Archaeology, History and Theory -
Settlement and Social Relations in Central Italy A. D. 700 — 1000. Although
I will argue that this divergence is exactly that (apparent rather than
real) it might well be asked what the relevance is of several chapters on
the development of archaeological and historical thought to a thesis on
early medieval Italy. The point of this introduction is to Jjustify the
detailed critique made of previous efforts {(or lack of them) to produce an
archaeological/historical methodology, and the effort expended on the

development of an alternative theoretical perspective.

I find this is the only logical way to approach a piece of work which is
concerned with the distant past. By 1its_ very nature the past is not
immediately knowable. The events of the past are no longer with us, though

the past (qua the material products of action in the past) does exist in



the present. We must be very precise about the theoretical means we use to
gain access to the past through that material culture. This applies to
historians as much as archaeologists since, as I will argue, documentary
evidence, like pottery and fresco cycles, is material culture and should be
treated as such. The distinction which some medieval archaeologists, and
(to their discredit) some prehistorians too, are beginning to emphasis
between periods of history with documents and those without has been
overstated. Such assertions depend on a positivist notion of the past and

an untheorised conception of the written text.

An adequate explication of my theoretical position can only be presented
through a demonstration of an awareness of those theories, stated and
unstated, which have been part of my learning process as an archaeologist,
and also of the ability to review and criticise them. If I were to say that
they merely act as a foil against which to present my view of how
Archaeology "should be done" it would be to overstate the case and to
denigrate the effects that these approaches have had to the development of
the theoretical perspective I will use in the course of this thesis. However
they do act as a foil in the sense that it was through a critique of them
(as well of course as reading the works of auf:hors who inhabit an
intellectual space beyond that which informs them) that I arrived at my
present position. They are therefore important. They are important also
because so much work in Archaeology and History today is being conducted

within the paradigmatic framework they presuppose.

It is most important to question the applicability of such paradigmatic

stances to Archaeology and History, especially today when the past, and



archaeology in particular, is being appropriated by Capitalism to further
its reproduction, to the extent that Archaeology has been described as
"Britain's latest and oldest growth industry*® (The Guardian 11 January
1988)." The very fact that this is happening shows that Archaeology cannot
be a "neutral® practice in the modern world. Ve cannot just stand aside and
say "I am only interested in the past; what they do with the results of my
work is no concern of mine". In taking such a stance we are in fact making
a political statement even though the fact that our head is buried in the

sand makes it a bit difficult for us to realise it.

The task of all historical disciplines today is to take up the task Marx
set himself when he began his analysis of the capitalist mode of production
- to show the transitory nature of this way of organising society and
production. Archaeology and History are in a privileged position to do just
this since they can show that things have been different in the past.
Capitalism is not a naturalism. It is historically specific. In showing that
that the past was different we allow that the future can be different, and
in the face of a government which has proclaimed the “death of socialism®
and means thereby the death of any alternative, that becomes a political
statement (see Shanks and Tilley 1987: 186 - 208; arfd Hirst 1985d: 25). It

points to Archaeology as political practice.

As well as justifying the structure of this thesis this introduction is
intended as a defence against charges that archaealogical theses are about
archaeology defined as raw material from the past - data, facts. The
persistence of this positivist conception of what Archaeology (we should

really call it antiquarianism) is unfortunately makes such an introduction



necessary. I will not labour on the pernicious effects which this
persistence has had for Archaeology bath in theory and in fieldwork. That

will be dealt with in the succeeding chapters.

Before attempting to write this work I consulted several archaeological
theses to gain an idea of how it “should be done®. There seems to be a
fairly standard format, at least to those produoed’ over the last two
decades. First you justify the scope of the work by arguing that
exploration of this previously unknown or undervalued field has a wider
applicability to our understanding of what the past was really like. Then
you outline the objective geological, geomorphological, and general
environmental conditions of the study area - as it were setting the scene
for the story. This points to the impact which environmental determinism
and Higgsian economism has had on archaeclogical research in the last
twenty years. Next you outline the previous work done in the specific
geographical region chosen and perhaps in the development of the particular
technique you wish to apply. Then you present your facts about that
area/technique and show how they relate to the previous work done and to
the environmental situation. The conclusion is a discussion of how this
work alters our picture of the past in that area/tin‘xe. "Once the stage had
been draped with a physical space and an apportionment of its rural and
urban, upper and lower-class settlements, narrative could begin... (Kinser

1981: 77).

This thesis opens not with any physical, geographical, or climatic
descriptions to set the scene upon which the action is to take place,

against which the story will be told. I will attempt to weave thase



elements into the text to show that they do not stand apart from human
history, that they are not wholly objective, real structures which limit and
restrict human activity. They did exist, but were bearers of meaning.

Landscape and settlement patterns, too, are socially constructed.

There has generally been very little discussion of the theoretical premises
which inform our work, and where such discussion does take place it is
often introduced at the beginning and at the end. It is separated from the
data. Much of the early part of this thesis is concerned with showing the
inadequacy of this conception of the theory/data couplet and pointing out
the essentially recursive nature of the relationship between them. The rest
of the work is an attempt to construct a history of the early medieval past
in central Italy, a construction predicated upon the historical and
archaeological critiques presented in chapters 1 and 2, and upon the
theoretical perspective developed in chapters 3 and 4. To the extent that

the theoretical premisses used are made explicit, this is a work of theory.

However, although the past is gone and only exists in the present in the
form of material cultural traces, language and custom, those traces
nevertheless have to form the bases of our historical constructions.
Although it is the archaeologist or historian who actually constructs the
past in the present, such constructions must be based on the material
evidence from the past. In effect we are treading the thin line between the
present and the past, between a debilitating relativism and a dogmatic
positivism (see Carr 1961: 29 for a similar assertion). This thesis seeks

to demonstrate that it is indeed possible to follow this course.



CHAPTER ONE

History, Archaeology and the Subdivision of the Past

“Vhy on earth should we waste time on all this theoretical
stuff, about class structure and social relations and
historical method? Why can't we just go on doing history
in the good old way, without worrying about the concepts
and categories we employ. That might even involve us in
the philosophy' of history, which is something we prefer to
abandon with disdain to philosophers and sociologists, as
mere ideology" (Millar 1977: xi - xii).

"...sociologists have been content to leave the succession
of events in time to the historians, some of whom as their
part of the bargain have been prepared to relinquish the

structural properties of social systems to sociologists"
(Giddens 1979: 7 - 8).

§1: 1 Introduction

This thesis is concerned with a period of the Italian past which has
traditionally been the preserve of those who study the written word.
However, in Italy, as in much of the rest of Europe, the post-war period
saw the rise of Medieval Archaeology, both as a discipline within
university departments and as a distinct mode of practical field work.
Much of the new information on the period is being produced through
excavation and survey rather than from long hours spent in the municipal
archives. As a result we bave had to confront and re-evaluate the
relationship between History and Archaeology as ways of writing and

thinking about the past. I will argue that previous attempts to examine

- 10_



this relationship bhave been hampered from the outset by their

construction within a positivist epistemology.

The relationship has never been easy or satisfactory for either party.
Historians have pointed to the ‘dumbness' of the mute artefact and have
seen the archaeclogist “simply as an illustrator, to provide a few
concrete relics to make vivid the written page - 'Here is Queen Mary's
coronation chair; this is the portrait of Alexander; this is the jaw bon:a
of a neolithic sheep'™ YRenfrew 1979: 257). This position has perhaps best

been presented by Philip Grierson in an otherwise interesting and

illuminatin

i

g article on Dark Age trade. Grierson (1959) suggests that the

0

old adage that the spade cannot lie derives ultimately from the fact that
it cannot even speak. This objectivisation of the archaeologist's craft in
the form of the spade and the characterisation of the latter as an
instrumentum mutum has been a persistent theme in the writings of those
historians whao deal with archaeological data. Thus a recent work on the
Roman phases of the monastery at San Vincenzo al Volturno in Molise,
Italy, contains the following comment:
"Evolution from villa to village church or monastery is a
frequent phenomenon of early medieval archaeology.
Continuity is often surmised, but inevitably hard to
demonstrate. At San Vincenzo, where continuity was broken,
stages of change are hard to see, but the spade's dumb

mouth gives us little help in understanding them" (Barnish:
forthcoming 1988; emphasis added).®

In a similar vein, Crawford (1987: 4) accepts without reservation Alcock's

assertion that the “archaeologist who chooses to work in a historic

period ‘must recognise his dependence on historians' (Alcock 1983: 57)%.

..11_..



Historians have been further mystified by the activities of prehistorians
who have attempted to write the history of the greater part of the human
occupation of the European continent without what the former consider to
be the indispensible aid of documents <(Finley 1975: 88) and so have

largely ignored the subject altogether.

For their part archaeologists have proclaimed themselves the saviours of
the common man of the past whom they see as rendered mute by the sacial
factors underlying textu;al production. Archaeologists point to the text as
elite production, as “distorted" ideclogy, and as saying little or nothing
about the vast majority of the population. Only Archaeology, they argue,

can give history back to the people (see Preface).

Following on from the perception of text as distorted communication, some
archaeologists have argued that we would do better to ignore this data
set altogether and construct our histories from archaeological evidence
alone. Thus in a recent book on the tramnsition from Roman Britain to
Anglo-Saxon England, Arnold (1984) makes a virtue of the fact that his
work deliberately avoids historical evidence. He even goes so far as to
say that the archaeological and historical evidence are not concerned
with the same subject matter. He attempts to justi‘fy this assertion by
using the following somewhat obscure simile -

*An analogous problem would arise if an attempt was made

to integrate the information contained in a railway time

table with the rubbish found along the trackside which had

been thrown from the train windows. Independently these

sources tell us much about the railway system and the

railway wusers. But there is very 1little room for

integration unless the chronology of the discarded rubbish
is accurately established"(ibid: 163; emphasis added).

- 12 -



Hodges' contention that "it is the archaeological record, not the fleeting
gasps of contemporary observers, which provides a source of data on the
pattern and process of the Anglo-Saxon conquest of southern and eastern

Britain* (1986: 70) should be read in much the same light.

Essentially what Arnold and others® advocate 1is that, given the
uncertainties and vicissitudes of interpretation and dating connected
with documents of this. period, archaeology should stand by itself (Arnold
1984: 165; Hope-Taylor 1977: 309. See also Hobsbawn 1979 for a critique

of these “"counterfactual" arguments).

These feelings have been expressed in a manner which is both more

forceful and more polemical by one of the great theorists of modern

archaeology - David Clarke.

Clarke was primarily concerned with the development of Archaeology as an
independent discipline “struggling to find its dimensions and assert its
separate existence from bordering disciplines of greater maturity" (1978:
19) - especially History. Clarke contends that archaeologists should set
about the task of developing models and modes of data analysis which are
specifically archaeological® - that is, they are to be used for the
classification, explication, and explanation of archaeological “facts®.
"Archaeological data are not historical data and
consequently archaeology is not history....archaeclogy is
archaeology is archaeology...Archaeology is a discipline in
its own right, concerned with archaeological data which it
clusters in archaeclogical entities displaying certain

archaeological processes and studied in terms of
archaeological aims, concepts and procedures. Ve fully

_13_



appreciate that these entities and processes were once
historical and social entities but the nature of the
archaeological record is such that there is no simple way
of equating our archaeological percepta with these 1lost
events" (ibid: 11, emphasis added).

An initial reaction to this zealousness in the defence of Archaeology is
to suggest that he "“protests too much" though it might be considered
perfectly natural that an “immature discipline" like Archaeology should
seek to establish a place for itself within the present structure of
academic research. An 'essential aspect of this thesis, however, is to
assert that the mutual stand-offishness of large numbers of historians
and archaeoclogists does nothing to advance the study of the past. It
does nothing to break down what Renfrew (1979) has characterised as this

*dialogue of the deaf".

Ve may sympathise with Arnold's reservations about the inadequacies of
the historical documentation for the fifth century in Britain, and with
those of Grierson for the capacity of the spade to be anything more than
an Instrumentum mutum. Such cautions have been noted before (Myres 1986:
1 - 20; Sawyer 1978: 2 - 20), and certainly will be again, but should the
information be so summarily dismissed just because we feel that it

presents us with apparently insurmountable problems?

An indication of how a "marriage of convenience* (or in the present
situation, one of necessity) between History and Archaeology could be
arranged, will be presented in Chapter 3. Here we must recognise that the
separation of Archaeology and History in the study of periods with some

form of documentary record has contributed greatly to the proliferation

- 14_.



of histories of the great and the glorious on the one hand, and the
production of typologies of ring headed pins and cremation urns or
reports on the latest selection of carbonised seeds from a tenth century
deposit in a Tuscan hill town on thé' other. Both are vital to our
attempts at "piecing together the past", but on their own, devoid of
context or qttempts to place them within a body of theory, they are
certainly “dry bones, signifying nothing* (Collingwood 1946: 305).

This first chapter has .two main aims. Firstly to demonstrate that before
we can understand the relationship which exists between History and
Archaeology we have to appreciate how it arose. Before we can propose a
methodological and theoretical standpoint which can bring together the
two disciplines in a more holistic approach to the past (i. e. through a
realisation that all those remains from past societies should be treated
as material culture)* we have to be aware of the practical and

epistemological bases on they rest.

A short historiographical exegesis will show that, with some honourable
exceptions (see §1;4), the cult of the fact and the objectivity of the
"evidence" lies at the heart of past and current historical constructions.
A similar exegesis for Archaeclogy carried out in this chapter, and a
critique of "new archaeology" <(outlined in the next), will show that
given the stark division drawn (at least by the practitioners of the new
archaeology), between "fact ridden® History, and the *scientific, rigorous"
Archaeology, we arrive at the somewhat surprising conclusion that much

historical and archaeological work is founded upon the same epistemology.
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This leads directly to the second aim of this chapter which is to suggest
that the reason for a lack of willingness on the part of historians and
archaeologists to seek, or even visualise ‘the _possibility of a
rapprochement between the two disciplines is found partly in the
institutionalisation of nineteenth century academic divisions (see §1:4) -
in other words in the politics of universities facing cuts and closures -
but mostly in the epistemology which has for so long dominated both,
namely positivism. It wi\ll be argued that only when this epistemology is
subverted and replaceci that a genuinely new direction for both
disciplines, working together, can be offered. Some initial pointers in
this new direction will be provided in chapters 3 and 4, and the

theoretical perspective presented there informs the whole of this work.
§1: 2 The "Scientific® Nethod and *"Universal® History

The Renaissance is well known as the period which gave the world many
great masterpieces of art and architecture (see Panofsky 1972). It was
also a period of intense philosophical enquiry into a whole range of
subjects from the aesthetics of building design to early “scientific"
enquiry®, the latter the at least partial result of the pervasiveness of

an increasingly secular spirit.

One of the more immediate results of the activities of the Universal Men
of the Renaissance was the accumulation of a vast corpus of information
on many subjects. The problem became how to cope with this information

and how to organise it in such a manner that it made sense. The
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"scientific method" was the result of endeavours to resolve these

difficulties.

Medieval historiography and “science" were bound to the then dominant
mode of explanation for all phenomena - the direct intervention in the
life and works of Man by a Divine and all seeing Being. It was the task
of scholars to discover the Divine Plan by which God ordered the world
and the activities of Man. There was no question of humans determining
their own future. Even those who sought to change the order of things
were simply instruments manipulated by God to ensure the implementation

of His will (Collingwood 1946: 52 - 56)S.

The development and application of the “scientific® method in the
subsequent centuries served to assure men that they were capable of
organising and directing their collective and 1individual destinies
(Trigger 1978: 57). The method was essentially inductive in that the
first task of the scholar was to generate or collect as much data or
facts as possible. Through the ordering of these by comparison and
contrast some general propositions would emerge. If these propositions
stood up to the test of experiment and the application of more facts then
they might be treated as laws. Historians of the tiﬁme argued that the use
of this methodology (which owed its popularity to successes in the hard
or physical sciences) might enable them to discover the laws of human

nature and society.

Although nineteenth century schools of history produced an unparalled

quantity of "facts" about the past (see §1:3), facts as such were rarely
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ignored by seventeenth and eighteenth century philosophers of history.
Instead they were welded into some grand scheme, some Universal History.
Thus we have Kant's notion of history as the working out of a plan of
Nature (note here the persistence of elements of what we might call a
medieval historiographical tradition) which involves the progressive
emergence of human rationality brought about by human passion, ignorance,
and selfishness. It is these base qualities which provided Man with the
urge to move away from‘the state of Nature (a state which bears a close
resemblance to idealist.ccmceptions of primitive communism - see Bloch
1984), but in so doing is actually the tool in the realisation of Her plan

- the ultimate attainment of human rationality.

Despite Kant's unduly pessimistic notion of human wickedness as the
driving force of historical development, he did make an important
contribution to historical thought when he asserted that real historical
inquiry could be achieved only through the combination of learning and

philosophy. In this he echoed the calls of Vico a century earlier.

Vico, who was writing in Naples at the beginning of the eighteenth
century proposed that it was not enough to demonstrate the veracity or
otherwise of any statement in the sources (for what follows see Vico
1968 and Collingwood's discussion of the works of Vico - 1946: 63 - 71).
He suggested that we could learn about the past even from those
statements which we had shown to be "untrue". In essence he pointed out
that the most important question a historian could ask of the sources

was not whether it was true or not, but what it means.

_18_



The way this meaning was to be extracted shows the historical thinking
of Vico to have been far in advance not only of the positivist history of
the nineteenth century, but also of most subsequent historiography. He
advocated the analysis of non-documentary sources such as linguistics and
mythology (in a way which superficially prefigures the work of the great
twentieth century workers in these fields like Levi Strauss and Saussure),
along with a study of the folk customs and elements of peasant and
primitive societies, to provide a context within which to place the
evidence of written sources, and thereby extract meaning from them. In
this way we can learn about things which have not even been written down

in the sources but which are implied by them.

Ve can, perhaps, suggest that Vico's philosophy of history, and the
methodology derived from it, owed much to the persistence of elements of
Renaissance polymathism. It is a methodology which has not been much
favoured with the advance of positivism (see §1:3 for further
discussion) and indeed is still rarely found in modern historical works.
It is founded upon a theory of knowledge which is the antithesis of that
which informs positivism. Its recognition of the importance of the
historian in the determination of what constitutes a fact about the past,
and the insistence on the breadth of resources upc-m which we must draw
when we attempt to write a history which is not strictly document bound,
is to be emphasised, and has strong similarities with the methodology

which will be proposed later in this thesis.
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§1: 3 Positivism and Histary from the “Outside®

"The ideal of universal history was swept aside as a vain
dream, and the ideal- of historical literature became the
monograph® (Collingwood 1946: 127).

Although working primarily within what we would call disciplines outside
history, both Marx and Hegel to a large extent continued within the
tradition of "grand history", and Marx certainly spent much time
considering the philosophy of history?. With the growing dominance of the
positivist paradigm in the nineteenth century, however, such
considerations became rare and the advances made by Vico and Kant, and
continued by Marx, along with the whole notion of the philosophy of
history was dismissed as "“baseless speculations" (Collingwood 1946: 126).
It was the positivist approach to the past which contributed to the
profound and long lasting division in the study of the past, and which
determined the way in which history would be written for the following
150 years. It 1s somewhat paradoxical, as I have already suggested, to
find the new archaeolggy wearing a mantle which has now been cast off by
most historians, despite the pleas of ‘good old fashioned' Fergus Millar

(see the quotation at the start of this Chapter).

Nineteenth century historians, imbued with positivist fervour, tock the
‘scientific approach' to a logical extremity, but an extremity that was
only logical in terms of their imbalanced concentration on the first part
of the positivist programmatic. Facts were collected on an unprecedented
scale. It is to this time that we owe. many of the first complete

collections of classical inscriptions in Britain, the most thorough
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translations and editions of medieval monastic chronicles, and, within the
emerging discipline of Archaeology, we get the first major typological
schemes for stone tools and other aspects of material culture (Clarke

1678: 8 - 10; Grayson 1983).

But along with the degeneration of the philosophy of history went a
neglect of the second part of the positivist programme. Historians felt
compelled to collect the facts but seemed unwilling or unable to move on
to the next stage - the generation of propositions and laws about human
society from all this information. History became more and more concerned
with the minutiae of detail and neglected the grand sweep of eighteenth
century “Universal History". In this context it is illuminating to note
the praise lavished by an anonymous reviewer on a book published in 1833
by the Scottish lawyer William Blair. Am Inquiry into the State of
Slavery Amongst the Romans was highly commended because Blair “has no
splendid theory +to {llustrate, no object but that of diffusing the
valuable knowledge which his industry has enabled him to collect®

(Quarterly Review 50 [18341: 399 - 412).

Concerning the longeveity of this mode of historical thinking, it is
useful once again to turn to the quotation from F‘ergus Millar presented
at the start of this chapter. Along with his desire for a return to the
good old days, Millar, in the Preface, congratulates himself on having
"rigorously avoided reading works on kingship or related topics, or
studies of monarchic institutions in societies other than those of Greece
and Rome". He has not “"contaminated the presentation of the evidence" and

has thus succeeded in achieving the ultimate goal of the historian - that
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is “to subordinate himself to the evidence" (Millar 1977: xi - xii). The

facts really can speak for themselves!

Millar falls in among the ranks (sic) parading under the banner wie es

eigentlich gewesen.

“¥hen Ranke in the 1830's...remarked that the task of the
historian was 'simply to show how it really was" (wie es
eigentlich gewesen), this not very profound aphorism had
an astonishing success. Three generations of German,
British, and even French historians marched into battle
intoning the magic words ‘'Vie es eigentlich gewesen' like
an incantation - designed, like most incantations, to save
them from the tiresome obligation to think. The
Postitivists, anxious to stake their claim for history as a
science, contributed their influence to this cult of
facts...Facts like sense impressions, impinge on the
observer from the outside and are independent of his
consciousness. The process of reception is passive; having
recieved the data he acts upon them" (Carr 1961: 8 - 9,
emphasis added)

The historian became a spectator of a sequence of events which "from the
beginning of time, pass, as it were, in review before us,...what spectacle

can be imagined so magnificent, so various, so interesting?" (Hume 1826,

iv: 531,

However, rather than being a most magnificent spectacle, to portray
history as the procession of scenes before the eyes of the
historian/observer is to produce a “"dead past", full of events but devoid
of a single human thought (Hirst 1985c: 44). Vriting history from this
perspective follows from two fundamental errors - the first centreing on
the npature of historical facts and their relationship with those of

science; the second concerning the possibility or even desirability of
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achieving the subject/object, thought/event separation demanded by
positivist objectivity. I will briefly discuss the first point and then
elaborate on the second at greater length since it is important to the
rest of this thesis and helps us understand why history has been
characterised as idiographic and particularistic by the proponents of the
new archaeclogy and why they have felt it necessary to encourage a
separation between the disciplines, a separation which is now being
reproduced for the study of the early medieval past (see §1:1), and which

it is the aim of this thesis to break down.

In the positivist conception of the scientific method a fact is something
which exists "outside" the scientist's mind and becomes apparent through
perception. Facts are the product of direct observation of events which
often permit the possibility of experimental replication®. By definitionm,
however, past events no longer exist and therefore access to the facts
about these events cannot be immediate. Neither are they usually
repeatable through experiment®. Rather all that remains to us from the
past are its representations in material culture (Hindess and Hirst
1975: 309). Such representations do not speak for themselves and tell us
what the past was really like. They are texts which have to be read and
like any text are amenable to a variety of readings (the implications of

this are discussed in detail in Chapter 4).

The position of bhistorian/observer within this explanatory framework
means that we produce a past in which things happen to people. People are
the objects through which the predetermined plan of some super-

organism/structure/nature 1is worked out. The notion of the person
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actively working and striving for some particular goal(s) and influencing
his/her own destiny is effectively unconsidered or denied. As we shall
see in succeeding chapters this is a phenomenon which has characterised

much archaeological and historical thinking, whether explicitly phrased

or not.

On a political and moral level, by taking the stance of what has been
called the “austere ideal" of "objective relativism" (Ingold 1986: 103) the

historian (or archaeologist)

"places himself above the cut of mankind...He alone
purports to recognize ‘other cultures' for what they really
are, not the folk condemned to 1live incarcerated within
them. Setting himself up as the spectator of all time and
culture he establishes the facts of cultural enthnocentrism
...and anticipates that somehow this  enlightened
information will liberate students of anthropology {here we
can read historyl from the depressing limitations of their
own cultural environment. Anthropologists (historiansl], at
least will be free and enlightened souls, even if the rest

of mankind is doomed to cultural bondage" (Ingold 1986:
103).

At an even more basic level, it can be argued that the desired
subject/object division can never exist. It can rarely be possible for
historians to approach their data with a mental and conceptual tabula
rasa, without preconceptions about the past, and desires for the present
and future. The historian, too, lives in the world of the present (Carr
1961: 24 - 25) and as such, opinions, both about what constitutes a
historical fact and about what these facts mean, will be largely
determined and coloured by her/his character, a character which is a

product of his/her past existing in the i)resent (Hodder 1986: 16; Ingold

1986: 108).
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In the context of historiography we might, thus, amend Marx's famous

dictum in the Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte to read as follows

Men write their own history, but they do not write it just
as they please; they do not write it under circumstances
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly
encountered, given and transmitted from the past.

Failure to accept that "the practical requirements which underlie every
historical judgement give to all history the character of contemporary
.history“ (Croce 1941: 19) is in effect to allow the imposition of a
fetishised and reified picture of the present on the past (see also
Shanks and Tilley 1986: 65). Again Marx sums up the essence of the
problem in the first page of Grundrisse which deserves to be quoted at
length since it has relevance not only to the point under discussion but

also on issues which form the focus of later parts of this work.

“The 1individual and isolated hunter and fisherman, with
whom Smith and Ricardo begin, belongs to the unimaginative
conceits of the eighteenth century Robinsonades, which in
no way express a reaction against oversophistication and a
return to a misunderstood natural 1life, as cultural
historians imagine.... It 1is, rather, the anticipation of
'‘civil society', in preparation since the sixteenth century
and making great strides towards maturity in the
eighteenth. In this society of free competition, the
individual appears detached from natural bonds etc. which
in earlier historical periods make him an accessory of a
definite and limited human conglomerate. Smith and Ricardo
still stand with both feet on the shoulders of eighteenth
century prophets in whose imaginations this eighteenth-
century individual ... appears as an ideal, whose existence
they project into the past. Not as a historic result but as

history's point of departure® arx 1973: 85 emphasis
added).

.
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This 1s the inevitable result of what some call with pride the
“commonsense approach®, though it is accurately caricatured by Marc Bloch
as "the dangerous modern poison of...empiricism parading as commonsense"
(Bloch 1959: 13 - 14). Unless we recognise our own past in the present,

and also the capabilities of persons in the past to do the same, we will

impose our present on their past.

Those who refuse to accept this should consider the importance attached
by the present government to the “values" of Britain's era of Imperial
"greatness”, and ponder what bas motivated historians and archaeologists
to attempt to trace the "origins of English individualism®, the quality
which helped make Britain "great", back to the thirteenth century
(MacFarlane 1985) or even to the age of King Arthur (Hodges forthcoming

1989), that folk hero of the Victorian imagination'e.

They should further consider the illuminating account given by Finley
(1980) of the reasons behind the awakening of interest in Ancient
slavery. Finley counters claims that such interest developed in the period
of the Enlightenment. He characterises the work of this period on
slavery, and that of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth
centuries, as essentlally “antiquarian"''. Finley e;ccludes the nineteenth
century economists, or Nationalskonomen, from this epithet, and shows
that it was the post-war situation in Europe, especially in Germany,
which prompted discussion of the role of slavery in the Ancient Vorld.
Much of this discussion, (especially that connected with the Mainz project

directed by Joseph Vogt), was part of "an intentional political act" (fbid:
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62) linked to the post-war division of Germany, and was intended to

counter Communism in general and Marxist historiography in particular.
§1: 4 History, Sociology, Archaeology: Event, Structure, Process

"In 1800 the categaries (or ‘disciplines') which are today
standard - history, economics, sociology, anthropology,
political science - did not for the most part exist as
concepts and were certainly not the basis of sharply
differentiated . groups of teachers and researchers. The
somewhat tortuous process by which certain combinations of
concerns and concepts took particular forms resulted in
major ‘'methodological' debates... Among the debates, one of
the most influential was that betwen so called nomothetic
and 1idiographic knowledge, between the possibility and
impossibility of generalizations about human behaviour,
between the wuniversalizers and the particularizers"
(Vallerstein 1979: 152).

It seems too much of a coincidence that this "tearing apart of the
sciences of man" ran parallel to the rise of positivism in science and
bistory. It might be argued that the logical consequence of amassing data
about the past from Renaissance times, with a quantitative leap in the
nineteenth century, was a fragmentation of the field of study. The volume
of data was so large that no one group of scholars could hope to cope
with it all and so the various disciplinary subdivisions which are

fossilised in contemporary educational establishments were born.

Such an explanation might provide part of the reason for the subdivision
of the past, but it is only part and perhaps not even the most important
part. In any case it is a functionalist explanation and so suffers from
the circularity inherent in all such. It also implicitly asserts that

developments within academic research are the result of processes
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internal to that fileld and hence it denies interaction between academia,
academics and the world around them <(see note 13 below). A more
sophisticated version of the same type of argument is presented by
Collingwood (1946: 128 - 9) regarding the emergence of sociology. It
deserves to be discussed in a little detail, as does a counter view put
forward recently by Eric Volf (1982). They illustrate the processes by
which ‘the disciplines emerged and allow us to understand why, in the
middle decades of this ‘pentury, archaeologists turned to disciplines other
than History for support in the their quest for "maturity", for techniques
to be used to "decode the past" and make the "mute stones speak", and for
the confidence to assert the possibility, and for some the obligation, to
write history without the help of History. However, a consideration of the
work of the Annales historians in France, and Collingwood's philosophy of
history will show that Archaeology's abandonment of History was based on
a lack of awareness of more recent historiography and a consequent
dependence on an outmoded picture drawn from the last gasps of the

practitioners of a dying creed (see §1:4, and Chapter 2).

I have already mentioned that many nineteenth century historians
collected facts with relish, as demanded by the first part of the
positivist programme, while neglecting the second‘ ~ the production of
general laws (see §1:3). This situation was partially the product of the
adoption of the positivist programme, and partially the result of the
development of a more rigorous historical methodology by which the
“truth® of historical facts could be ascertained. Thus Collingwood
suggests that the end result, of the practice of philological criticism'=

was, on the one hand to focus the historian's attention on the collection
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and criticism of historical data, and on the other to the neglect of the
search for general laws of human behaviour, society etc. (Collingwood
1946: 130 - 131). Positivist philosophers pointed to this inadequacy in
the historian's approach, and it was an awareness of this weakness,
Collingwood argues, which prompted Auguste Comte to propose a new
science whose task would be the generation of the very laws neglected by
historians. Sociology in this case is seen as a kind of "super-history"

(ibid>.

Eric Wolf, while not totally denying the importance of internal academic
debates in the emergence of this new discipline, argues that its
development was fundamentally connected with the political and social
conditions of the mid-nineteenth century.'® The rise to dominance of the
capitalist mode of production in the latter part of the eighteenth century
and the first part of the nineteenth, served to pit the new class of
industrialists and entrepreneurs against the landed Establishment and the
ever more heavily exploited urban proletariat. The result was a period of
intense social and political unrest, which raised the question of how
social order could be maintained or restored, if at all. Sociology
developed in the hope of answering these questions. It had "an eminently
political origin...Saint Simon, Auguste Comte, and I:.orenz Stein conceived
the new science of society as an antidote against the poison of social

disintegration" (Volf 1982: 8; also Abercrombie et. al 1980: 1).

Vhatever the reasons behind its emergence <(and the alternative
explanations presented above are not mutually exclusive) the development

]
of sociology served to reinforce the poq‘\tion of historians as the bearers
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of the first part of the positivist programme. This separation of the two
aspects of the positivist programme resulted from, and reproduced, other
fundamental distinctions which isolated History (seen as the chronicling
of facts distilled from the records produced in the past) from the study
of Society (seen as the analysis of the structures which made up any
particular social formation and the reasons why these changed). It is to
this break in °~ the nineteenth century that we can trace the
synchrony/diachrony, . event/structure, inductive/deductive, and

object/subject divisions.

As we shall see in the next chapter, these oppositions have been held to
isolate History from an Archaeology which proclaims its concern with
process rather than event. The paradox in this division exists because
processual archaeology is founded upon the same positivist epistemology
as idiographic history. The paradox can be resolved only when the
oppositions referred to above are deconstructed. This can be done through
an awareness of the recursiveness of all the binary couplets, and between
theory and data (see Giddens 1979, 1980; Ingold 1986; and Shanks and

Tilley 1987a, 19870b).

To summarise (and partly to anticipate the arguments of the next
chapter): we have a situation where History 1is characterised as
idiographic, particularistic, and obssessed with the “"cult of facts", and
where Archaeology, through its relationship with American anthropology,
is seen as a nomothetic, generalising, processual science. While this
opposition has a basis in reality given the nature of much

historiography, those who perpetuate these attitudes fail to recognise
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firstly the positivist bent of much twentieth century archaeology, and
secondly the existence of forms of historical analysis which have taken
moved rapidly away from an overriding concern with the event. This can
best be illustrated by a brief consideration of one of the most
influential schools of thought in modern History, which has until recently
been totally ignored by modern Archaeology, - the Annales, and by a
discussion of a methodology designed to take History (and Archaeology)
beyond positivism, offered by someone who has been called "“the only
British thinker who has made a serious contribution to the philosophy of

history" (Carr 1961: 21) - R.G. Collingwood.

Vhat has become familiar to us as the Annales'* school of history was
founded in the 1920's by Lucien Fébvre and Marc Bloch as an explicit
reaction to the predominantly positivistic bent of historiography in
France - the bhistoire Sorbonniste (Clark 1885: 181). This traditional
history was political history, a logical consequence of a positivist
refusal to make subjective comments on the “facts" of the past and the
production of a history of external events, “"not the history of the
thought out of which these events grew" (Collingwood 1946: 132). As with
all narrative history, the histoire Sorbonniste “rested covertly on the
twin beliefs in the dominance of exceptional actor-herces and on the
influence of the instant and dramatic in men's lives. The threat of the
contingent was overcome by the imposition of narrative order* (Clark

1685: 180).

Fébvre and Bloch drew much of the impetus for their new approach from

this reaction but more immediately from their interaction with historical
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geographers, sociologists, economic and social historians, and
psychologists (Llayd 1986: 244). They elevated the status of collective
and social entities over the claims to glory of the individual who had

been the focus of the "great-man® type of traditional narrative history.

The essence of work by the early annalistes was to determine the nature
of the relationship between the individual (here meaning all persons, not
Just the "great-men").and society. They saw a recursive relationship
between the two (much as I will suggest in chapter 4) and had a similar
perception of the relationship between the structures of a society, which
they attempted to locate, and the events and great men of traditional
history (Clark 1985: 181). They sought to determine the ideological world
view of a particular space and time; to study the practical activities of
man through which such world views are formed and transformed; and to
determine the geopolitical structural contexts of such mental universes
and practical activities (Lloyd 1986: 244 - 5). This was to be history
where the dialectic between Man, Structure, and Nature was emphasised, for
Fébvre was no environmental or structural determinist. Rather he stressed
the notion that environments too were socially constructed, that they
were “"as much vehicles of endowed meaning as brute facts about the
external world" (Clark 1985: 182). It was also a history which
acknowledged its relationship to the past through its construction in the
present. Fébvre summed this up eloquently when he stated that
“..history...systematically gathers 1n, classifies and
assembles past facts 1in accordance with 1its present

needs..It consults death in accordance with the needs of
life* (1973: 41).
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The energy and vision of Fébvre were largely responsible for the
institutionalisation of the Annales in 1947 in the form of the Sixth
Section of the £cole Pratique des Hautes f£tudes, now the £cole des Hautes
ttudes en Sciences Sociales (Kinser 1981: 63; Hexter 1972: 497). He was
succeeded in 1956 as president of the school by perhaps the best known
Annaliste - Fernand Braudel. In 1950 Fébvre reviewed Braudel's
masterpie;ce The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean Vorld in the Age of

Fhilip II as an example of how history should be written (Fébvre 1950).

Vith the emergence of Braudel as the leading figure in the Annales, the
movement changed direction, if not in research or in the objective of
total history, then certainly in terms the conception of the
society/individual, structure/event oppositions which bhad figured so
strongly in the warks of Bloch and Fébvre. Braudel felt that his was a
structural history, and asserted that he was "a ‘structuralist' by
temperament" (1966,ii: 250, quoted in Kinser 1981: 64)'S. Kinser (1981:
77) suggests, however, that “the conceptual novelty of La Méditerranée
lies not in Braudel's ‘'structural' history but in his geohistory“, in the
sense that Braudel succeeded (where others had failed) to link the
effects of environment and ecology with social activity. This success was

not without its casualties - the foremost being peopie.

The analytical and explanatory framework used by Braudel in both his
great works - La Méditerranée (1975) and Civilisation and Capitalism
(1982) - hinges on a hierarchical conception of time, around and from
which hang similarily ordered notions of space, history, and

“determination (Braudel 1982: 17). This temporal hierarchy is so well
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known by now that 1little time (sic) need be spent in detailed

description. A brief summary will suffice for our present purpaoses.

The first level is that of the longue dureé (Braudel 1980: 27), Kinser's
geo—history. Although Braudel in 1946 described this as the history of
"man in his relationship to the environment" <(reprinted in 1975: 20,
emphasis added) it is really a history of the environment and the limits
it places on human activity (see 1980: 31). This is a time of almost
imperceptible passing "in which all change is slow, a history of constant
repetition, ever-recurring cycles" (ibid). “This great structure travels

through vast tracts of time without changing..." (1980: 75)

The second level is that of the history of "groups and groupings®, “social
history", the study of ‘"economic systems, states, societies,
civilisations....warfare" (1bid: 20 — 21). Here the rhythms might last from
a few years to a few decades, a mere second compared to the milleriia of

gechistory, and are more perceptible to the historian. This is the history

of conjunctures.

Finally there is the history of the event - 1‘'historie événementielle.
Braudel characterises this not as the history of n;an, "but of individual
men". He then uses a series of metaphors to emphasise the essential
transience of these "surface disturbances", these "brief, rapid, nervous
fluctuations" (ibid) in comparison with what, for him, are the real
objects of history - the structures of _ longue durée and conjoncture.

Ideally the historian's aim should be to discover the dialectic which
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deconstructs the oppositions between these levels. But it is at this point

that the monde Braudellien falls apart.

Braudel presents us with a series of deterministic structures which are
independently real, in the sense that they determine the actions of the
pecple who make up the history of the event, and (to a certain extent)
that of the conjuncture. It is apparently fruitless to trace in detail the
thought and consciousness of groups and individuals as expressed in text
(and material culture). They live in a world of false consciousness and
illusion. The reality is not freedom to act, but an illusion of freedom in
the midst of structural (we might with reason say environmental)
determinism. People
"grasp the passage of time only ‘narratively' from the
headlong rush of day-to-day happenings, and most of....real
history therefore escapes them. Naturally they think of
their affairs in terms of intention, choice and self-
determination...But they fail to recognise those forces

which are separate from them and which fashion what they
do" (Clark 1985: 184).

Despite their delusions of power and grandeur, statesmen like Philip II
himself, or Don John of Austria, were more acted upon than actors

(Braudel 1975: 19).

The real actors are the climate, the environment, and Malthusian
constraints. These become personalised in Braudel's texts and ascribed
with agency. Although Braudel recognises the dialectic between structure
and agency, it is rarely activated to rescue people from structure. The
temporal and spatial hierarchy he uses becomes disarticulated and is

rendered purely descriptive, with little explanatory or analytical force.
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Determination by the longue durée means that although "the lower classes
are no longer ignored by historians, they seem condemned, nevertheless to
remain silent" (Ginzburg 1982: xx). They are people with an environment,
ecology and climate, but without history (see Preface). In his reaction to
a positivist history of the event and great men, and under the guise of
producing a total bistory, Braudel transforms the object of history from
Man to FNature and ascribes agency to the impersonal forces of the
latter'©. The "great men" of history get lost in the forest of the

environment. Unfortunately, so does every one else.

This leads onto a second feature of Braudellian history. Following Bloch
and Fébvre, Braudel expressed dislike of traditional positivist influenced
history, and although his own history takes us well beyond the history of
the event, it does not totally escape the grasp of positivism and the
cult of the fact. Braudel builds up his structures from a wealth of facts.
He assembles a compendium of detail about the environment, the economy,
exchange, etc. The resultant structures are presented as objective and
real. "Braudel's own realism consists in a desire to show how the world
was in times past, irrespective of how it was seen by those who lived in
it". “Vhat bhas interested Braudel is nature rather than culture, things
rather than words...the routines of material life themselves are regarded
in terms of intrinsic rather than conferred properties* (Clark 1985: 190
— 91, emphases added). Culture, people and signification are again denied

in the face of positivist constructions.

Despite these criticisms (and they are essentially of a middle phase of

Annales historiography)'”?, the fact of Annales-type history itself, and of
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the nineteenth and early twentieth century antecedents - especially the
historical geography of Paul Vidal de la Blanche (see Clark 1985: 180 -
81; Kinser 1981: 66 - 69; Lloyd 1986: 243 - 244) - demonstrates that
change was occurring in History. Despite the concern with positivism
displayed in §1:3 above, and the conception of History among many new
archaeologists (see chapter 2) there were movements in History, as old as
positivism itself, which sought to challenge the "cult of facts" and the
history of the event, agd to analyse structure and process. As we have
seen, Braudellian histo;y perhaps over-efficiently tackled the latter
while failing to cast off positivism totally. The former was the target
of the man who has become something of a guru for those still small
group of archaeologists who have shifted from the nomothetic and
generalising side of WVallerstein's couplet to the idiographic and

particularising side - R. G. Collingwood.

History, as the will of Structure, orders itself and does
not depend for its orderliness on the human agent's will
to order it. Plans emerge, and get themselves carried into
effect, which no human has planned; and even men who think
they are working against the emergence of these plans are
in fact contributing to them.... The duty of the individual
is to become a willing instrument for furthering {its
objective purposes. If he sets himself against it, he
cannot arrest it or alter it, all he can do is to secure
his own condemnation by it, frustrating himself and
reducing his own life to futility.

The above is a rewriting of Collingwood's (1946: 53) summary of the
elements of medieval historiography to the dictates of a Braudellian
structural primacy'®. Here the event is not the product of human agency

since the action which produced the event is structurally determined. But

- 37 -



are we really the unwilling supports of structures whose existence we
cannot even perceive let alone understand and change? Collingwood's
philosophy of history was antithetical to this. For him the object of
history was not event or action but the thought which precipitated an
action. The work of the historian
"may begin by discovering the outside of an event, but it
can never end there; he must always remember that the
event was an action, and that his main task is to think
himself into this action, to discern the thought of its
agent" (Collingwood 1946: 213).
Although Collingwood is never explicit about the definition and position
of structure in society, the primacy given to the person as creator of

his/her own destiny is obvious. People, through their thoughts, rather

than structures, make history and are therefore its proper objects of

study.

If “"all history is the history of thought" (ibid: 215), the historian is
placed in an unenviable position compared with the scientists. Ve must
accept a double “separation" from the object of our study. Not only are
the people who had the thoughts no longer alive to be placed in the
historians witness box, but their thoughts are not "objects of immediate
perception" in the material culture residues which p‘rovide the historical
(and archaeological) evidence for their existence'®. "History without

access to means of thought is impossible" (Hirst 1985c: 48). The problem

is to find a means of access.

Collingwood suggests that the only way the historian can grasp the

reality of the experience, consciousness, and perception of the formerly
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active historical agent is to relive that experience in his mind. Thus
they become "objective, or known to him, only because they are also
subjective, or activities of his own" (Collingwood 1946: 218). The
historian reconstructs the thought of the past actor by making that

thought his own.

"The object is not to enter into the experience of the
subject, but to comprehend objective mind, to understand
thoughts which are not simply subjective. The account of
the thought in question must be sustained by constructing
evidence as to what it is and by isolating its specificity
by posing questions as to its context... The object is not
to 'be' Caesar or Nelson, qua individual, but to reconstruct
the individual qua actor and his situation® (Hirst 1985c:
52, emphasis added).

Vhat is meant by "objective mind"? Basically it is the evidence we have
for past actions and events since thought "identifies itself in its
products and objectifies itself as those products® (ibid: 48; for a
further discussion of this conception of the relationship between "“ming"
and product, and for a discussion of the “active" nature of material
culture see chapter 3). By seeing products of the past as embodying the
thought of people in the past we can breathe life into the dead history
of events. A corollary to Collingwood's ideas on how we gain access to
the past is that if mind is objectified in material culture, then it must

be true of all material culture, not just the documentary text.

To imagine otherwise is to say firstly that those who produced texts
were thinking, sentient and purposeful people and secondly, concerning the
production of non-documentary material culture, that Man acts like the

"dummys" which are the supports of Althusserian structures (see chapter
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3). The position is untenable. We must repeat - if mind objectifies itself

in its products, it will do so in them all.

It might be objected at this point that in attempting to rethink himself
into the position of past human actors the historian will carry with him
much of the conceptual apparatus necessary for 1living in the modern
world. Rather than providing ammunition for our hypothetical objector,
this point simply re-emphasises the point made by Fébvre (1973: 41),
Croce (1941: 19), and numerous others, that all history is written in the

present. Ve construct the past, from its material traces.

To outline a point which will be developed in more detail below (chapter

4), we may take this arguement further and argue that History <(and

Archaeology) are not politically neutral devices in the modern world.
"Neutrality is an impossibility,...because given the
structures of historical and contemporary societies, any
simple straightforward truth about political institutions

or events is bound to have some political consequence and
to damage some group interest"” (Kaye 1984: 222).

As archaeologists and historians we create a product, an artefact, which
can be used either to reinforce a consenualist and conservative present,
or to subvert the present by showing (through a demonstration that the
past was different) that other ways of living are possible (see Shanks
and Tilley 1987a, 1987b for a theoretical discussion; Hewison 1987, and
Lowenthal 1985 provide provocative analyses of the growth and

appropriation of the past in our present).
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Collingwood's arguments have met with much praise and a corresponding
amount of criticism. The latter centres around his “relativism® and what
some see as his production of “empathetic history®. Carr suggests that

Collingwood, in his reaction to the

view of history as a mere compilation of facts, comes
perilously near to treating history as something spun out
of the human brain.... we are offered here the theory of an

infinity of meanings, none any more right than any other®
(Carr 1961: 26).

This is to exaggerate and misunderstand Collingwood's philosophy of
history. He sought to locate the different propositions, world views etc.
from which stem different histories, not to make them all equal but to

assess their value as knowledge about the past in terms of the questions

asked (Hirst 1985c: 45 - 46).

Collingwood's position is relativist. It has that value. Carr's stems from
a clinging to notions of objectivity and reality. Relativism does not mean
that we write the past just how we please. It means that we accept our
position in the present, and the position of material culture as traces of
the past. It means that we have to be explicit about the questions we
ask, and about the conceptual baggage we bring to bear on the data,

consciously or unconsciously. The data have to be accounted for; they

cannot be manipulated.

It is more difficult to counter the charges of empathy levelled against
Collingwood. The language he uses (see the quotes in the pages above)
seem to tar him with his own brush. Ve could suggest that he was harking

back to the arguments of Vico and to the work of Fébvre and Bloch on the

Q=
A
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necessity to situate the historical "fact" within a material and
conceptual context in order to give it meaning, or to extract meaning
from 1it. Only by constructing historical contexts would Collingwood's
history be possible. This is the position taken by one of Collingwood's
adherents in Archaeology. Hodder argues for such a contextual history
(1986: 77 - 102), and archaeology (1987a, 1987b). Perhaps this is special
pleading but there remains one further criticism of Collingwood's work
which is less frequently voiced, perhaps because it runs counter to the
claims that he decisively broke the 1links with positivism. This is
discussed in chapter 4, but we can note here that Collingwood's aim,
through the methodology he proposes, was to "construct a picture of
things as they really were and of events as they really happened" (1946:
246). Although steps had been taken away from a Rankian past, echoes of

that past still persisted.

§1: 5 Conclusion

Ve started this chapter with the aim of trying to find out why and when
History and Archaeology had taken separate paths in terms of their
methodologies, as a prelude to constructing an ~alternative methodology
which would reunite them, something felt to be especially necessary for
anyone working in the early medieval period. It was asserted at the
beginning that we would arrive at the paradoxical conclusion that,

despite the division, both disciplines invoked positivist epistemologies.
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The paradox is now doubled since, through our brief analyses of the work
of the Annales school and the philosophy of Collingwood, we can see that
History has changed. A new critical history, enphasising total history
and its construction in the present, has emerged from the dusty tomes of
narrative. Although it still contains elements of positivist thought,
which occasionally emerges in full cry (see Millar 1977) most historians
now consi‘.ruct and write rather than tell and narrate the past. This is a
situation which seems. to have passed archaeclogists (and some
historians) by. We shall see, in the next chapter, the nature of the
attacks launched on History by an Archaeology which has "lost its
innocence" (Clarke 1973), but we can conclude this one, by quoting Le Roy

Ladurie's humorous and biting assessment of the situation -

"More recently, haowever, old Chronos came under attack. The
soclal sciences [for this read Archaeologyl, wishing to
preserve a reputation for hardness and purity, began to
operate a closed shop against history, which was accused
of being a ‘soft' science. The attack was characterised by
a great deal of ignorance and not a little gall on the part
of the attackers, who had affected to forget that since
Bloch, Braudel and Larousse, history too had undergone a
scientific transformation. Clio had stolen the clothes of
the social sciences [Archaeologyl while they were bathing,
and they had never noticed their nakedness....while the
death of history was being loudly proclaimed in certain
quarters, it had simply gone through the looking glass, in

search not of its own reflection, but of a new world®
(1981: 26 — 7
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CHAPTER TVO

Archaeology, Anthropology, and Science

"the native peaples of Pacific Islands...present to
anthropologists (and archaeologists] a generous scientific
gift: an extended series of experiments 1in cultural
adaptation and evolutionary’ development...From Australian
Aboriginies, whose hunting and gathering activities
duplicate in outline the cultural 1life of the later
palaeolithic, to the great chiefdoms of Hawaii, where
soclety approached the formative levels of the old fertile
crescent civilisations, almost every phase in the progress
of primitive culture is exemplified." (Sahlins 1963: 285),

"..to reduce the history of a people to a process of
cultural adaptation analogous to organic adaptation under
natural selection is to deny those concerned any history of
their own. As pawns in the service of culture they live to
execute and replicate a design not of their own making,
trying out solutions to problems they cannot recognise, and

expiring in the attempt. What ‘survives' is not their life
but its trappings" (Ingold 1986: 119).

§2: 1 Introduction

The most influential and dominant movement in British Archaeclogy today
has trans Atlantic origins. Lewis Binford claims the *"new archaeclogy” as
his baby, and describes how he initiated and ran the "first fleld season
consclously concelved as the New Archaeology" - in 1958 (Binford 1972:
'133), and how he and Mark Papworth in the following decade carried the
Good News to the Traditionalists thoughout the United States, while
suffering the pillorying and disbelief which appears to be the common fate
of those who preach a new creed. The new archaeology is presented as

Archaeology approaching or having arrived at a state of "maturity* (see
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Clarke 1978: 11 - 12, and Chapter 1: 4 - 5 above) which allows it to take

its place in the hallowed halls of science.

Using the methodology proposed by the new archaeologists it was proposed
that objective lawlike statements could be made about the past on the basis
of the material evidence (see 82: 4). Archaeology could become a sclence in
opposition to humanistic, particularistic History. But what was actually new
about the new arcb‘aeology? To find out we have to examine the
methodological and epistemological bases on which archaeology rested up to
the 1960's. Ve will see that assertions of “newness" are based on a
consolidation of several pre-existing approaches, on a confused and
misleading conception of what History is, and on the need to be taken
seriously, i.e. to be seen as a sclence, in a world which elevates the
scientist to the status of *heroic figure dispelling myths with incisive

rationality" (Shanks and Tilley 1987a: 31).
§2: 2 Evolutionary Archaeology and the Archaeological Culture

In tune with the data collection fetish of the nineteenth century,
archaeologists of the period amassed vast stores of artefactual material.
These "facts" were “explained" using analogies drawn from the material
cultural repertoire of the “natives" in the colonies, and from the writings
of the classical authors on the people who inhabited their borders (Clarke
1978: 2 - 7). The real move forward (into the second part of the positivist
programmatic if you will) came with the development of Thomsen's “Three Age
System" - the Stone, Bronze and Iron Ages. It's "explanatory* value lay in

its presentation as a unilineal *evolutionary" system through which past
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socleties were supposed to bhave progressed, until the dizzy teleological
heights of western civilisation were reached. The sequence was seen as
universal and was one of many developmental schemes which

"turns history into a moral success story, a race in time in

which each runner in the race passes on the torch of

liberty to the next relay. History is thus converted into a

tale about the furtherance of virtue, about how the virtuous

win out over the bad guys. Frequently this turned into a

story of how the winners prove that they are virtuous and
good by winning® (Volf 1982: 5).

The whole system was permeated with the notion of progress, with us at the
top. If we wanted to see what the other stages in the race looked like then
we only had to climb down from the summit from which we viewed the rest
of humanity, past and present, spread out before us like Hume's ‘magnificent
spectacle' (see 1:3) and look at the present day primitives. Ve could
compare their material culture with that found in an appropriate stage in
the archaeological record. Ve could easily show by direct analogy, what the

customs, traditions and institutions of the people in the past were like.

It was during the great nineteenth century expansion of industry and
technology that the system was developed and reached its height. When
combined with the concomitant interest in evolution, the demonstration of
the great antiquity of man, and belief in the capacity for never ending
human progress which were the results of the work of Darwin and
associates, it produced what has become known as the first phase of

“evolutionary" archaeology (Grayson 1983; Ingold 1986).°
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Towards the end of the nineteenth century, however, increasing social and
political conflicts cast doubts upon the possibility or even desirability of
human progress. National and racial 1identity were invoked to provide a
degree of philosophical underpinning for some of the newly emerging and
threatened states (Volf 1982: 8). Archaeology itself served to heighten the
mood of pessimism through the discoveries of the remains of once great
civilisations, while “the validation of the antiquity of WVestern European
cave art was interpreted as ruling out aesthetic progress" (Trigger 1978:

65).

Rather than the grand sweep of the “natural histories of mankind® which
were the hallmark of the first brand of evolutionary archaeology, the
discipline was now seen as offering the possibility of constructing a
history of the people of Europe, people who were in need of a past to
combat the uncertainties of the age (Trigger 1978: 80). Racism now entered
the fileld of explanation. Thus we have the belief in “culturally creative
and passive races" and the idea that

"it was the duty of culturally and biologically superior

peoples to eliminate groups whose low state of development

rendered them biologically  incapable of further progress
(Trigger 1978: 79, emphasic added).

It was only a short step from here to the Nazi's use of the work of Gustav
Kossina to justify their political and ideological programme for the rest of

EuropeZ=.

It was in this period and social and political environment that the notion

of the archaeological “culture® made 1ts 1initial appearance. The
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concentration of archaeological fileldwork on particular regions produced
an abundance of data which appeared to demonstrate the ‘“reality* of
geographical variation in the material cultural products of the past, and by
analogy, in the peoples of the past. This cultural history rendered largely
redundant the idealist concept of the psychic unity of Man and of

evolutionist universal “stages" of human development.

However, little attempt was made to explicate and understand the internal
constitution and functioning of the ®“cultures" identified. In a concept
drawn from a world increasingly determined to see the uninventiveness of
most people in the past, there was little scope for consideration of human
beings as active subjects in the creation and maintainence of their society,
their “way of 1life". Rather, archaeologists were concerned to trace the
relationships between the culture units that they isolated. The explanations
proffered were of the deus ex machina and ex oriente lux varieties - 1i.e.

migration and diffusion.

It was this cultural historical approach which the new archaeologists were
so much at pains to distance themselves from (see 8§2: 4). In so doing they
accepted the methodology and epistemology of a second brand of evolutionary
archaeology which made its appearance in the United States in the 1950's.
They failed to see that, despite an anti-Marxist McCarthyite paranoia, this
type of archaeology was indebted not only to evolutionary anthropology but
also to the work of one of the greatest British prehistorians and

“philosophers of archaeclogy" - V. Gordon Childe.
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In his presidential address to the Prehistoric Society in 1935 Childe
provided an explicit rejection of the old cultural historical approach -
*It is an old fashioned sort of history that 1s made up
entirely of kings and battles to the exclusion of scientific
discoveries and saocial conditions. And so 1t would be an
old~fashioned prehistory that regarded 1t as 1its sole

function to trace migrations and locate the cradles of
peoples" (1935: 9 - 10).

Childe was a Marxist, and he used concepts drawn from the works of
Marxist writers in his archaeological reconstructions, particularily those
on the relationship between the structures or levels of saclety®. His
efforts to trace in the archaeological record the “stages" of social
evolution which he found in Marx and in the work of contemporary
ethnographers (1951: 22) prompted him to move from the study of the past
in terms of a serles of archaeological cultures to a study of the societies
which produced the material remains. In particular he contrasted the great
number of archaeological cultures, which could be identified on the basis of
geographically and temporally bounded artifact groups, with the fewer ways
of organising societies. He concluded that many adjacent cultural groups
shared the same social organisation and that 1t was the task of
archaeologists to discover what this organisation was. The societies Childe
reconstructed were regarded as systems compo-sed of interrelated and
interdependent parts which functioned adaptively to maintain the system as
a whole within a given environment. This emphasis on system adaptation and
coherence played a fundamental role in a renaissance of evolutionary theory
in American anthropology (and through that in archaeology) which tock place
in the 1950s. Its position in the new archaeclogy stems from the latter's

connections with anthropology.
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ko
Childe maintained that the archaeological record was not Lbe studied in the

way the palaeontologist studies the fossil record of past 1living
organisms. The archaeologist could tackle the archaeological records as 1f
they were simply material objects which had to be ordered and arranged, but
the prehistorian was forced to treat these objects

“always and exclusively as concrete expressions and

embodiments of human thought and ideas - in other words of

knowledge" (Childe 1956: 1). :
Here Childe comes close to reaching the same sort of conclusion concerning
objective mind as Collingwood. However, he eventually rejected the “idealism"
of this position (Gathercole 1984: 153). Vhereas Collingwood suggested that
to reach the "“inside" of an event <(to decode objective mind) we must
recreate 1t in our own minds (1946: 213 - 215), Childe asserted that
archaeologists cannot study ideas, intentions, and emotions. All they can
study is behaviour. The archaeologist can recreate past thought in his own
mind, but it is the "objective thought" of a society and not the “"subjective

thought" of an individual (Trigger 1978: 86).

As with all explanatory frameworks which emphasise adaptation and function,
there 1is 1little room for purposeful action here, which i3 scmewhat
surprising given Childe's Marxism. Instead individual action 1is determined
by the rules of the regulative system or by assigned roles in society
(Hodder 1986: 70; Kus 1984: 104). All action is behavioural response. We
have another very effective erasure of the human subject from the

historical process.
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The archaeologist's task then 1s to reconstruct the objective conditions
which demanded system response, through the welding together of as many
facts as possible about the productive base and the environmental
background. General laws were then sought linking material culture and the
economic subsystem with modes of ordering society through types of social
relatiqns. From where were these laws to be derived? For Childe, as we have
already intimated, it was from the work of anthropologists and the
application of the Marxist theory of modes of production as outlined in the
Formen (Marx 1973: 471 - 479) and later by Engels in the Origin of the
Family, Private Property, and the State, and the mechanism of change from
one mode to another as outlined in the Preface to A Contribution of the

Critique of Political Economy (Marx 1970: 19 - 23).

Childe's wark allows us to see how archaeology became a discipline which
opposed structure with process and system coherence with event. By
stressing the role of culture as a "homeostatic regulating mechanism® and
as the "extrasomatic means of adaptation for the human organism" (Binford
1972: 22 after White 1959: 8) emphasis is placed upon stability rather than
change. In such explanatory systems cultural development was treated as
discontinuous. It was broken up into phases (each of which was seen to
adapt to its own environmental situation), which w‘ﬂere then put back into a
temporal sequence of social development (Hodder 1986: 27; Shanks and Tilley
1987a: 34 — 35). An 1llusion of continuity was created through the ordering
in logical time of discrete phases or stages (see Gregory 1982 for the
distinction between "logical time" and *"histaorical time®™ sequences). Although

diachrony was proposed, synchrony was emphasised. Although human activity
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became the legitimate object of archaeological research it was behavioural

response not the activity of self monitoring and thinking persons.

Despite the criticisms of his work, Childe's archaeological method and
theory were in many ways far in advance of even those people who
subsequently developed his ideas of social and systems archaeology (see
Bintliff 1984: 21 for an elaboration of this argument). What I have done:is
to extract those aspects of Childe's work which were to be heavily drawn
upon by those who took up the mantle of "social archaeology", and which
were to play a part in the new archaeoclogy - the use of evolutionary theory
and of “"covering laws" derived from Marxism and anthropology. Other parts
of Childe's work, hawever, were underplayed and neglected 1in the decades
after his death, especially his explicit use of Marxist theory (hardly
surprising in American archaeology given the post-war "reds under the beds"
mentality), his materialism and to some extent his attempts to infer
elements of the ideational superstructure from the productive base. It is
interesting, but perbaps not surprising that these are the aspects of
Childe's work which bave been taken up and developed by archaeologists
disillusioned with structural and environmental determinism and

ahistoricism, of evolutionary and new archaeology (see 82: 3 and §2: 4).
§2: 3 The Ecological Theatre and The Evolutionary Play

The post war years in the United States saw an unabashed adoption and
advocation of evolutionary schemes, which paralleled those produced in the
wake of Darwin's original application of the principle of natural selection

through variation to the human specles (see §2:2) and the independent work
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on the development of human societies by Spencer and Tylor (Ingold 1986: 88
- 89). The father of the movement was Leslie White. In fact he is credited
with having rescued "the concept of evolution, in its original sense of
progressive development, from the temporary oblivion into which it had
passed following 1its appropriation in quite another guise by Darwinian

biology..." (Ingold 1986: 81)€.

Vhite saw evolution as concerned with the temporal unfolding of cultural
forms one from another in an orderly and predetermined sequence - “one
form grows out of, and into, an other* (Vhite 1945: 230). Just as specles in
the natural world develop from earlier ones in a definite order, so do
cultures 1in an “unfolding of immanences" (Ingold 1986: 82). As well as
adopting this Lamarkian view of the emergence and development of cultural
institutions, WVhite explicitly separated evolution and history. This
separation was to become an important part in the new archaeologist’s
programmatic (see 82: 4). He regarded history simply as a “chronological
sequence of unique events" (Vhite 1945: 222) and the historians task as the
tracking of "isolable traits, whose several encounters and combinations in
the formation of individuals are the actual events out of which 1t is

compased" (ibid: 235 - 6).

Vhite's opposition of evolution and history was endorsed and reproduced in
the work of Julian Steward (1955), and later by Marshall Sahlins and Elman
Service (1960). Although no-one stated the opposition as explicitly as
Vhite, Sahlins and Service saw a  progression from "incoherent homogeneity
to coherent heterogeneity® as the core 61‘ evolution. They used ethnographic

and archaeological data to produce cross cultural generalisations linking
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the environment, economy, and social institutions. The evolutionary scheme
they advocated is based primarily on differences in the division of labour
and other aspects of what could be termed the economic subsystem, and
ultimately on man/environment relationships. This scheme comprised the
categories:

1. Bands

2. Tribes

3. Chiefdoms
4. States

Specific types of economic activity derived from the work of Karl Polanyi
(1957) were held to be constituitive of the stages in Sahlin's and Service's
evolutionary schemes, as were distinct forms of political organisation. Thus
bapds and tribes, characterised by forms of reciprocity, were
hunter/gatherers and, though essentially egalitarian, there were some
achieved status positions. Chiefdoms were usually based on sedentery
village agriculture with ascribed status positions in an elementary
stratified structure, where surplus product was redistributed. States,
however, saw the development of classes and market exchange (Barle 1977:

213; Renfrew 1973c: 542 - 543),

Following the work of Vhite, Sahlins suggests that this sequence is a model
of general evolutionary process 1in that it 1s concerned with the
"progression of classes of forms, or in other words, the succession of
culture through stages of overall progress (1960: 43). He attempts to
dissolve Vhite's opposition of evolution (to be equated with Sahlins general
evolution) and history by referring to the latter as specific evolution -

"The historic development of particular cultural forms 1s specific
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evolution, phylogenetic transformation through adaptation..* (ibid). The

failure of this attempt will be demonstrated below.

The main cross cultural generalisations which form the bases of all the
neo-evolutionary schemes concern adaptation to environmental conditions,
with each of the stages prejsented as a suitable adaptive response (for the
consequences of this discontinuous treatment of time and cultural
development see Hodde;r 1986: 27). For stages in the evolutionary taxonomy
which are characteriséd by some degree of stratification and hierarchy of
soclal positions, this concern with adaptation, stability and homeostasis
produces a picture of élites as ©beneficial and necessary for the
maintainance of the status quo of the social system (Abercrombie et. al.
1980; Rowlands 1984: 112). This can be seen mast clearly in Sahlins and
Service's description of the characteristics of the chiefdom stage of

cultural development.

Service (1962:144) defined chiefdoms as "redistributional societies with a
permanent agency for coordination". This ®"agency" was the institution of
“chief" along with his family and retainers, which Sahlins came to see as
"a bloated political establishment" (1974: 145). Such agencies supposedly
arise in response to the needs of the system to cope either with great
environmental diversity which encouraged specialised production€ or else to
coordinate the pooling of individual efforts into large scale cooperative
production -

"Most chiefdoms seem to have risen where important regional

exchange and a consequent increase in local specialization

came about because ecological differentiation was combined
with considerable sedentariness" (Service 1962: 146).
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"by thus supporting communal welfare and organising
communal activities the chief creates a collective good
beyond the conception and capacity of the society's
domestic groups taken seperately. He institutes a public
economy greater than the sum of 1ts household parts®
(Sahlins 1974: 140).

The "public economy" created through chiefly aegis is seen to act as a
buffering’ mechanism protecting the soclety from environmental
perturbations. The institution of chief and the mechanism of redistribution
weld the specialised,” and therefore ecologically unstable, productive units
into a generalised system which is equated with a state approaching that
of climax vegetation in ecological succession theory (Gall and Saxe 1977:

257 - 261,

This version of Rousseau's contrat sociale, which emphasizes the benefits of
social hierarchy for the governed, is perhaps an inevitable and appropriate
product in cultural ecological models where there is little room for people
actually thinking for themselves and acting on the basis of their thoughts.
As with Childe'’s concepts, the individual acts out a prescribed role within
a system and like that system, his/her reponses are induced by the need to
maintain the status quo both between the social system and the environment
and (by implication) within the social system as .well”. Such models stress
stability rather than change through breaking the cultural sequence into
discrete units and showing the adaptive response of each stage. Change is
explained, not by the invocation of o0ld fashioned ideas of invasion and
diffusion (ideas which in fact these models were designed to make redundant
(Renfrew 1973c)) but by the response of -the system to pressures brought to

bear on it by environmental change or other external factors.
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Fundamental problems exist with those stage evolutionary schemes proposed
by Sahlins and Service, as there do with all those which attempt to pigeon
hole the past. These are problems that few archaeologists have paused to
consider in their rush to ascribe the chiefdom label to the British Iron
Age or Viking Age Denmark. The problems centre on the insistence on
stability within stages and discontinuity between th;em, and the lack of a
convincing explanatory device to account for change in the soclal system
over time. An example of such problems can be found in Sahlins'
description of an aspect of the specific evolution of Hawalian society

(1974: 142 - 148).

Sahlins tried to determine if there were any political crises (what he calls
crises révélatrices) within the social system - an example of the chiefly,
redistributional stage of social organization -  which might illuminate
disjunctures and incompatibilities within the system, for example %“the
vertical contradiction betw{'n the household economy and the chieftainship"

(1bid: 143).

There were such crises. They arose when the "“ruling chiefs showed a
propensity to ‘eat the power of government too much' (ibid: 144). This
evacative phrase refers to situations in which the "otherwise unobtainable
concrete benefits" conferred upon the direct producers by the control
functions of the elite are outweighed by the burden of the exactions
demanded by the chief as his due for carrying out such "tasks*. In
explicitly ecological models it is not surprising that such crises should
occur at times of environmental stress .(see Sahlins*' earlier discussion of

the political crises 1in Tikopilan society - 1974: 143). In Hawail such
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situations could lead to the overthrow and killing of the chief but not to
structural change in the system. The rebellion usually took the form of a
court assassination, with the chief being replaced by another member of the
elite. During the change-over of power the political domain of the old chief
would fragment, especially at the periphery, and the exactive burden on the
direct producers eased. In thus

"Delivering itself of oppressive rulers, the system did not

consequently rid itself of basic contradictions, transcend

and transform itself, but continued instead to cycle within

the confines of existing institutions®.

"The rebellion was not then a revolution" (ibid: 146).

The crises and contradictions they reveal were not the cause of change from
one systemic state to another. Sahlins concludes the discussion by
suggesting that the “the great disadvantage of the Hawaiian organization
was its primitiveness: it was not a state" (Ibid: 148) but no explanation is
offered to explain how the transformation to statehood might have been
made. For this we must move from specific evolution to the general
evolutionary sequence powered through “thermodynamic accomplishment® (1960:

33), environmental change, and adaptationm.

The history/evolution, specific/general evolution oppositions which are
central to these works can be seen as the end products of the positivist
scientific method, and can be laid beside the distinction between
idiographic and nomothetic knowledge referred to in chapter 1. Thus the
former 1is ultimately concerned with the collection of empirical “facts®
about particular social systems and the -environment in which they operate.

This 1s the work of the ethnographer as opposed to the anthropologist, or
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the historian as opposed to the archaeo-anthropologist. By contrast general
evolution may "be apprehended through generalising nomothetic enquiry*

(Ingold 1986: 90).

One result of this misconception of History by anthropologists (and later
archaeologists) was to replace a false conception of history with an
- absence of history (Thomas n.d.i; Trigger 1978: 38 — 41). These schemes
exist only in logical time. Vhite's “history" and Sahlin's “specific
evolution* represent historical time but as we have seen from Sahlins'
discussion of the crises révélatrices in Hawailan soclety (see above) the
separation of history and evolution, and the theory/data separation which it
prefigu\res. means that there can exist within historical time no mechanism
which adequately accounts the cultural change perceived. These are to be
found within the model constructs which form the evolutionary taxonomy.
Explanation is yet again removed from the realms of the society or
socleties under study and the people left redundant as creators of change.
Explanation derives rather from the analytical constructs built on the
basis of "“objective" adaptive features from all over the globe, ignoring
those aspects of social systems which do not fit the prescribed model and
removing each from its cultural and historical context. Does this really
provide a secure explanatory basis for Arcixaeology as a “"mature"
discipline? It lies at the heart of the movement with which we started this

chapter and which purports to bring that maturity to Archaeology.
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§2: 4 A New Archaeology and a Mature Sclence?

The ulimate aim of the new archaeology is to be a nomothetic scilence of the
past (and thus of the present), generating laws applicable across time and
space. The use of cross cultural generalisations, the adoption of the
concept of homeostasis, and the 1;dea that societies "adapt", moved easily
from neo-evolutionary theory into the new archaeology. The use of such
concepts permeates the whole of Binford's work,® and the essence is summed
up in his assertion that "American archaeology 1s anthropology or it is
nothing" (1972: 20). It should be clear that the problems which plague the
new archaeology are similar to those characteristic of evolutionism

described in the preceeding sections.

In a paper in one of the most important books on archaeological theory and
methodology in recent years, Binford (1983a [19821: 45) takes lan Hodder,
Mike Rowlands and John Gledhill to task for their “statements of posture
and paradigmatic bias", for their advocation of the "wearing of a particular
pair of glasses with which to view the world", with the implication that
"one pair of glasses will permit us to see the world more clearly* (ibid.
However, how can Binfaord's own functionalist, ecological and systemic
paradigm, (general theory, “pair of glasses", ca-ll it what you will), be

differentiated from, and raised above, all other paradigms?
Binford recognises that his general theory is only one of many and that the

way we believe the past to have been, as well as the way we see the warld

today, is coloured and influenced by our position in the present. Examples
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of such general theories presented by Binford include Marxism which might
explain such transformations

"as deriving 1inevitably from the dialectical interplay of

social forces; a creationist may see the self-same events as

the hand of God at work in all things; those of other

cultural persuasions will emphasise the causal role of

human choice, population pressure, cybernetic looping and so
on* (Binford 1983b: 193).

But how can Archz;eology as a sclence allow such relativism? If we view the
past in terms of our general theories, then we can all interpret the
archaeological evidence, which is taken as given, differently. What becomes
of truth and objective reality in this mass of competing and contradictaory
different coloured glasses? The new archaeology introduces positivism and a

scientific approach to rescue the discipline from “subjective relativism*.

Scientific procedure offers the possibility of determining the validity of
the arguments 1linking the evidence with the general theory. Binford
introduces the term "middle range research"” from sociology to define the
procedure by which such arguments are to be tested (1983a [1982]: 47)%9.
¥iddle range theory is the hoped for result of such research (see below).
The use of the scientific approach will serve to invalidate those general

thearies which are inappropriate or simply "wrong".(ibid: 46).

The real problem is that although the archaeological record exists as a
static contemporary phenomenon, it is the product of a dynamic process -
human action (or behaviour as Binford prefers to call 1it) - 1in the past.
How do we move from statements about the statics of the archaeological

record - the ordering and description of data - to discover the dynamics
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of the action/behaviour which resulted in the production of that data. How
do we convert the spade from an Instrumentum mutum to an Instrumentum
vocale?

"The practical limitations on our knowledge of the past are

not inherent in the nature of the archaeoclagical record; the

limitations lie in our methodological nalveté, in our lack

of development of principles determining the relevance of

archaeological remains to propositions regarding pracesses
and events of the past® (1972 {19681: 96; emphasis added)'®.

In attempting to cope with this problem archaeclogists, as we have seen
(82: 2 and 82: 3) use analogy and inference, along with the unstated
caovering law of uniformitarianism which gives explanatory value, to breath

life into the inanimate residues of the past.

In itself the use of ethnographic analogy and inference based on it did not
unduly worry Binford. Their misuse did. The methodology used 1in drawing
analogies was seen to be “unscientific®. The process usually goes something
as follows. A feature or artifact, or a patterned distribution of these, is
found on an archaeological site. The excavator i1s at a loss to account for
the archaeological remains uncovered in commonsense terms and so (s)he
searches the ethnographic monographs and the anthropological literature
looking for morphologically similar features 01: artifacts. Having found
something which approximates the archaealogical remains, the
anthropological example is then used as an explanation for the form and

function of the excavated features.

Binford 1is highly critical of this type of analogy. In fact he maintains

that 1t is not an analogy at all since this is
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"not strictly a demonstration of formal similarities between
entities; rather it is an inferential argument based on
implied relationships between demonstrably similar entities
(1972 [19671: 34).

In other words it is not morphological proximity which defines an analogy
but rather the inferred comparability of the behaviour which produced the

past and the present material cultural product.

If archaeology is to rise above the level of a pseudo-science, he suggests,
then this use of analogy must be only the first step. To progress Binford
asserts, we must adopt the methodology of the natural sclences (1983b: 22).
Ve mnmust be explicit about the 1inferred relationships and present a
postulate that the same kind of human behaviour was responsible for the
creation of similar cultural forms. Under Binford's rubric, a series of
hypotheses connecting behaviour and the archaeological record must be
formulated and then tested (1972 [19681: 60). The testing procedure has to
take place in the present and involves examining the ethnographic texts
again {(or any other source from which the analogy was derived) and
searching for features which are connected with the proposed bebaviour and
which should be represented in the archaeolcgical record. We then go back
to that record and decide whether such analogous features are found.
Analogies are not therefore to be used simply to provide interpretations
for otherwise incomprehensible aspects of the archaeological record. Rather
they serve

“to provoke certain types of questions which can, on

investigation lead to the recognition of more comprehensive

ranges of order in the archaeological data. In short we ask

questions about the relationships between archaeologically

observable phenomena that bhad possibly not been placed in
Juxtaposition or viewed as orderly (ibid: 49).
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More generally, Binford asserts that 1f we want to establish a link (a
general law, 1f you will) between past behaviour and the product which
remains in the present, then that link must be sought in circumstances
where both sides of the couplet are open to objective observation, recording
and analysis. There are three situations in which these *Rosetta Stones*

(1983a [19821: 49) can be found-

1. Through observations of living peoples.
2. Through experimental archaeology.

3. Through historical documents.

For Binford the factor which links these areas where behaviour and product
can supposedly be observed, is that they all exist in the present. Thus he
suggests that alongside the old idiom which suggests that we study the
past in order to learn more about the present, should be placed another and
opposite one which would assert that “we study the present in order to

understand the past" (1983b: 23).

If analogy is used in this way, and is drawn from the three areas
identified as suitable for the purpose by Binford then this middle range
research will lead to the development of niddle‘range theory which can
link observation and experience to ideas in an objective manner such as to
overcome the paradigmatic bias and different general theories which
individuals seek to impose on the archaealogical record. The aim was to
produce a “science of the archaeological record* (1983b: 21). Through
analogy, ethnography could help in this; aim but although Binford earlier

asserted that “ethnology and archaeology are not separated by a wide and
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unbridgeable gap (1972: 8) he came to belleve that the two subjects were
ultimately different since the ethnologist studles ‘“relatively stable
systems" synchronically whereas archaeologists are concerned with systems
that change over time (1983b: 194). In the end therefore the middle range
theory develaped must be archaeological (1983b: 16). Ve have to develop 1t
far ourselves on the basis of our own data. Archaeology is no longer
anthropology or 1t is nothing. Rather “archaeology 1s archaeclogy 1is
archaeology" (Clarke 1978: 11) or it is nothing! Binford assures us that
only through the rigorous methodology of middle range research will

disciplinary maturity eventually be reached.

Ve must question this. Is the "archaeology 1is archaeology is archaeology"
approach really the way to achieve the “maturity" which will allow us to
take our reserved place in the hallowed halls of science? Is the desire to
be a “sclence" a valid pursuit for Archaeology? Vill it really help us to
*know" the past better? Nomothetic archaeologists would caontend that it is
only through positiviat sclentific methodology that any “valid"
observations about the past can be made. But has this suggestion a solid
basis which would raise it from the level of an assertion (again informed
by a profound paradigmatic bias) to that of a statement of fact? The
answer given here will be no, since it will be sixcmn that the possibility
of writing objectively about the past through a scientific epistemology
becomes seriously undermined, if not destroyed, when we apply a detalled
critique to Binford's conception of the scientific methodology necessary for

Archaeology.
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Binford's areas for conducting the middle range research necessary to
establish the maturity of Archaeology are fraught with problems which
frustrate his ambitions. Regarding ethnography the strong possibility must
always remain that the patterning observed in the archaealogical record is
the result of processes which have no equivalent in 1living peoples. Where
can we find the classical and medieval peasant in anthropology and in the
world today? Is 1t 1in the peasant communities of Guatamala, China, the
Philippines or even the west coast of Ireland? Analogies drawn directly
from these areas would be deemed almost laughable by most archaeologists
and historians because we have to recognise that these societies have been
formed as part of a modern world system - a system dominated by
capitalism, which is both historically specific and which can determine the
form and nature of even those societies which lie on its periphery (see
Smith 1984 on the dialectical nature of the relationship between Guatamala

and the modern capitalist world system).

Modern and anthropological peasants are not like medieval peasants because
they bhave been “contaminated" through contact with, and infiltration by, a
social formation dominated by the capitalist mode of production, while the
medieval peasants 1lived within their own historically specific social
formation and mode(s) of production. The same mu;_:.t be true of modern and
ethnographic hunter/gatherers since the fact that we know about them and
work among them places them within the modern world. The "isolated hunter
and fisherman® 1s just as surely a product of “"the unimaginative conceits®
of the +twentieth century archaeo-anthropologist as 1t was of the

*eighteenth century Robinsonades" (Marx 1973: 83)."?

_66_



If experimental archaeology concerns “the re-creation of happenings and
processes that we know must have occurred in the past® (Binford 1983a: 24,
emphasis added)> then we are not so much carrying out an objective
scientific process as consciously imposing a conception of what we think
must have happened onto the past. At the simplest level we can be sure that
houses burned down and we can recreate that event and study the debris,
but 1f we already know this then why do we need to reconstruct the :
happening? Ve want to know the reason behind the fire. Was it accidental
or was it part of a deliberate process, perhaps of purification or an event
marking the end of a particular settlement and a move to another - in other

words symbolizing a clean break with the past.

Further can the level of behaviour, or the type of event which we can thus
reconstruct, really tell us much about the actions of people which take
place outside the basic productive/technological aspects of everyday life.
If this is really all we feel we can say, or worse if it is all we want to
know, we imply that the Hawksian ladder really exists and that the rungs
are still too far apart for us to climb them. The prospects for Archaeology
seem bleak. Instead of a mature science it might be classified as the new

"dismal science”.

It 1s strange to find someone whao finds such faults in what he considers
to be the historical method (Binford 1972: 114 - 121; see Trigger 1978: 37
— 41 for the erroneous view of History held by many who espouse the new
archaeology) holding the historical sources 1in such reverence. Like
anthropology, they can tell us about thé social life and activities of the

past which are inacessible directly to archaeologists. Despite Binford's
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recognition that the historian has to accept the “problem of understanding
the motives that individuals might have had for producing a written record
of the past" (1983b: 20), we can detect an underlying ripect for Jjust such
documents when he asserts that
*so long as we have historical documents which preserve
observations, made by people actually present, about the
dynamics of places in the past, we have the option of
excavating those places and, walking through history, as it
were, alongside an historical character, trying to relate

what we find in the ground to what he reports as having
occurred there® (1bid: 26, emphasis added).

The whole essence of middle range research and the theory it should produce
is founded on the premise that “the only place we can observe dynamics is
in the modern world® (Binford 1983b: 23). Vith the reservations outlined
above this could justify such work being carried out among living peoples
and through experimental archaeology. But to suggest that the historical
record, which is as much a static product in the present of dynamic action
in the past as the archaeological record is, can fulfill the same role, must
surely remove some of the “scientific rigidity* which Binford claims for
his methodology for producing an objective past. He accords a naive,
uncritical primacy to documentary evidence, a direct result of the impact on

his work of the ahistoricism of the neo-evolutionists (see above 82: 3).

Raab and Goodyear (1984: 265 - 6) show that Binford's middle range theory
is methodological rather than theoretical. It concentrates on building
logico-empirical bridges between the statics of material culture and the
dynamics of human behaviour, but usually in the context of the formation of
the archaeological record. The very term "middle range theory" suggests that

it is meant to act as an intermediary between, and arbiter of, general
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theories. But how 1s the connection between supposedly separate general and
middle range theories made? The latter tell us how the archaeological
record was formed, while the former purport to account for the perceived
major changes in human social structure and organisation over the millennio
spanned by the archaeological record. But within Binford's theoretical
structure there is no obvious mechanism by which we can move from one to

the other.

The 1link between the two can be made only when we realise that the
distinctions between general theory, middle range theory and the data,
relate to the dictates of scientific positivism rather than to any
necessary structure for archaeological research. Data and methodology are
theory dependent. Theory informs our constitution of archaeological facts,
the methodology by which such facts are produced and interpreted, and also

what it all means in terms of long term processes of social change.

This brings us to a fundamental problem with the programmatic of the new
archaeology, a problem shared with all archaeoclogy written within the
positivist tradition. It concerns the ambition to establish theory which
mediates between a given data base uncovered by archaeologists, and a given
series of behavioural patterns recorded by ethnolc;gists/ethnoarchaeologists.
Are archaeological and ethnographic data “real and given prior to
investigation” (Hindess and Hirst 1975: 311)? Do they represent
unambiguous, empirical facts which we simply have to discover, record, and
then relate to each other through middle range theory? Or is this simply

another assertion which derives from a specifically positivist scilentific
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paradigm? If we wear another palr of glasses perhaps we would see these

*facts" in a different light.

Facts, whether historical, archaealogical, or ethnographic do not exist
independently of general theory, but are contingent upon it (see Price 1982:
714). Any attempt, therefore, to establish middle range theory which starts
by denying this contingency, and which places itself between facts and
general theory, must ‘Afall at the first hurdle in the race to become a
sclence. As we have already stated, the facts of the past are not like the
facts of the natural and physical scilences, and they cannot therefore be
analysed using the methods of those sciences. To do so is to lapse into all
the epistemological errors of nineteenth century historical thought (see

chapter 1).

Binford sought to develop a methodology that could distinguish between the
conflicting claims to legitimacy of different general theories. Ve have
shown that this approach fails since it is itself constructed according to
a particular paradigmatic stance.
“man as the creator of his own destiny and man as the
observer, outside of nature, capable of seeing truth directly
has fallen...Man, both as a subject of study and as an
observer, has been returned to the world of nature instead

of being seen as standing above or outside it" (Binford
1983a [1982]1: 47; emphasis added).

It is a paradigm which ascribes needs to systems. These are needs which
must be fulfilled 1f the system is to remain in equilibrium, dynamic or
otherwise, with the environment. The soclety is reified, the individual is
forgotten. The fulfillment of these needs requires the emergence of a

particular institution, agency, or mechanism. It is what Bidney calls the
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"'fallacy of misplaced concreteness' by which one comes ‘to
mistake a conceptual abstraction for an actual, vital agent'
overturning the relation between people and culture by
regarding the former as vehicles for the life of the latter®
(1953: 137,

Is this really the type of explanation for social institutions which we
need in archaeology? Is this all that Archaeclogy as Science has to offer -

an ahistorical, depersonalised past?
82: 5 Archaeology as Sclence: Vhy?

One of the main aims of the last two chapters has been to challenge the
assertion that the methodology of the natural sciences is appropriate to
History and Archaeology, and to shaw how this idea has increased the
separation between the disciplines in recent times. But we also have to ask
why Archaeclogy (or History for that matter) should wish to be seen as a
Sclence? It might be that the offer of direct access to an "objective®" past
appeared irresistible, even 1f, as we have seen, the door which was thus
opened led not into the "real" past but into an unconsidered, reified

present-past.

However, living as we are towards the end of the ‘twentieth century, we can
propose another explanation for this fetishism of science. In the computer
age and the age of instant communication, to assert that something 1is a
sclence confers on it an air of respectibility and modernity. Science
appears to have become the new superorganism which runs and directs our
lives without us really understanding ;Lt. It provides the mechanism by

which *"the people may appreciate concrete benefits otherwise unobtainable”



(Sahlins 1974: 140; see §2:3 for the original context of this statement).
And given the stress placed by the present government on science within
the British universities at the direct expense of the humanities, we should
not be surprised that Archaeology should chase the obvious way open to it

to survive.,

Similarily, Shanks and Tilley (1987a) assert that the desire tao be seen as
a sclence 1s connected with a drive for power and prestige within the
discipline of archaeology. In seeking to reinforce a separation between it
and idiographic and particularistic History, archaeologists have adopted the
methods and image of science, thereby giving credence to the
"myth of the supremacy of science as the ultimate mode of
human understanding, the scientist as heroic figure
dispelling myths with incisive rationality. Given the
increasing dominance of science and technology in
contemporary society, to be cast in this image was to gain
intellectual respectability and power, the power to be
gained by producing or purporting to produce objective
knowledge relevant to the modern world, relevance being

conceived in terms of both ethical and political neutrality
and therefore inherently conservative" (ibid: 31).

In the same light too, we should view the jargon which has been a feature
of so much of the work of the practitioners of the new archaeology. As the
new superorganism, Science has adopted some of the traits which bhave
characterised religions, most notably, in this context, the use of words and
concepts which are peculiarily its own. Ve all recognise the need for what
we might call a "discipline language® to accongdate the analytical concepts
and constructs through which research is conducted, but given Science’'s new
role within present day society such -a language functions in another

altogether more "sinister" fashion. Just as a Mass said in Latin served to
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increase the mysticism of that occasion, so the use of scientific jargon can
increase the aura of Science by restricting access to the knowledge which

gives it it's efficacy and power.

Ve must be vitally aware that claims to produce an objective scientific
approach to archaeology will not necessarily lead to a better archaeology,
or to a more “realistic" knowing of the past'Z. To assert this is of course
another statement of \_paradigmatic bias in that it is informed by a world
view which doubts the overwhelmingly beneficial nature of science. It 1is
based upon a fundamentally different epistemology to that of positivist
science. It demands the deconstruction of the damaging oppositions between
structure/event, society/individual, synchrony/diachrony, past/present etc.;
asserts the “active" role of material culture and human individuals in
creating and recreating social formations; emphasises the contingency of
data and the recursiveness of the theory/data connection; and e;tresses the
importance of the location of the author in the present for constructing
the past. The attempts by generations of archaeologists and historians to
produce an objective past by taking up a stand outside the data has only
had the effect of imposing a pernicious brand of positivism - pernicious
because it pretends to offer us what it can never produce (for an

elaboration see chapters 3 and 4).

In the end, however, we have to ask does it all really matter? Why should
we care which paradigm or general theory is used to view the past? Indeed
some might agree with the structuralists, the ecological functionalists and
the creationists and argue that we réally are structure/system/divinely

bound. "What is for us won't go past us" they might argue. However, we



should care and seek to oppose such ideas since they impose notions of
stasis and inevitability about the world onto our thought. We need not act,
they seem to say. In fact we need not try to act, (in the same way that the
writers of medieval historiography felt we could not) because even if we
try to change things in the world today, we are simply pawns in some
Divine Plan, Supports of Structure, or Vehicles for the Implementation of
System Heeds. If we feel that is how the past really was then we encourage
apathy and conservatism in the face of our own problems. If, however, we
recognise that it 1s not reified constructs which think, act, and create
change, but humans acting either individually or in cooperation, then there
is hope for the future. Otherwise we will either muddle through or the

systen will destroy us.

§2: 6 Conclusion

The new archaeclogy claimed to be able to make a science of Archaeology.
This claim has been accepted by many within the British, American, and,
increasingly, European archaeological establishments. The extent of the
impact of this idea can be seen from the fact that it has even penetrated
studies of the early medieval period, until recently the preserve of
antiquarianism. Thus one of the few books on the immediately post-Roman
period in Europe written from the new archaeclogical perspective contains
on the first page the assertion that

"The last decades of social thinking and research have led,

above all, to an understanding of the systematic nature,

often unconsciously determined, of ©bhuman bebaviour.

Moreover, they have highlighted the part played by

adaptation 1n human society, with regard not only to

tradition, but also to other social groups and to the
natural environment. For instance few scholars today would
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underestimate the decisive role played by population and
economic factors in social institutions" (Randsborg 1980: 1
— 2; emphasis added)'>.

However, the failure of new archaeology, and its rejection by a small but
growing number of archaeologists (see the papers in Hodder <(ed.) 1982b;
Killer and Tilley (eds.) 1984; Shanks and Tilley 1987a and 1987b) derives
from an awareness that the type of science proposed creates ahistoricism
and a depersonalizatiqn of the past - all things that the new archaeology

owes to it's own antecedents (see above 82: 3 and §2: 4).

I attempted in chapter 1 to {illustrate the type of history - 1‘histoire
événementielle - which the new archaeologists felt inadequate. They saw a
chronicling of events and personages, and a lack of concern with structure
and process. They substituted for this a concentration on process,
especially that of the formation of the archaeological record, and excluded
people from the past. They failed to recognise, as Le Roy Ladurie (1981: 26
— 7) comments, that History had changed. Historlans too were interested in
structure, process, and event. The new archaeoclogy reacted against a History

which was dying; it set itself up in opposition to an anachronism.

As we have noted this "new history" was also infécted with positivism and
structural/environmental determinism. The reaction of historians 1like Le
Goff and Duby at last presents a History which attempts to deconstruct the
oppositions which have been seen as separating a postulated Archaeology and
a percelved History. Recursiveness and dialectics are acknowledged -
structure and agency; society and the individual; past and present cam be

reconciled (see chapter 3).
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This 1s clearly not enough. What about the evidence? Historlans read
documents, archaeologists study artefacts. What must be added to the
theoretical perspective of the new history is a theory of material culture.
Although the new history can see that documents are texts to be read, that
the environment too 1is socilally constructed, and despite the
interdisciplinary nature of History from Vico to Braudel, the document
(where they exist) is still the primary source for the construction of the
past. Although Braudel in both his major works (1975 and 1982) lays great
stress on the city as a dynamic force in European history, it is the city
of objective text, charter, testimony and deed. It is rarely the city
constructed and endowed with meanings which fascinated Rykwert (1976) on
one level, and Italo Calvino (1979) on another. WVhat we must do to allow a
rapprochment between Archaeology and History to take place is to construct
that theory of material culture, to transform the spade into an
instrumentum vocale, and to give document and artefact equal voice. A real

dialogue, not that of the deaf, can them begin.
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CHAPTER THREE

Naterial Culture and Nan

. a central and basic feature of English social structure
has for long been the stress on the rights and privileges
of the 1individual as against the wider group or the
State...[This] is the view that soclety is constituted of
autonomous, equal units, namely separate individuals, and
that such individuals are more important ultimately, than
any larger constituent group" (Macfarlane 1978: 5).

“Material culture as a coded sign system constitutes its
own ‘material language', tied to  production and
consumption. It does not simply reflect the significative
structures of language in another form. Like language it is
itself a practice, a symbolic practice with its own
determinate meaning product which needs to be situated and
understood in relation to the overall structuration of the
social” (Shanks and Tilley 1987b: 101, emphasis added).

83: 1 Introduction

The traces of the past which exist in the present is material culture -
pottery, flints, iron tools, charters, mosaic and fresco cycles, buildings,

cities etc.. In constructing the past from its material representations

and Hirst 1975: 308 - 313) we are forced to confront two,

associated problems - one methodological, the other conceptual.

The former refers to our attempts to decode the traces, to make them
speak to us about the past. Ve have seen above (chapter 2) that the
principal methodology for giving voice to material culture has been
inference and analogy. Binford is right in this. The force of the new

archaeclogy lies 1in methodology rather than theory (Raab and Goodyear
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1984). Its pretensions 1in the latter direction are flawed by 1ts
positiviem. It opposes past and present, structure and agency etc. in its
attempts to be objective. The methodology can be used if we realise that
we construct the past; that the data are not separable from our theories
about them, and about how the world was, is and how we would like it to
be. The method, combined with what Hodder (1986, 1987) has defined as a
contextual archaeclogy (see §3:4) can be used not in the reconstruction of
the past ‘as it really was' but in the construction of something which
stands for the past (see chapter 4). If we dissolve the past/present
opposition, restore dialectics to theary/data, use analogy, inference and
context, then we can and should write history, but history for and in the

present.

The second problem concerns ocur conception of what material culture is.
Are we to see it in objective, functionalist terms as the end result of
attempts to satisfy human needs - pottery holds food, water and wine;
ships transport pottery and produce; élites and peasants consume? Is a
pot no more and no less than a container for produce? Is a church no
more and no less than a container for people involved in a certain ritual
practice? Is the Chronicon Vulturnese simply a compilation of the
charters of a monastery in south central Italy? Or are such aspects of
material culture endowed with, and the bearers of, meaning and
signification important for the production and reproduction of social
relations’. Which side of this opposition we come down on is dependant
upon how we see another, perhaps fundamental, opposition - that between

the society and the individualZ=.



This opposition has been referred to frequently in the preceeding two
chapters. The versions of systems theory used by Childe, the neo-
evolutionary school of American archaeology, and the new archaeology have
an inherent conception of the individual as almost epi-phenomenal to
historical directionality. People fulfil systems needs, and behave in
response to external, environmental stimulil. The same 1is true, as we have
seen 1in chapter 1, of Braudellian history. An alternative picture is that
presented by historians 1like Alan Macfarlane and archeclogists like
Grahame Clark. For them the opposition 1s resolved 1in favour of

individuality=.

The importance of these considerations for how we theorise material
culture stems from the implication in systems theory and structuralism
that men are not active but behavioural. Where Man 1s seen as a
functional device for satisfying system needs, material culture becomes
the product of motor responses. It is the deep structures within the
human mind which generate material culture, not the individual working
within structure. Similarily there is the assumption that such deep
structures are shared,
“everyone 1in soclety 1is assumed to have the same

structures, to see them from the same angle and to give
them the same meaning® (Hodder 1986: 48).

Rot only does structuralism deny creativity 1in material cultural
production and signification, 1t produces a consensualist picture of
soclety and social relations. Peaple share the same mental template; if

change or innovation occurs it is as a result of adaptive response.
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Vhen we turn to the other side of the individual/structure opposition we
find equally damaging results for the conceptualisation of material
culture. Here the individual 1s dominant and transcendant <(see the
quotation from Macfarlane at the start of this chapter). In terms of
material culture, this implies that each artefact or document is a largely
autonomous expression of the thought praocess and mentality of the agent
responsible for its execution (Shanks and Tilley 1987b: 97). If we see
material culture as simply the reflection of individual consciousness, we
have ?to suggest some means by which the individual projects "do not
cancel each other out 'in some meaningless chaotic resultant, but somehow
coalesce into a synthetic unity” (Benton 1984: 9). The primacy given to

the individual over society makes such a task very difficult.

Recent debates on the relationship of Archaeology to History serve to
illustrate the problems which can be caused by an inadequate (or moare
likely unconsidered) theorisation of the individual/society and material
culture/man oppositions. These debates have largely been among
archaeologists and are the product of the new confidence which came to
the subject through the assertions of objectivity and science of the new
archaeology. Some early medieval archaeologists have suggested that in
terms of testing theories and finding out what the past was really like,
historical archaeology can “proceed to those parts where prehistory
cannot go" (Hodges 1982b). It 1is further asserted that medieval
archaeology can and should attempt to write history without the help of

documents (Arnold 1984a).
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But such assertions of the strength of early medieval archaeology only
serve to illustrate a confused and double sided relationship with History,
and display a similar confusion over the nature of material culture. On
the one hand it is suggested that the presence of documentary evidence
allows us to reach those parts of past soclal systems which are
inaccessible to most archaeologists - méntalite, soclal structure and
ideology. The implications of this suggestion are profound and go largely
unrecognised. In essence, what is suggested is that those artefacts which
appear to communicate with us most directly - texts - have a primacy in
our constructions of the past. It 1s an acceptance that “facts* as
presented in the documents allow us to reproduce a Rankian past. It takes
archaeology back to the bottom rungs of the Hawksian ladder of inference
(cf. Hawkes 1954: 161 - 163; Smith 1955: 3 - 7.
Epistemologically/philosaphically it does 1little to change Archaeology's

relationship with History.

On the other hand, medieval archaeologists are being told that they can
and should write history themselves, without the aid of texts (cf. Armold
1984a; Bodges 1982a; Hope Taylor 1977; and Rahtz 1983). The capacity of
prehistorians to produce subtle and complex “"histories* without the use
of documents has emboldened early medieval archaeologists to attempt the
same (Hodges 1982b; Randsborg 1980; Arnold 1984a). This has been
combined with an emphasis on the"defects" inherent in historical textual
data - their production by a literate élite, their scarcity and laconic
nature for the early periods, and their frequent conflation of

mythical/heroic time with histarical/chronoclogical time.
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Glassie (1975: 8 - 12) accepts these arguments in suggesting that the
naturally prejudiced nature of documents means that they can only be used
as a “qualifying supplement" after social structure and practice have been
reconstructed using other material data, in this case 'surviving vernacular
buildings. However, Arnold puts the position in a more polemical fashion

"There are...great dangers in attempting to wring truth

from the historical material which is frequently in the

form of heroic tradition and is rarely contemporary. Such

documentation is likely to be distorted and it is a matter

for debate whether archaeological patterning can be fitted

to the nebulous information it provides. The historical

events of the period might be capable of providing a basic

chronology, but the dates can often only be extracted
through interpretation of the documents..* (Arnold 1984: 6).

The documentary sources are seen as providing a framework of facts -
names, dates, places - within which archaeological evidence can be fitted.
Vhen the historical evidence is found to be incapable of producing this
it 1s summarily dismissed. Further, it is implied that archaeclogical

evidence is not "distorted* in this way.

The archaeological evidence 1s seen as not being consciously produced
with communication across time and space in mind. It 1s not open to
manipulation either in the past or in the present. It i1s a given which
offers us fairly direct access to the "“real" past (as opposed to the
“distorted" past of History). All that is necessary to gain access is an
interpretative technique. Usually this is commonsense, though the more
“sophisticated" and au fait might prefer the methodological rigour of new

archaeolagy's middle range theory.
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So although there is a recognition that the additional data set provided
by documentary texts should privilege early medieval archaeology, the
view on the one hand that the historical sources are primary and given,
and on the ather that the archaeological data are passive and unconscious
productions means that 1little can be done to bring the two data sets
together. They are seen as being the products of different types of
mental processes - the one produced for communication, the other for
utilitarian purposes. The epistemological boundaries between the

disciplines thereby remain valid and insurmountable.

As stated at the outset, to escape from such confusions, we have to
produce a theory of material culture, and to do this we have to specify
the nature of the relationship between the individual and the social

framework within which (s)he lives.

83: 2 Structural Determinism or Individualistic Voluntarism?

No man 1s an Island, entire of itself
Every man Is a plece of the continent, a part of the main.
-~ J. Donne “"Devotions Upon Emerngent Occassions No. xvii".

Ve can immediately appreciate that Man is at one and the same time a
single unitary organism, and a member of a 1e‘n‘ger collectivity. The
opposition which has been drawn between these 1is very much in the order
of the "chicken and egg" type questions - which came first, or rather
which informs the other? There are at least two established schools of

thought; a third is emerging.



The first “school" sees soclety as a collection of preformed individuals.
This 1is essentially Macfarlane's position (1978). Individuals are said to
posiass the necessary social apparatus. The implication of this assertion
is that the qualities which Man needs in order to get on are to a large
extent innate or naturally given. Vhen Men come together in society these
larger organizational units contain nothing that is not already present
or latent in the constitution of each and every one of its members. Here

t;he object - soclety - is subordinated to the subject — the individual.

The dissemination and’ acceptance of this view of the individual/society
opposition owes much to the work of the nineteenth century philosopher
and soclologist Herbert Spencer (Spencer 1876). Spencer's views on the
nature of the relationship between society and the individual was formed
within a tradition of Enlighe‘rfnent philosophy and by his commitment to a
version of Lamarckian “transformism“4. This early alternative to the
Darwinian conception of the evolution asserted that not only would Man's
natural traits be passed on to his progeny, but so would those which
(s)he had acquired in the course of his or her 1life. This tends to weaken
the force of Spencer's suggestion that individuals come preformed to the
collectivity and points immediately to a more reflexive relationship

between the individual and society (see §3:3).

The antithesis of Spencer's view is that held by those who believe that
through the interaction, co-operation and association of the individuals
who make up soclety, an essence is created which amounts to more than
the sum of the parts. This essence seems to emerge almast by autogenesis

and exists at a level above that of soclety's constitutive elements. It is
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a reified emergent property which would continue to exist even were we,
in thought, to remave the constitutive individuals (Ingold 1986: 227).
Here, therefore, the object - society - is accorded priority over the

subject - the individual.

One of the principal theorists of “soclety* was Durkheim. For him
individuals are born into a preconstituted society, which they enter as
tabula rasa upon which the mores and values of society are impressed.
Soclety 1is eeen to direct the actions of individuals in éccordance with
some higher purpose ‘of its own. This purpose is carried out by the
individuals, without their knowledge, and is mediated through social
institutions. These institutions regulate and constrain human conduct
(Giddens 1979: 50 - 51; and Ingold 1986: 228 - 229). Social life is the
revelation and working out of Society's plan, though Durkheim believed
that none of society's regulative and constraining rules "can be found
entirely reproduced in the applications made of them by individuals,

since they exist without actually being applied" (1964: 7).

People are not born with a knowledge of *how to go on" in soclety
(Bourdieu 1977; Hodder 1986: 72); it is impressed on them, by soclety

itself.

As with the discussion of the Spencerian position, on further inspection
this apparently clear cut assertion of the acquired nature of human
behavioural characteristics tends to slip out of focus. In his discussion
of egotism and altruism, for example, Durkheim suggests that conduct of

the former kind is “determined by sentiments and representations which
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are exclusivly personal® while the latter 1is conduct as the execution of
the will of soclety (1933: 197 - 198). A logical consequence of this
distinction seems to suggest that Man is "naturally” egotistical.
“Altruism 1s not the expression of dispositions inhering in
the nature of the individual but the suppression of these
dispositions by a higher purpose....In short, altruism
attests to the regulation of the individual by socliety, or

the subordination of the pyschological to the social*
(Ingold 1986: 280 - 281).

Man, therefore, has innate instincts, among them egoism, which are held in
check by, and subordinated to, the higher needs of society. The apparent
solidity of the Durkheim's subordination of the individual to society has
started to fray at the edges and again suggests the need for a more
coherent conceptualisation of the individual/society opposition. This

conception leads to a deconstruction of the opposition itself (see §3:3).

Althusser's works have been among the most debated of those who work
within the Marxist tradition®. His two main works (1969 and, with E.
Balibar, 1970), and most of the rest of his philosophical writings, were
centred on a commitment to counter the humanism and idealism which
characterised the then dominant phenomenological and existential versions
of Marxism <(such as that of Sartre - 1976). He also opposed the
reductionism which he saw as inherent in the writings of Marxists who
take Marx's assertion that

*In the social production of their existence, men
inevitabily enter 1into definite relations, which are
independent of their will, namely relations of production
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their
material forces of production. The totality of these
relations of production constitutes the economic structure
of soclety, the real foundation on which arises a legal and
political superstructure and to- which correspond definite
forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of

_86_



material life conditions the general process of social,
political and intellectual life* (Marx 1970: 20 - 21)

as their fundamental guiding principle.

Vhat is deduced from this passage is that in all social formations the
economic infrastructure determined the form and nature of the political
and 1deological superstructure. Not only was the economy the dominant
level 1n any particular social formation, but within the economic base
itself it was the forces of production which determined the sacial
relations of production
YAt a certain stage of development, the material productive
forces of soclety come into conflict with the existing
relations of production...From forms of development of the
productive forces these relations turn into their fetters.
Then begins an era of social revolution" (iIbid; see also
Marx and Engels 1973: 39).
This argument was taken to its logical reductionist 1limit with the
suggestion by Marx that "The hand mill gives you society with the feudal

lord; the steam mill society with the industrial capitalist* (1956: 137>

Although Marx and Engels used the anthropological works then available in
their analysis of capitalist and precapitalist social formations (see
Bloch 1984 for a full account), anthropology was still in its infancy
(Yolf 1982: 13 -~ 14; Bloch 1984: 1), Through‘ almost a century of
anthropological fieldwork we now know much more about a broader range of
*primitive" socleties than Marx could ever have. One of the principle

results of this accumulated knowledge was the realisation that the
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*economy" did not always appear to play a pivotal role in structuring

social relations and in determining societal superstructures.

Vork in this field has been dominated by French scholars, most notably
Maurice Godelier”. They have focussed on the role of kinship as a means
of structuring social relations 1in anthropologically known societies.
Godelier has extended the argument to question the very validity of the
notions of infrastructure and superstructure as descriptions of a
hierarchical reality. In his work be attempts to show that kinship, for
example, operates 1n what would be defined as both infrastructure and
superstructure. The same is true, under different contingent historical

circumstances, of other instances in the social formation®.

Godelier cancludes that in all cases the level or instance of the soclal
formation which dominates will be that which at the same time functions
as relations of production. In this way he appears to preserve the
Marxist determination by the economic through the postulation of a
hierarchy of functions as opposed to one of levels. He sums up thus -
“After this analysis 1in which we have seen kinship
relations, religious relations and political relations
respectively forming the economic structure of soclety, we
reach the (followingl conclusion.....the distinction between
relations of production and superstructures 1is, in its
underlying principle, a distinction between functions and
not between institutions" (1986: 141).
Godelier thus tries to square the anthropological evidence with a version
of the economist reading of Marx. The same can be sald of the work of

Althusser and bhis followers, though characteristically they go much

further and, in some cases, seek to negate the value of what they call

_88_



*empiricist® disciplines like Anthropology and History to Marxist theory

and politics (see Hindness and Hirst 1975: 312).

Althusser sees society as being formed of a series of reglons or
objective levels which he terms “instances" - the economy, politics and
ideology (or forms of social consclousness). Where he differs from those
who adhere strictly to an economic reductionist reading of Marx, is in
the role played by the economic instance in structuring the social
formation. Vhereas for others the economic is always dcminaﬁt. for
Althusser there is a \c':omplex relationship between this and all the other
instances such that the economic determines only which of imstance will
dominate the structuring of the social formation, and then only in the

last instance®,

Asa consequence the social formation 1is *“overdetermined®. Change cannot
be simply the result of contradictions between the forces and relations
of production. Rather this contradiction 1is also expressed in the other
instances of the social formation so that a whole web of contradictions
can build up within the social formation. If these are not dissipated then
a revolutionary Jjuncture can occur with an attendant switch to a
different mode of structuring the structures of the social formation. This
is predicated upon the rise to dominance, though always through the
“agency" of the economic, of another instance (see Althusser and Balibar

1970: 186 - 189; and Giddens 1979: 155 — 160; Callinicos 1987: 10)'°.

For Althusser, as for Levi-Strauss (see abave note 6), the structure is

“i{mminent in its effects" (Althusser and Balibar 1970: 188). These effects
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are no more and no less than the actions of people, or in the case of
Archaeology and History, the material outcomes of those actions. The only
relevance they have 1n Althusserian Marxism 1s to demonstrate the
existence of structure. The real subject of historical analysis becomes
the structure. People are seen a$ being mere bearers or supports of the
structure.

“The true subjects of the practices of social production

are the relations of production. Men are never anything

more than the bearers/supports/effects of these relations®
(Althusser and Balibar 1970: 180).

How then does Althusser deal with the belief that people, perhaps
especially revolutionary Marxists, hold that they can actually effect
change within the social formation in which they live through struggle?
He asserts that this perception does not in fact correspond to "reality",
but arises from their constitution as subjects through 1deology

(Althusser 1977b)1''.

Althusser reaches this conclusion as a result of his conception of
ideclogy, which departs from the “false consclousness® model so often
used within Marxist philosophy and historiography. Ideology is seen as a
necessary constituent of any soclal formation. Rather than being a
- reflection of reality, it helps to constitute reality and to create
“subjects* through the practical organisation ;)f day to day life.
*Ideclogy 1is not the conscious creation of human subjects; it 1is only
through and 1in ideology that conscious subjects exist*® (Giddens 1979:
179). 1Ideology allows the subjects to perceive of themselves as

individuals, not simply the supports of structure. Its reality is mediated
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through the societal institutions and apparatuses which contribute to the
formation of the subject. In the early medieval world the dominant
"Ideological State Apparatus* must have been the church (see chapters 7

and 8).

For Althusser 1ideology was the %“saoclal cement* which ensured the
cohesion of soclety. But this view of ideology betrays the persistence of
elements of what Larrain calls the ‘negative conception of 1ideology’
(1983: 91). Thus 1if the agents are unaware of the structures which
operate “behind their " backs®, then the ideological representation of the
way their world is ordered must to an extent be illusory or mythical'Z.

“Reality* is only obvious to the scientist, objectively placed outside.

Ve have returned to a conceptualisation of change as the more or less
fortuitous coincidence of disjunctures between the levels of the social
formation. Class struggle and human agency are dismissed amid a series
of overdetermined reified levels. There is no notion of the role of
politics - as human activity rather than structural level - as baving
transformative capacity. The classic Marxist proposition that “The
history of all hitherto existing soclety 1is the history of class
struggles® (Marx 1975: 32) has been replaced by one which proposes
instead that The history of all hitherto existing. society 1s the history
of revolutionary transitions brought about by the colncidence In time of
contradictions 1in reified structural levels within social formations! -

"by falling to construct practice other than negatively,

objectivism 1s condemned to....reify abstractions, by the

fallacy of treating the objects created by science....as
realities endowed with a social efficacy, capable of acting
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as agents responsible for historical actions or as a power
capable of restraining practices" (Bourdieu 1977: 26 - 27).

83: 3 Soclety and the Individual: a Recursive Alternative

“[There 1s al permanent oscillation, ...fa] potential
disjuncture 1in Marx's own writings between his ascription
of the primary motor of historical change to the
contradiction between forces and relations of production,
on the one hand...and to the class struggle on the other
bhand...The first refers essentially to a
structural...reality....The second refers to the subjective
forces contending and colliding for mastery over social
forms and historical processes" (Anderson 1983: 34).
Anderson concludes his discussion by asking "How are these two distinct
types of causality to be articulated in the theory of historical
materialism" (ibid). I will suggest that the answer is to be found within

the works of Marx.

Deconstruction 1s currently fashionable but Marx had effectively
demolished the myth of individualism and that of the structure bound
agent long before the former became the ideological cornerstone of the
"New Victorians" or the latter found its way into French philosophy and
historiography. For the former we need go no further than the first page
of Grundrisse where Marx states that, in their conceptualisations of the
“individual and isolated hunter and fisherman...Smith and Ricardo still
stand with both feet on the shoulders of eighteénth prophets in whose
imaginations this eighteenth century individual...appears as an ideal,
whose existence they project into the past. Not as a historic result but
as history's point of departure* (1973: 85. For the full quotation see

chapter 1).
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This point has also been made by Foucault, as part of a serles of works
(e.g. 1972, 1974, 1977) which attempt to construct genealogies for many
"natural* Vestern institutions and ideas. These do not aim to trace points
of origin but to show their essential transcience as concepts. Thus when
considering the concept of Man-as-ego, Foucault argues that it 1S “an
invention of recent date® which, with changes 1in the structure of
discourse, could be “erased like a face drawn in the sand at the edge of
the sea (1974: 387). As with many of the institutions he examined, the
turning point for the emergence of the ego-centred subject was the rise
of the capitalist xnod"e of production in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries.

*This was the period in which the ‘'sciences of man' -

those sclences which privileged humanity as a centre and

telos of their domain, were constructed, soon to take their

reconizable modern positivity. This was the appearance of

Vestern humanity as a subject 1imn and of discourse.

Sometime at the end of the eighteenth century humanity

appeared" (Shanks and Tilley 1987b: 66; see also Lowe 1982:
20).

This is not necessarily to return to the orthodox Marxist premiss
whereby forms of consclousness are determined by the mode of production
(Marx 1970: 20 - 21); it rather demonstrates that they are inextricably
linked. The concept of individualism, of the free agent exercising free
will and conferring meaning, is “an ideological component of capitalist
social relations* (Shanks and Tilley 1987b: 77; as much in present
historiography and political thought as in the nineteenth century (see

note 13, chapter 1).

As for the structure bound agents, another quote from Marx serves as an
excellent deconstructional tool -
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*History does nothing, it 'possesses no immense wealth' it

'wages no battles'. It is man, real living man, that does

all that, that possesses and fights; ‘history' is not a

person apart, using man as means for it's own particular

aims; history is nothing but the activity of man pursuing

his aims* (1956: 125)
Marx thus reaffirms the capacity of human beings to act, and stresses the
efficacy of their actions in the historical process. He 1s completely in
tune with those criticisms of structuralism which see 1t as ahistorical,
as emphasising consensus and sta:bility, and as removing power from

people (see Bourdieu 1977; Hodder 1986; Ingold 1986; Shanks and Tilley

1987b).

The very fact that Marx assigns causal importance to both sides of the
structure/agent antimony shows that he believed that each was important.
The effective dissolution of the opposition comes in one of the most
famous passages from his work -
“Men make their own history, but they do not make it just
as they please; they do not make it under circumstances
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly
encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The
tradition of all the dead generations weighs 1like a
nightmare on the brain of the 1living" (in an extract from

The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte reproduced in
Fischer 1973: 168).

Marx thus suggested that human agency, productivity and creativity takes
place within the bounds of structures, which are‘themselves the product
of human actions (creativity, productivity etc.)'®. The alternative causal
importance Marx allowed to each side of the structure/agent opposition

can be balanced through a holistic reading of his work'<.
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The dissolution of the soclety (structure)/individual opposition which I
bhave claimed to find in the works of Marx, has recently been developed as
a third, and perhaps dominant, school of thought on this relatiznship. It
is strange, though hardly surprising, that the most prolific advocate of
this position - Anthony Giddens - developed his approach in reaction to
what he perceived as a structural determination in Marx's writings (see
Giddens 1981; Vright 1983). That determination does exist in parts, and
in readings, of the texts. In many respects, however, the position
advocated by Giddens would be acceptable to all but the most orthodox
Marxists, and so it .‘is to his work that I will refer in outlining a
recursive alternative to “structural determination and individualistic

voluntarism".

The central element in what Giddens calls his %“theory of structuration"
(for what follows see Giddens 1979, 1981) is the dvality of structure. He
asserts that, rather than human agents being either Althusserian supports
of structure, or existentialist free agents, there 1is a recursive
relationship between agent and structure. Structures are both the
sedimented product of past human action, and the field in which present
soclal practice takes place - “the structural properties of soclal systems
are both the medium and outcome of the practices which constitute those
social systems" (1979: 69)'S. Structures therefore do not simply

constraln; they also enable.

Social practices are carried out by knowledgeable agents who do not come
into the world preformed, as tabulae rasae. They are born into a world

structured though its accumulated stocks of knowledge, rules, resources,
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and practices. Agents acquire knowledge of how to go on in the world
though practical experience, through living. The basic categories,
divisions and interpretations which characterise the social world are
inculcated at the level of practical consciousness. These acquired
habitual practices form the basis for 1living; their execution reproduces
the social structures which inform their character. Bourdieu calls this
habitus (1977) and it 1s the process whereby arbitary concepts become

naturalised.

This is neither to return to a conception of structures as essences which
“act behind the backs* of agents, nor a move 1in the direction of
determination by a Freudian unconscious (Giddens 1981: 27). For every
agent has some degree of knowledge of the rules and resources which are
there to be drawn upon -~ “all social actors, no matter how lowly, have
some degree of penetration of the sacial forms which oppress them® (1979:
72). This 1is the discursive knowledge held by agents. This conception
immediately mitigates against those "dominant ideology* theories which
impose an intellectual division onto a perceived social hierarchy (see
Abercrombie et. al. 1980). It does not allow that élites are the sole
producers and transmitters of ideas, material culture, and social practice
which are simply taken on board by passive, receptive, uncreative lower
orders. In so doing 1t opens the way for considerations of contradiction,

disjuncture, manipulation, and resistance.

The agent's knowledge 1s, haowever, bounded, not any by lack of
intelligence but by the opacity of the system and by the unacknowledged

conditions and consequences of their actions. Penetration of the social
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system is never complete at any level of the social formation. The causes
and consequences of action can therefore never be the subject of effective
reflexive monitoring. Although this might be seen as positing the social
system and its structures as an essence which transcends the individual,
it is more an acknowledgement of the power and pervasiveness of bhabitus

and an acquired stock of tacit knowledge.

The ;stress laid upon habitus in the reproduction of social structures, and
the implied importance attached to the unacknowledged conditions and
consequences of action does not allow us to Vsuggest that etructural
change or transformation in social systems is simply a matter of chance.
To assert this would again deny agency and take us back to our
revolutionary transitions as the product of contradictions of reified
structural levels (see §3:2). To make this point clear we must rethink
what we mean by power, change, and society. Again the work of Giddens in

particular, and social thearists in general, provide the starting point.

¥any of the theories of society we have examined stress stability and
consensus. Change 1is seen as episodic and, given the epistemological
bases on which these theories rest, lacks adequate explanation. Part of
the reason for this is to be found in their conceptualization of society
as a bounded and real totality, made up of a number of discrete and
distinctive levels or subsystems. Most social theories agree that

*"To make general sociological statements requires that we

isolate a soclety and observe regularities 1in the
relationship between its parts" (Mann 1986: 14).
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The conception of soclety as a functioning, organic, totality brings with
it a notion that when change occurs in one level or subsystem it may be
effective in others and lead to total structural transformation, or may be
absorbed within the adaptive, structural bounds of the system. This can
be seen in both the *“deviation amplifying  mechanisms" and
“positive/negative feedback" of systems theory (see Clarke 1978), and in
the overdetermination of contradiction in Althusserian Marxism. In both

cases changes are elther system wide or are absorbed. ;

If we see human pfactice as having a recursive relationship with
structure; if we see the subject as creating and being created by the
institutions which are the product of routinised practice, then our
conception of both “society" and "change" has to be altered. We should see
that because of discursive and parctical consciousness human beings don't
simply reproduce relations of power, kinship relations etc. Their
intelligence, knowledgeability, ability to go on in the world leads to the
possibility of the
*reordering or transformation of structures because
meanings and principles for conduct are re-evaluated in
practice, in the negotiation and manipulation of social
agents, in the historical and conjunctural circumstances of
practice, and through the contingent effects of the

unintended consequences of actian" (Shanks and Tilley 1987:
72, emphasis added).

Mann makes a similar point when he suggests that outside the
institutionalised practice which constitutes structure, human agents
develop relations of power which may come to overtake the existing
structures -

*This may bhappen as a direct challenge to existing
institutions, or it may happen unintentionally and
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‘interstitially’' - between the interstices and around their
edges - creating new relations and institutions that have
unintended consequences for the old* (1986: 15).

The 1logical conclusion to these points 1is that society, as 1t is
conventionally seen, is an illusion. It is in fact an illusion produced by
the imposition of a reified Vestern construct on the past. Rather we
should see human agents as constructing and participating in a series of
1ntera<;ting networks of social relations of varying duration and density.
These relations create, transform, and subvert emergent and established
structures. There is l‘ittle reason, therefore, to suppose that change will
occur  simultaneocusly in all structures at once. Intentionality,
contingency, unintended consequences and causes come together at
conjuctures to effect change in each or any. Change is constant in time
and differential in its object and effects.

*No society can be absolutely stable, nor will social

changes of even the most drastic sort alter every aspect

of action, thought and feeling. Stability and change are

both relative terms, neither can be conceptualised except

in terms of the other and both reside in all social forms®
(Shanks and Tilley 1987b: 177)'S.

This is a very important point and one which will play a significant part
in this thesis. I will argue that just as the Roman Empire should not be
seen as having been constructed to an imperialist masterplan, but was
rather the product of a series of ad hoc accom&édations to contingent
historical circumstances (see Freeman n. d.; Barrett n. d.), so too the
structures which formed 1its later stages were transformed through

practice at different rates. This has important consequences for
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perceptions of, and the ability to draw upon, appropriate, and manipulate,

the past in the early medieval period.

If we allow that agents are not dummies but that they have discursive
knowledge and a degree of understanding of the consequences of their
actions for reproducing/transforming structures, then we depart from a
singular conception of power. This concept is a concomitant of dominant
1Adeology theories. It 1s a conception which sees power as having a fixed :
locus or source in the upper strata of society, from whence it is
dispersed downwards in the form of coercion and subjugation. This is

essentially power over.

A more holistic conception of power defines the latter as “the ability to
pursue and attain goals" (Mann 1986: 6) or as " the capabllity of actors
to secure outcomes where the realisation of those outcomes depends upon
the agency of others" (Giddens 1979: 93). This is pawer to. In this sense
power 1is not a resource to be drawn upon at will. Rather resources are
the media through which power is exercised. “The exercise of power is not
itself a type of act; rather power is instantiated in action, as regular
and routine phenomenon* (Giddens 1979: 91). Power is 1inherent in day to
day action, in the reproduction, negotiation and transformation of social

relations.

Giddens (1979, and 1981) sgpecifies two types of resource which are
routinely drawn upon in the exercise of pawer. He suggests that control
of, or access to, allocative resources - that 1is material, natural

products - has only been of prime importance in the reproduction of
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power relations within capitalism. In all pre-capitalist societies, he
suggests, it was rather authoritative resources - control over persons -
which constituted structures of domination (1979: 100). In the latter the
development of written forms of recording are of fundamantal importance
since they increase the capacity to store and control information and
knowledge relevant to the administration of both people and resources
(1981: 94 - 5; see also Goody 1968, 1977, and below chapter 9 for a
discussion of this point fn relation to the charters of ninth and tenth

century central Italy).

Giddens' analytical distinction between these two types of resources is,
however, flawed. We have to ask why control of persons should of itself
be of any interest? Ve can either postulate an innate lust for power, or
bring the two +types of resource together and suggest that the
“beneficlaries of increasing time-space distanciation of authoritative
resourc% are typically ruling classes who use their increasing command of
authoritative resources to increase their material welfare" (¥right 1983:
33). I will later argue that this can be seen to be the case in the later

part of the ninth and tenth centuries in Italy (see chapter 7).

If power is involved in day to day social interaction, we can assert that
power relations are always two-way, 1f rarely symmetrical. Each
individual can to a greater or lesser extent draw upon resources in
order to attain their needs,wants or goals. The ability to draw upon such
resources 1is dependent on the agents position within present structures.
An individual or representative of an institution like the Church may

have the ability/autharity to call upon an accumulated stock of resourcs
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depending on tradition, law, and/or custom. The bi-lateral relationships
of daily interaction owe their symmetry or assymetry to the "tradition of
all the dead generations" (Marx 1954). This is again to make the point
that although agents have discursive knowledge and the capacity to make
choices and initiate action, they are born into a world where the actions
of their forebears have created structures which their own actions either

reproduce or transform.

All this is not to deny the fact or significance of the power aver
definition. In fact as Shanks and Tilley suggest
*Power may be usually connected with the sectional
interests of individuals or groups imvolving exploitation,
domination and subjection, and resistance to these

practices, but this is it's usual effect rather than part of
its definition (1987b: 73).

The oppositional side of this notion of power is that of resistance. When
brought 1into play, resistence is 1tself an exercise of power and
demonstrates at the practical level the bi-lateral nature of power in any
social relation. The concept of resistance is often mentioned but rarely
worked through in detail. It need not take the form of overt struggle.
There is a “vast and relatively unexplored middle ground...between
passivity and open collective defiance" (Scott and Kerkvliet 1986: 1; see
alsa Scott 1986, Turton 1986). It can simply xx;ean lack of full co-
operation. It can also take the form of the refusal to follow a path or
set of guide lines laid down by an authority; or it can mean to work
outside of, and on the edges of, established structures. This is a concept

which has great relevance to the construction of central Italian history
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which I will shortly present. It allows us to picture a set of relations
where, although authorities at the local level could draw upon great
resources as a basis for their power, the choice and capacity to resist

and work outside the system was not totally eroded (see chapter 9).

Ve thus have a theory of the relationship between agents and structures,
between individuals and the "society" they live in, which takes us beyond
the functionalism and ahistoricism which we have identified as the
failings in other conceptions. Agents live, work, and act within created
structures; they are \themselves the creators and transformers of those
structures. Ve can thus move away from the notion of individuals as
supports of structures which act behind their backs, and from that which
Ingold has caricatured as the notion of structure as "“an accumulating
deposit.. on the surface of which the individual subject leads out a
solitary and narcissistic dance® (1986: 215). Ve reintroduce history,
dynamism and diachrony into a field concerned with structure, system,
synchrony and stability. For archaeologists and historians, working as
they do with the long and middle ranges of historical process, this is

most important. It remains to show how this affects our conception of

material culture.

§3: 4 Naterial Culture as Sign System

Since material culture is the medium on which archaeologists base their
constructions of the past, there has always been some connection between
the social theory propounded and a conception of the nature of material

culture. By and large this connection has largely been untheorised and
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presented as a given at the commonsense level. In Archaeology's earliest
days, when data collection was the prime concern, the artefacts
themselves were of comsuming importance, and any interpretation was
based on the comstruction of typologies in a manner very similar to that
used in the biological sciences (Clarke 1978). Vith the emergence of the
cultural historical approach, the clusters of artefacts defined as
“cultures"” were seen to equate in a fairly immediate fashion with a human
group.

"We find certain types of remains - pots, implements,

burial rites, house forms - constantly recurring together.

Such a complex of regularly associated traits we shall

term a ‘cultural group' or a ‘culture’. Ve assume that such

a complex is the material expression of what today would
be called a people" (Childe 1929: v - vi). ‘

Vith the emergence of evolutionary and new archaeology, the view
developed that culture, in most of the senses of the word, was functiomnal.
It was part of Man's apparatus for remaining in equilibrium with the
environment (Clarke 1978). This was held to be true even for those
aspects of material culture which were seen as stylistic or symbolic.
These features, often the residue after function has been analytically
seporated out, served to promote group solidarity, cohesiveness and
identity. They functioned to ensure a cohesive socially reproductive unit
in the face of external change and flux (see Binford 1972: 200; Edmonds

and Thomas 1987).
In all these approaches, although material culture was theoretically the
starting point, and an historical construction the product, the

relationship between material culture and its producer got lost along the
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way. In line with positivist epistemology, the objectivisation of the
trace of the past served to alienate it from its context of production,
consumption and distribution. Its objectivity in the present seporated it
from its producer in the past. As such material culture becane,
paradoxically given what I have said at the start of this paragraph, to
be seen as somehow peripheral to the constitution of past socleties
themselves. Its role in constructing historical and archaeological texts
in the pf'esent was recognised. Its efficacy in the past was ignored.
Material culture was seen as "passive". It reflected the past in mirror

like objectivity (see Hodder 1982a).

Although we stated above that there must be a link between our social
theories and our perception of the nature of material culture, this was
largely denied by functionalist archaeology. As part of scientific
objectivism, it was proposed that the data could be separated from our
thearies about it. Data classification "was held to be a neutral device
and independent of theory" (Shanks and Tilley 1987b: 83). But as we have
stated many times, what we bhave to recognise is that if we change our
conception of how socleties are structured then we must also examine our

perspectives on the material residues of those societies (Edmonds n. d.).

If we think of human agents creating and being created by structures, and
of practice reproducing and transforming the latter, we move from people
as passive responders to active creators.

"A direct implication of ascribing an active intelligence

to past peoples, as opposed to a passive stimulus-response

conception 1is that the remains we recover are to be

interpreted as creations by people 1in accordance with
their representation of the natural and social world. This
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is not determinate response but an active intervention; the
social production of reality” (Miller and Tilley 1984b: 3).

If we accept that "humans construct their reality, through practice
working in and through structure, then we cannot exempt any single realm
of social experience from this. Production is social activity. Material
culture is endowed with meaning and signification and 1s used by agents
in the creation and negotiation of social relations, including those of
domination and subjection. To separate this from the process whereby
agents construct reality <(and themselves) 1is to relegate it to the
product of motor response. Is there any valid reason to make such an
arbitrary separation? Similarily 1if we assert that that some material
culture is the bearer of meaning, while some is purely functional, we have

to justify the separation.

Such a division 1is that freciuently reproduced in art history where works
of "high culture" are examined in terms of their signification. But are we
saying that élite products are important in the constitution of saciety,
while “everday" products like pottery, glass, cities etc. are not. Again
this is to fall into the trap of the dominant ideology thesis which
ascribes intelligence and creativity to a small controlling élite, and
passive subservience to the masses. Such a conception is politically

dangerous and morally unacceptable'”.
Continuing to develop the vital concepts of recursiveness and duality of
structure, we can see that material culture is both the product of actioms

which are articuleated through social relationships, and at the same time
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the means by which those social relationships are constructed, reproduced
and transformed. If we see all material culture as active'® in the
creation and negotiation of social relationships this must apply equally
to the documentary evidence which after all also represents "socially
determined individual production® (Marx 1973: 84). This recognition takes
us beyond those approaches which seek to integrate archaeological and
historical data by fitting the latter into a framework of given facts
provided by the former. Rather than dismiss the “distorted" historical
text for its deviation from a presumed reality, texts as élite productions
must be situated within a theoretical perspective which allows us to see
how their apparent biases and distortions are in fact attempts by an
élite to impose a dominant world view, to legitimise relations of
subordination and domination and to reify that which is transient and

historically contingent.

Thics consideration of text as material cultural product forces us to
consider its inverse - material culture as non-documentary, non-verbal
discourse. This is the implication of assertions of the “active" nature of
material culture and of its efficacy in creating and transforming social
relations through its “activation" in practice. Developing this arguement
and drawing upon some of the methodological elements of semiotics, we
can suggest that, as with the relationship between signifiers and
signifieds 1in linguistics, so meaning is inherent not in the object of
material culture (the sign) but in its relationship with other signs. This

leads us to consider the importance of an archaeology of context.
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The contextual archaeology argued for here, following Hodder (1986, and
1987), is one which requires that we seek out relations of similarity and
difference 1in the material cultural product through a detailing of
variation along a number of parameters, the most important of which are
temporal and spatial (Hodder 1986: 128 - 134). In so doing we create
genealogies for different aspects of material culture. Placing these side
by side reveals, not only the differential appearance of disjunctures and
changes; within the total material culture residue (Thomas 1989
forthcoming), but also places that residue within its own text - context.
The importance of thié contextual archaeology is dual. It can show that
structures are created, reproduced, and tr{sfcrmed in differential time
and space. This 1s not to suggest an inflexible, deterministic, link
between material cultural product and the structures it is reflexively
involved with. The mutability of that 1link, and the historical nature of
meaning, is in fact demonstrated by, and mediated through, contextual
archaeology's second importance - its creation of a series of relational
signs, the construction of a material language of “silent" discourse which

is historically and spatially specific.
€3: 5 Texts in Context

An important question in historical archaeclogy, and very significant for
this thesis, is what 1is the relationship between this non-verbal
discourse, orality, and the written text? I have already given an answer
of sorts to this question in suggesting that documentary evidence should
be seen as material culture. Ve can take this further by emphbasising the

changing nature of textual production, distribution and consumption.
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Literacy cannot be seen as a “monolithic entity” which has the same
meaning and implications in all socleties over time and space. Rather
"its potentialities depend upon the kind of system that obtains in any
particular society" (Goody 1968: 3). Ve have to appreciate how the
spatial and hierarchical location of 1literacy contributed to the
reproduction and transformation of particular social systems. Ve have to
show how literacy worked within historically defined groups. Ve have to

explode the myth of literacy'®.

The situvation of litei‘acy within context shows how, like all material
culture, it is constitutive of and constituted by social relations. This

can be illustrated by taking two examples of relevance to this thesis.

Right up to the achievement of mass literacy in recent times the ability
to read and write was restricted to a relatively small number of people.
Even 1in the vastly bureaucratic Roman Empire the existence of large
numbers of inscriptions and other forms of written evidence should not
encourage us to believe that literacy was for the masses or was even
common. Although we might assume "a widespread recognition of literate
norms in education and soclety...in practice genuine literacy is not
universal (Stock 1983: 7). Scribal hands and formulaic layouts can be
detected among the thousands of papyri from Roman Egypt dispelling the
myth that literacy was normal and that Greek was the dominant form of
verbal discourse. The élite learned, spoke, and wrote in Greek or Latin;
the masses were illiterate and probably spoke in different tougues (Jomes
1964: 995 - 997; see also de Ste Croix 1983: 16 - 17). Ve might

reasonably suggest that this cultural division was one way the upper
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class constituted themselves as a separate order. Their proximity to the
source of imperial, economic, political and social power through thelr
control over the santioned form of State discourse served to reproduce
their relationship with the core; while their constitution as a class 1in
and through language, material culture and text served to reinforce their

domination of the rest of the social order.

Vith the breakdown of the educational;structures towards the end of the
Empire, the literate percentage of the population must have fallen even
further - literacy is .' an essentially learned process. Thus in the early
medieval west effective literacy was restricted to a small élite. Further
it was spatially restricted to cities and certain religious institutions -
the monasteries and the papacy. The result was that down to the
thirteenth century, written traditions were largely islands of higher
culture in an environment which was not so much illiterate as nonliterate

(Stock 1983: 7).

The association of the written form of discourse with these socially and
spatially restricted groups to some extent formed the basis though which
they were important in establishing and maintaining relations of power.
Documents produced by the religious élite in the Soriptorié of churches
and monasteries appeared to have a direct - connection with the
supernatural - with an authority beyond that of this world. Just as the
miller Menocchio Scandella in Ginzburg's The Cheese and the Worms (1982:
9) told his inquisitors that because they cannot understand what is going
on in court, “the speaking of Latin is the betrayal of the poor" and

complains that 1f they “"want to say four words they have to bhave a
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lawyer*, so the production of these early medieval texts in an arcane
language served to increase their mysterious nature and to maintain a
gulf not only beteween those who could read and write, but also between
those who spoke this language and those who spoke the vernacular. Their
production and preservation in cities points directly to the links with
the institutions of power which resided there, for example the secular

courts (see ¥ickham 1986).

In both these cases the situation of the text within context shows haw
the power of the texf derives from and reproduces its associations with
existing and past power structures. Documents have associations beyond
that of objective, or even distorted record (see Vickham 1986: 117). They
are artefacts used in the differentiation and constitution of self, class
and society, and are therefore implicated in the negotiation and

manipulation of social relationms.

€3: 6 Conclusion

“No work sees the light which hoary old age

does not destroy or wicked time overturn:

only letters are immortal and ward off death,

only letters in books bring the past to life.

Indeed God's hand carved letters on the rock

that pleased Him when He gave his law to the people,

and these letters reveal everything in the world that is,
has been, or may chance to come" (from On Writing by the
early ninth century Carolingian poet Hrabanus Maurus.
Quoted in Godman 1985: 249).

In arguing for a "social history of language, a social history of speech,

a social history of communication®, Burke makes four points about the
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relationship between language and the societles in which they are spoken
or written -

1. Different social groups use different varieties of
language.

2. The same people employ different varieties of language
in different situations.

3. Language reflects the society <{(or culture) in which it
is spoken.

4. Language shapes the society in which it is .spoken
(1987: 3 - 1),

He is essentially poir;ting to the same recursiveness between language and
social relationships which we have just argued for texts and artefacts.
They are all forms of discourse through which social relations are
constituted and transformed. They gain their meaning in relationship to
each other, not in and of themselves. This consideration provides both
the necessity, and the methodology, for bringing Archeology and History
together. Only through the use of both, where they exist, can the context
which gives meaning be established. This is not to argue that we negate
the specialisations proper to both. The documentary evidence still has to
be discovered and interpreted as has the archaeological evidence. But
these speclalicsations should not blind us to the necessity of breaking
down the disciplinary barriers. The archaeological and historical evidence
do not speak in the same way about the same things, but just as “the
depth of social meaning in the world derives partly from the use of
multiple channels for its transmission" (Shanks and Tilley 1987b: 104) so
our constructions of the past will be all the stronger forthe
contextualisation of the products of those different transmissions. Ve

may use “letters in books (tol bring the past to life" but Man's hand has
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carved letters on rock too, and despite Hrabanus Maurus' assertions to
the contrary, this work has not been totally destroyed by "hoary old age*

or overturned by "wicked time".

It is the archeological evidence which must be brought to the fore. Not
because 1t 1is objective or any more real than the rest of material
culture, but because it has so far been denied a voice (mostly we might
add by archaeologists). Ve can suggest that assertions that the mute
stones cannot speak, or that the spade has no mouth, derive from our
inhabiting a world dominated by the written and, increasingly, by the
spaoken word. “Victor Hugo prohesied that the book will bring about the
death of architecture...[Hel put the prophecy in the mouth of Claude Follo,
the archdeacon of Notre-Dame, who could still read his cathedral and its
surroundings as one might read a hieroglyphic scripture...Once the
mysteries could be spelled out...from printed words, the desire for a
built summa, for the cathedral and the monument, would atrophy and so
dispose of the whole notion of a man made environment charged with
meaning®™ (Rykwert 1982b: 131). If this really is the case, and it would
seem likely, then our concentration on the written from of discourse
becomes just another modern contingency which we impose on the past in
our attempts to appropriate it. But the past was different. In world's on
“the margins of literacy" the "silent" discourse of the material world had
a louder volce. We must try to locate it, listen to 1it, and then we must

try to write about the past.
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CHAPTER FOUR

¥riting Histary

“The past, then, 1s gone; it can't be recaptured in 1itself,
relived as object. It exists now only in its connection
with the present, 1in the  ©present's practice of
interpretation* (Shanks and Tilley 1987: 26)

"The [archaeologicall record appears as a text, which...can
only be translated in our own terms. However self critical
such 'translations' may be they can never confront the real
conditions of authorship by which the text was
constructed. VWhilst our concerns and motivations in
archaeological and historical writing do indeed derive
from contemparary conditions...we cannot deny the real
nature of |historical conditions" (Barrett 1988: 14,
emphasis added).

§4: 1 Introduction

A constant theme of this work bas been that the historian and archaeclogist
are situated in the present, and that they deal with the material traces of
a non-existent object - the past. It has been argued that history is
written in and for the present. The implications of this suggestion are
profound and politically dangerous, as we will show later (84:3). 1
therefore want to expand on that statement, draw out its implications, and

thereby clarify it.

Ve shall approach the subject by asking what historical constructions based
on these premisses mean? If we eschew the position of historian as
independent outsider, observing, collecting, collating, and analysing "facts"
from the past (as the arguments outlined in the preceeding chapters suggest

we must) what will be the status of the history we write? If we refuse the
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mantle of archaeologist searching for and constructing laws of human
behaviour, what relationship does our history have with the "truth®, with

how it really was in the Rankian past?

§84: 2 History as Flatonic Sign

In chapter 1 we outlined Collingwood's belief that a Rankian past "as it
really was" could be ‘avoided by attempting to rethink the thought of the
agent responsible for the recorded events (see 81:4). This suggestion,
however, does not really take us beyond the belief that we can come to know
the true past. It simply proposes an alternative (to the positivistic
accumulation of self communicating facts) model for achieving access to
that past. Although Collingwood very correctly asserts that it 1is "“the
historian himself who stands at the bar of judgement, and there reveals his
own mind in its strength and weakness, its virtues and vices" (1946: 218 -
219), he still follows von Ranke in suggesting that the task of the
historian is "to construct a picture of things as they really were and of
events as they really happened" (ibid: 246). For Collingwood the past was
knowable through a methodology which integrates “(a) the documentary
character of historical thought; <(b) the work of 1imagination in the
interpretation of the documentary data; <(c)...the desire that the
constructions of the imagination re-enact the past" (Ricoeur 1984: 6,

emphasis added).

Again we have to ask what is the status of this knowledge? Is it really the
truth about the past, about what went on there? In essence this access to

the past is 1illusory since it is achieved through the expedient of erasing
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the distance (here time becomes space) between the past and the present
through the process of re-thinking and re-enacting in the historians mind
the real thoughts of individuals in the past. “Collingwood’s entire
enterprise collapses when confronted with the possibility of passing from
the thought of the past as mine to the thought of the past as other”
(Ricoeur 1984: 14). The net result of the bringing together of an awareness
of history as constructed within the historians mind, and the persistence
of the idea of the past as really knowable, is the imposition on the past
of the values and mores of the present. It is to pE)dUC& history under the

Platonic sign of the Same (Ricoeur 1984).

It should be obvious, given the discussion of the epistemological basis of
the new archaeology presented in chapter 2, that it too writes history
under the sign of the Same. The search for and the production of laws of
human behaviour (the maximisation of resources, the principle of least
effort, central place theory etc.) to explain the traces of the past
results in the construction of a history in which the seeds of capitalism
have been sown, and from which a teleological present can grow (see Thomas
1989: forthcoming. For Central Place Theory see Christaller 1966; and Hodder
and Orton 1976. For a critique see Haselgrove 1986. A combination of CPT
and other *“laws" of human behavicur formed the basis for the Cambridge
school of “economic archaeclogy® in the early 1970's - see Higgs (ed.) 1972

and Higgs and Jarman (eds.) 1975)).

This 1link between history written under the sign of the Same and
teleological constructions is also to be seen in those histories which seek

to find an origin, for example, for modern capitalism. Such histories are
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written with their ends (in this case capitalism) as the object to be
explained. The answer 1is prior to the question. Late Antiquity, the Germanic
invasions and the feudal mode of production become simply unique
antecedents, deprived of any historical specificity or importance in their
own right, which “"explain* the uniqueness of west European capitalism’.
"History is the history of origin and the universalisation
of capitalism. All other patterns of development exist as
histories only relative to the history of capitalism, they
exist as evidences of arrested development or conquered

divergence. The unique becomes the universal® (Hirst 1975:
449,

The difference and otherness which was the past 1s denied and its political

import in the present by subsuming it within a genealogy of the present.

Recently some authors have asserted that it is only by emphasising the
temporal distance between the past and the present {dn terms of
anthropology this would be the spatial distance) that we can avoid the
ethnocentriem and eurocentrism which has dominated archaeological and
historical discourse. This spatial and temporal distantiation allows us to
emphasis difference in past concepts and values. Its principle objective is
to show the transience of all the values and institutions which we hold so
dear (!1?). To take such an approach is to allow i;he past to be different,
and to emphasis 1its distant, exotic Otherness (see Derrida 1978; Foucault
1972, 1977; Thomas 1989 forthcoming and n.d.,b; Shanks and Tilley 1987a and

1987b>=.

These attempts to make the past remote from the present have the value

that we do not necessarily 1impute present day values to past social
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contexts. Further they have immense political value in the sense that 1f we
allow that the past could have been different and was not the logical
process by which a Kantian western rationality was reached, then we imply
that the future can be different too. Ve thereby lend the lie to those
political philosophies which use the past to assert and reinforce the
timelessness of their values and ways of life. In terms of the assertion
that all history has the character of contemporary history (Croce 1941:
19), history written ‘under the sign of the Other has great political

potency.

But in the very construction of a "negative ontology of the past®, we create
a rather dubious link between the past and the present. Our constructions
of the past as Other are presented as so many deviations which always
remain relative to an alleged model. That model is twentieth century
capitalism. In this respect it suffers from the same flaws as some
histories written under the sign of the Same (see the discussion of Hirst's
critique of Anderson's work, above). With Ricoeur, we must ask "how could a
difference which is always relative to an abstract system and is itself as
detemporalised as possible, take the place of what, today absent and dead,

was once real and living" (1984: 24).

Vhile not rejecting the possibility and indeed the validity of writing
history under the signs of the Same and the Other, Ricoeur suggests that
they should both be subsumed under the other great Platonic sign - that of
the Analogue (1984: 25 - 36). In essence what is implied here is that the
history we write does not necessarily equate with what happened in the

past. It instead stands for that past, because the real past is never fully
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knowable from our position in the present. Given this premise even a
Rankian version of the past can be subsumed under the sign of the Analogue
by rewriting the phrase "the facts such as they really occurred" as "the

facts such as they really occurred" (ibid: 35).

More interestingly, however, to write history under the sign of the Analogue
allows us to take fuiler account of what has become known as theoretical
practice. The term derives from Althusser's conception of a fundamental
opposition between (Marxist) science and ideology. Disregarding the
complexities of the relationship which exist between these terms in
Althusser's own work (these are well discussed in Benton 1984: 35 - 39),
the essential contention implied by the notion of an epistemological break
between science and ideology 1is that the "raw materials of thearetical
practice are never ‘'pure data‘', but are always the product of previous
social practice of one kind or another" (Benton 1984: 37). Althusser further
argues that theoretical practice takes place entirely within thought;
although "it may in some sense involve reference to an external, independent
reality...,nevertheless [1t] takes place without, so to speak, directly
touching upon, 'or taking up, that independent reality" (ibid. It was
theoretical practice in this sense, and its concomitant denial of History
and Anthropology which so aroused the fury of Thompson (1978). It presents
a radical separation between theory and data in many ways complementary to
that offered by Fergus Millar in his plaintive appeal for a return to the

good old ways of writing history (Millar 1977: xi - xii).

In their work Pre-Capitalist Modes of Production Hindeéss and Hirst (1975)

attempt to theorise the modes of production precediﬁg capitalism. They
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explicitly state that their "book is a work of theory" (1975: 1) and rigidly
oppose their enterprise to "the theoretical empiricism which characterises
the academic soclal sclences and history® (ibid: 2). They see this
empiriciesm as ©being founded upon the premise that historical and
anthropological facts are seen from the same epistemological standpoint as
scientific facts. They are real and given and their “truth* ‘exists

independently of the observer/historian/social scientist?.

Hindness and Hirst then proceed to construct ancient, slave and feudal mode
of production concepts using a large body of historical and, to a lesser
extent archaeological, evidence. This might seem to show their whole wark
up as essentially contradictory, but the enterprise 1is saved by their
contention that the facts about the past are not "given* but are “the
product of definite practices, theoretically or ideologically constructed
under definite real conditions" (1975: 2). In so saying they seem to
considerably dilute the force of Althusser's science/ideology opposition. As
we have seen this understanding of historical facts as "constructed" is not
the sole prerogative of the social theorist. Many historians hold the same
view of the traces of the past. Indeed Hirst points to Collingwood's
conception of the relationship between the historian and his data, as being

worthy of some admiration (Hirst 1985c).

Vhat Hindess and Hirst in effect produce through their version of
theoretical ©practice 1s a construction of the past through the
interpretation of “"facts" within a determinate body of (Marxist) theory. It
is a history but not in the sense of theoretical empiricism which they so

abhor. Rather 1t is one in which the constructed nature of the facts within
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theory is emphasised. In this they, perhaps unwittingly, achieve that unity
of theory and data which Althusser's conception of theoretical practice
totally disallows. They also produce a history which differs fundamentally
from that proposed by Collingwood. They make no truth claims for their
constructions - "It is only in its contemporary use that history can have a
non-historicist and non-relativist status, a lasting value beyond given dead
events and a significance for us beyon(; that of being the equivalent
effects of causes of 4 particular type* (Hirst 1985¢c: 51). It is in effect

history under the sign of the Analogue.
84: 3 Protecting the Past

Ricoeur's advocation of an Analogical past would appear to take us a long
way from the wie es eigentlich gewesen banner followers. But 1n subsuming
even that Rankian past under his analogical rubric, Ricoeur could be
construed as producing a profoundly debilitating and politically dangerous
relativism. What is 1t which seporates such an all encompassing history
from fiction? If we assert, as we have done, that the past 1s a polysemous
text, does that mean that we can say what we want about it, and appropriate
it how we wish? If we cannot escape the political nature of our
construction of the past, then how can the abuse of history, whether as
practised by the Fascists (see Manacarda 1986 for an account of the nature
of archaeological and historical practice under Mussolini's regime), or by
those who espouse Victorian values for the present, be isolated and
dismissed within a body of history written under the sign of the Analogue?
The point can be made clear by considering that even those historical

constructione which make no truth claims about their vision of the past,
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create a text in the form of historical narrative which can be read as
reconstruction. The constructed fact takes on an unintended solidity in
language and text. The historical text itself becomes an aspect of material

culture with efficacy in the present (Stanford 1986).

The contention that we cannot know what the past was really like must now
be considered' something of a truism. But is access to the past thereby
totally barred? The answer to this question depends on how we conceive of
knowledge. If we desire "objective" knowledge, that 1s knowledge of the
past, then we can never succeed. But 1is this a valid conception of
historical knowledge. Indeed is 1t what other disciplines claim to possess
in relation to their object? Do they claim to know the ®reality" of that
object? It would seem not. Astronomers, for example, can construct texts
about objects which are not open to perception. These objects also only
exist in their traces - in this case 1light and radiation. Through these
traces astronomers have knowledge about their object. This has obvious

parallels to considerations of what should constitute historical knowledge.

Ve can never know the real past. But the desire to do so is based on the
spurious quest for an objectivity which scientists increasingly admit is
unattainable. We can know about the past. Its traces exist. They had

efficacy in context in the past and can have efficacy in the present.
Having asserted that we can know about the past, how do we protect the

past, as a text to be read and interpreted, from abuse? The answer to this

is in fact provided by the very nature of the past as text.
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The quest for objectivity, for a knowledge of the real past, can be seen as
the search for a single meaning in material culture. A polyphonic material
product would immediately defeat objectivism. The traces of élite culture
dominate the past in the present. Both History and Archaeology have for
long been concerned with these traces and in constructing objective history
from them. Our concentration on them has resulted in our extending their
authority over other discourses. In the past such rauthority might never
have been so completé or gone so unchallenged (see Barrett 1988: 10).
Discordances, denials and counter claims must have existed in the past. To
argue otherwise is to side with the dominant ideology theorists who see
total incorporation of a passive, subordinate mass by an intelligent,
creative élite. The denial of other voices in our concentration on the
stentoriousness which objectivism demands, serves paradoxically to defeat

the latter's object, to remove it from 1its grasp.

An acknowledgement of the polyphonic nature of the past as text means that
we can attempt to hear the other voices and to find the other meanings.

“One does not have to maintain that these confused voices
sound better than the others and express the ultimate
truth. For there to be a sense in listening to them and in
searching for what they have to say, it i1s sufficient that
they exist and that they have against them so much which
1s set up to silence them...." (Foucault 1981: 8).

The contextual approach to the past which a rapproachment between
Archaeology and History demands means that
“the voices of the previocusly inarticulate break to the
surface...the polyphonic popular discourses come to 1life

and display themselves in all their marvellous diversity*
(Flaherty 1986: 426).
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Our concern to allow the past to be different, to break the teleological
chains with the present, to situate historical constructions in the present,
and to deny the objectivity of the past, has paradoxically placed us in the
position of having to defend this territory from those who would like to
see history collapse into, and be indistinguishable from, myth and fiction;
from those who would “call the Holocaust a Zionist 1lie, or the Japanese

invasion of the Asian mainland an ‘orderly expansion'® (Anchor 1987: 134).

Evidence for the past does exist. Although these material traces are open
to interpretation, are texts to be read, and although the evidence does not
therefore have any objectivity, "it does nevertheless exist in the real
world - 1t is tangible and it 1is there, like it or not. Vhatever our
perceptions or world view, we are constrained by the evidence, and brought
up against its concreteness... even within our own subjective perspectives,
we often find it difficult to make our coherent arguments correspond to the
evidence. At some point too much special pleading is recognised... (Hodder

1986: 95 - 96).

The past can be further protected if we take account of the way we
construct historical narrative and consider the relationship between theory
and data. This 1s essentially recursive. There can be no one way
determinate of the former on the latter. The one informs the other (Carr
1961: 29). For example if we work within a theoretical perspective which
asserts that agents constitute themselves in and through language, text and
material culture this 1s not to impose-a bard universal precept on the
past. Ve have to examine the data. The relative importance of text, material

culture, and language 1in the constitution of the subject and soclal
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relationships 1s historically specific and reveals itself in the structured
material culture residue which exists 1in the present. Thus we have to
assess the relative accessibility of text, we have to determine the locales
of 1its production, and the extent of its circulation and distribution. Ve
have to see how far it permeates the network of social relationships which

we call society.

Ve can see that for most of human history all of these variables were
restricted spatially and socially, and can therefore suggest that material
culture and language was of greater importance in constituting social
beings. We can also attempt to show how text constituted the élite as a
separate order (see chapters 5 and 7). Ve can further try to trace the
implications of the increased dispersal of texts outside their centres of
production and consumption, for example in the ninth and tenth centuries in
the area under consideration in this thesis (see chapter 9). Ve can suggest
that because levels of literacy were still low, the copy of the text made
for the peasant participant in a land deal tock much of its significance,
not from an understanding of the words which were written in 1t (they
could not be read) but from its associations, from its connections to the
sources of soclal power, from its status as an artefact. The evidence can
show us that literacy "became a factor in social mobility; the lower orders
could neither read not write, but their lives were increasingly influenced
by those who could"™ (Stock 1983: 8). The people without history lived on

the margins of literacy.

The appropriation of the past as propaganda ignores the recursiveness of

the theory/data link. It privileges the former and places the latter within
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it. Vhen this happens the fit can never be good. Gaps appear in the seams

and "too much special pleading" is recognised.

Therefore although we can agree that we do write history under the sign of
the Analogue in the sense that we write about the past rather than of it,
we have to assert that a Rankian past, a Fascist past, a Nazi past are not
acceptable. They ignore those aspécts outlined above which protect the past
from thelir appropriafion. They 1listen to the voice of the “objective"
dominant discourse and do not seek out the diversity of sounds which reach

us and which must have charaterised the past itself.

84: 4 Conclusion

“We often grasp the human past as a single whole which,
throughout the course of time, retains 1its specific
character. Ve recognise ourselves in remote
ancestors...From this point of view, the past shows great
unity, striking continuity and coherence...Human history has
been represented as a progress with only accidental or
momentary interruptions" (d‘'Hondt 1986: 345 - 6).

This thesis 1is concerned with one of these "accidental or momentary
interruptions" which cause blips on the chart of human evolutionary
progress. Ve have seen 1in previous chapters how ‘this notion of progress
has permeated History and Archaeology from at least the Enlightment. It is
a product of typological constructs and stage systems which are imposed on
the past. When they are transformed from analytical devices to reified
constructs, the "band, tribe, chiefdom, state" schemes of evolutionary and

new archaeology, and the modes of production/social formations stages of
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Marxism, produce this conception of a unity in history, connecting past,

present and future in a seamless totality.

The early middle ages in Europe are seen as a period of “barbarism* and
regression. They are opposed to the ‘glory that was Rome', the emergence of
Foucauldian humanity in the Renaissance, and to the ‘civilisation' of a
capitalist present and/or socialist future (Vallerstein 1979c). The
relativism and eurocentricism in these oppositions are readily apparent. The
"Dark Ages" were differemt. They were not like the Roman or the modern
periods, although they drew from one and are being drawn upon by the
other®. The aim of the next chapters of this thesis is to demonstrate this
through the use evidence drawn from one area of Italy, and through the
situation of that evidence within a series of analytical devices taken from

Marxism, structuration theory, etc..

I shall not be able to tackle all the problems and potentialities which
were outlined in the previous chapters. To write a total history is seldom,
if ever, possible within the bounds of a thesis. That is another task. What
should be remembered, however, is that what I write in this thesis is
imformed by a theoretical perspective which seeks .to overcome the problems
of objectivism, to deconstruct oppositions, and to locate the writer of
history in the present. It also seeks to take advantage of the potential to
listen to the polyphonic chorus of the past offered to us by notions of
textuality and by the awareness that power is dispersed in the fabric of
human social relationships. This latter -in fact has perhaps not received
the attention it deserves for the very simple reason that to listen to the

other voices of the past we have to have many ears, many specialisations.
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Such are seldom available for a thesis. But its understatement in the next
few chapters is not intended in any way to diminish its importance. Ve have
already seen that it is vital. Again it is simply another task which will

have to await another day.

t 2 2R B R B R BE BE B B B

If the time span for this thesis is presented as AD =700 - 1000, then it
must be stated at the outset that consideration of the subject under
question here - an understanding of central Italian society through its
material cultural residues (pottery, churches, settlement patterns, texts
etc.) - within these strict time limits is impossible, and if not that then
in any case valueless. Archaeologists and historians bhave frequently
justified the existence and importance of their disciplines by claiming
that we need to know the past to understand the present (Hodges 1988: xi).
Even if this aphorism has been perverted in the face of the necessity for
developer funding of archaeological projects, 1t also applies to the
bistoric past. We cannot hope to understand the relations of power and
domination, of kinship and fraternity, if we are ignorant of the pre-
existing social and political situation. In the early middle ages in Italy
as much as anywhere "The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like
a nightmare on the brain of the living" Marx 1954: 225). In this thesis
therefare archaeological and historical evidence will be presented to allow
the construction of a picture of soclety in central Italy from late

n
Antiquity to the end of the first millenﬁum AD. Vithin this extended time
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span a more finely focussed construction of the nature of social relations

between AD 730 and 1000 will be situated.

Equally, and to a certain extent conversely, if our aim 1is to look at the
nature of early medieval soclety in central Italy, it 1is immediately
apparent that such a task would be very difficult given the size of the
area to be covered - somewhat larger than that of Vales -, and the

localization of the evidence within the greater area.

The problematic nature of the evidence is the result of factors inherent in
the body of data itself, its modes of preservation, recovery and storage.
However, it is also the result of more personal factors connected with the
archaeological experience of the author. This consideration of central
Italian socliety will therefore draw very heavily upon resources with which
the author is best, 1indeed intimately, acquainted. These resources are
provided by the results of recent multi-disciplinary projects conducted
around two of the great early medieval monasteries of Italy - Farfa in
Sabina (Lazio) and San Vincenzo al Volturno (Molise). Although they will
form the core of the evidence provided in support of the arguments
presented in this thesis, an attempt will be made to set these within a
framework bullt up from a consideration of work carried out elsewhere in
the region and, where necessary, outside 1it. At every level of analysis -
comparisons between the monasteries themselves, between the spheres of
influence of each monastery, and between the whole arbitrarily defined
region and the rest of Italy - contrast will be emphasised as much as
comparison. Only in this way can the construction of a homogenised and

consensualist picture of Italian politics and social 1life be avoided.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Legacy of Empire

"The greatest, perhaps, and most awful scene in the history
of mankind" (Gibbon 1985: 690).

*0f Rome, capital and wonder of the world, golden Rome,

only a barbarous ruin now remains.

Its military glory has been levelled by the sword,

and only a lifeless part of its muddy rooftops is visible”

(from Lindisfarne a poem by Alcuin, quoted in Godman 1985:
129).

§9: 1 Introduction

Any work which purports to construct a history from the material traces of
the early middle ages must take account of the causes and consequences of
the disintegration of the vast edifice that was the Roman Empire'. This is
obviously not the place to speculate in any great depth on the reasons for
this collapse. It has been done many times before, and by others much more

learned and knowledgeable of the relevant data than the present author.

Some brief outline of events and possible causes, a;nd more particularily of
consequences must, however, be presented. This necessity derives from our
contention that the structures of a social formation are reproduced,
transformed, and disappear differentially over time and space (83:4). The
transformed and reproduced structures of the Roman Empire formed the
*present” in which the early medieval paét was lived. Some structures may

have been reproduced. Ve have to detect this in the evidence. Others may

- 130-



have been transformed, assigned new meanings, interpreted differently. Again
we must check the evidence. Consideration of the questions of reproduction,
transformation, and disappearance of these structures is important since
arguments over the survival or otherwise of the institutions of the Empire
have formed an inevitable backdrop to most discussions of the early middle

ages in Italy.

Controversy rages over the fate of the cities. Did the collapse and
transformation of the political and military structures (of power, control,
and domination) of the Empire have as a concomitant the demise of the
network of cities on which these structures were based? (see Vickham 1980:
80 - 92, and n.d.; Hodges and VYhitehouse 1983: 20 - 53 and Hodges n.d. for
contrasting views). Similarily what was the fate of the villa system in
Italy with the disappearance of an over-arching economic directive? There
is also disagreement over the persistence or demise of the political fabric
of the Empire. What for example happened to that symbol of Roman civic and
political life - the Senate; and what was its relation to the institution
bearing the same name of which we hear mention in the ninth century (Brown
1984: 11 - 12)? More prosaically, though perhaps structurally more
important, what became of another of the features often associated with
great Empires - high (in relative terms) levels of urban and rural

population?=,

Such questions have generally been addressed in purely functional terms
(see Vard-Perkins 1984 for a discussion of the changing fabric of Roman
cities from such a perspective), and have been used to try to fix a single

point of change. The constructed nature of ©buildings, cities, and
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institutions are more rarely addressed (though see Rykwert 1976), a strange
fact for a discipline concerned with the study of material culture. A
discussion of some of these problems will form the skeleton of this
Chapter. This 1s fleshed out with a consideration of the importance of
considering meaning and signification 1in the material and 1ideological
worlds. I will to a large extent leave in abeyance those more "political®
controversies, (e.g. that concerning the fate of the Senate) and concentrate
instead on the more ihfrastructural aspects of the collapse of the Roman

Empire and the emergence of early medieval social formations.

There are two maln justifications for paying particular attention to the
fate of the villa system, to changes in settlement pattern, to the vagaries
of the balance of trade throughout the Empire and within Italy, and to the

fate of the cities -

1. The explicitly constitutional and political history of the late Empire
has been thoroughly researched and studied and, as an archaeologist,
there is little that I can contribute directly to the debate. Nor would
I wish to, since this histoire événementielle is really nothing more
than Braudellian "surface disturbances, crests of foam" when studied in
isolation <(an isolation which reinforces their supposed importance)
from their structural context. That context must be provided and it is

to that end that I direct my attentions=.

2. If we accept that material culture ‘is meaningfully constituted (see
chapter 3) then the settlements which people construct 1in the

landscape, their use of that landscape, and the form of the cities they
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live in serves to produce and reproduce their bhabitus, their
Veltanschauungen, how they “go on" in the world (Giddens 1979; Bourdieu
1977; see also Le Goff 1985b: 76 - 83 for a “practical example™. It is
no mere passive reflection of the social world. It actively serves to
create and re-create sacial relationships. As such it merits
considerable attention and not merely as an index of changing pattert;s
of trade and other, what we might call, economic factors. As Vickham
pcﬂ&s out, a stud);' of settlement pattern and change can “work as an
integrating device for ‘'total' historians, but only if we work within a

proper epistemological and methodological framework® (1988: xxvi).

In this chapter, therefore, I will outline the historical and archaeological
evidence for the constitution and demise of the Roman state. This will be
set within a framework which stresses the importance of mades of
production and world systems analyses (see §5:2). The aim is not to dismiss
political narrative history. It is to use History and Archaeology together
to construct a more complete history, a history of the élite, and of those
denied history - both 1in the literary artefactual constructione and in

conventional historical and archaeological narrative (see Preface).
85: 2 Nodes of Production in a Vorld System

The essence of Vallerstein's work has been to emphasise the interaction
which always exists between societies at different levels of socio-political
development, and to categorise the nature of such linkages (see Vallerstein
1984b>4. Like Mann (1986) and Giddens (1979 and 1981), he challenges the

notion of “"soclety" as a bounded functioning totality. Instead he speaks of
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social systems, characterised by the fact that life within them is largely
self contained, and the dynamics of their development is largely internal.

Vallerstein believes that there have only ever been three such systems:

1. Small scale reciprocal mini-systems - societles covering a very
restricted geographical area within which everthing necessary for the
survival of the group is done. “VWe might think of such systems as
bearing the motto: one economy, one policy, one culture. That is to say,
the boundaries of the division of labour, the structures of governance,
and the values, norms, and language which are current are more or less
the same" (Vallerstein 1984b: 148). Historically and anthropologically
these might be seen as small scale gathering and hunting groups.

2. Llarge scale redistributive world-empires containing many different
socio-political and ethnic groups united under an overarching and
centralised political structure. In these systems there were non-
productive classes who depended for their reproduction on the tribute
or tax demanded from producers in both the core and periphery. Thus
there was a more extended division of labour than in the mini-system. I
shall have more to say about this concept in relationship to the Roman
Empire in a moment.

3. Vorld economies, like world empires, contain within their bounds many
different units, but here without any necessary political cohesion. The
polities are all independent, the world system interconnections being
created through economic ties. Although Wallerstein suggests that there
have been other world economies in the past, a close reading of his
work shows that what he says about such social systems relates to the

capitalist world economy. As such it's direct imposition onto the past
is to write history under the sign of the Same (see chapter 4).

Archaeologist's have found WVallerstein's formulation compelling since the
material evidence for long distance trade and the transmission of ideas has
forced then to mave away from Die isolierte Stadt concepts (see Renfrew and
Cherry eds. 1986). Archaeclogical applications, often uncritical ones, have
proliferated in recent years, but so has criticism. Much of the latter has
centred around what many see as crude economic determinism in the
mechanisms connecting the polities of the world economy, and the
subordination of economic to political linkages in the theorisation of world

empires. On the one hand, critice argue that political, cultural and military
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factors were significant in modern European expansion and imperialism, and
on the other that the economic and social impact of world empires were not
restricted to their political boundaries®. A more fundamental problem with
Vallerstein's world systems model, however, lies 1in his 1inadequate

conceptualization of the mode of production concept.

Although Marx himself was notoriously vague about the way he used the term
(Rigby 1987: 24; Benton 1984), it 1s now accepted that a mode of production
is constituted by the combination of the forces and relations of production.
The forces of production can be considered as any instrument, raw material,
and human agent used in the production process. The inclusion of the human
agent as a productive force is problematic, though necessary (see Foucault
1977: 25 - 26). The problem arises in that the human agent brings to the
work process skills and knowledge, in other words ideas, which the most
“orthodox" of Marxists see as belonging to the superstructure of society. Ve
have already referred to Godelier's mediation of the problem through a
conceptualisation of functions and not institutions (Godelier 1986, and 83:2.
See also Rigbhy 1987: 19). This distinction between function and institution
points to the status of the mode of production as a concept to be used in
the analysis of “"concrete" social formations rather than as a reified

reality in itself.

Relations of production can be considered as those social relations which
determine access to, and/or ownership of both the forces of production and
the product which is the result of the operationalization of such forces.
Again as we have seen above (83:2), in Marxist orthodoxy the forces of

production are held to determine the social relationms.
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This very strict economism has largely been rejected within Marxist
thought, often with the help of confirmatory alternative quotes from Marx,
in favour of the relative importance of the relations of production <(see
Callinicos 1987: 42ff; Rigby 1987). It 1is the different forms of
appropriation of surplus labour through the relations of production which
are constitutive of the variations of the mode of production concept. In the
ancient mode the extraction of surplus lab(sur is predicated upon
citizenship and positi\bn within the state. The surplus labour appropriated
takes the form of taxation. In the feudal mode, by contrast, rent paid to a
landlord is the embodiment of the relations of production, and also
contributes to their reproduction (see Vickham 1985 for the essential

difference between tax and rent as modes of surplus appropriation).

In the historical past there have probably never been societies with a
single mode of production. The notion of an articulation of different modes
in the constitution of an historic social formation becomes important. The
concept is one of the most useful to be drawn from the work of Althusser
and his followere (see Benton 1984; Hindess and Hirst 1975) though it was
never explicitly formulated by Althusser himself (Foster—Carter 1978: 52 -
54). The essential features are, that of the modes present in any one social
formation, one will dominate and determine the form of the latter. This
articulation is not to be seen as a static state but as a process in time
through which the contradictions between the dominant and co-existing
modes, expressed in terms of the perceived wants and interests of social
actors, results in the displacement of the dominant mode and its
replacement by another (see Foster—Carter 1978 for a theoretical outline,

and Vickham 1984 for an example).
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The weakness of Vallerstein's development of the mode of production concept
rests on his postulation of a necessary equivalence between his taxonomy of
social systems and modes of production -
*A mode of production is a characteristic of an economy, and
an economy is defined by an effective ongoing division of
productive labour. Ergo, to discover the mode of production
that prevails, we must know what are the real bounds of the
division of labour of which we are speaking. Neither
individual units of production nor political or cultural
entities may be described as having a mode of production;
only economies. Given this premise....there are only four
possible modes’ of production, only three of which have been
known thus far in empirical reality. They are reciprocal
minisystems, redistributive world empires, a capitalist world

economy, a socialist world government" (Vallerstein 1984c:
162 - 163).

This minimalist® conceptualization of modes of production explicitly denies
the possibility of the articulation of modes of production within social
formations. It imposes a singular concept on vast regions of the past, and
reduces the manifest differences in the way societies operate to the level
of contingency (Foster—Carter 1978: 74). Vhere, for example, would feudalism
fit into such a limited taxonomy? Is it a world empire or a capitalist
world economy? Although Vickham (1985) suggests that feudalism was a world
system, this is based on a very different conception of the latter from
that presented by Wallerstein. Vickham's assertion 1s empirically based -
“there have been few 1if any class societies that have not experienced some
form of landowning and coercive rent taking* (ibid: 168). The feudal mode
of production co-existed with other modes in many parts of the world over

time.

Vallerstein's world systems model remains (relatively) useful as a reminder

of the expansive nature of social systems, but its conflation with a
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minimalist mode of production concept severely limits the power of the
latter as an analytical device for the generation of knowledge about

historic social formations.

In this chapter therefore I will work within a theoretical construction
which, while acknowledging the "world" nature of the late Roman state, also
utilises the mode of production concept. stressing especially} the notion of
articulation. Such a theoretical approach proves equally useful when the
soclal system 1is world - (i.e. Mediterranean) wide, and when it became
geographically more restricted, as in 'the late Roman state from the fifth
century onwards. It is argued that Vallerstein lays undue emphasis on the
purely “politico-military" connections of world empires. Relationships of
trade and exchange, both of material products and ideological constructs
such as Romanitas, will be introduced as a necessary element for world

system integration, transformation, and disintegration.

§9: 3 Nodes of Production and Ideological Incarporation in the Late Raman

Vaorld System

The expansion of the Roman sphere of influence from a small settlement on
seven hills around the River Tiber to gradually encompass the whole of the
Mediterranean littoral and large sections of north west Europe and the Near
East was essentially the result of a long series of military victories by
Roman armies. "The most important single factor in the whole of Roman
history 1is quite simply the success of -the Roman army...Roman history is
the virtually unique story of a nation trying to catch up with the situation

produced by the incredible success of its army (Mann 1974: 509). Although
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Freeman (n.d.) argues that only rarely can we propose the desire or need
for resources as a leitmotiv for Roman expansionism, it has proved
difficult to disentangle economic, political, or military motives from the

€lite produced sources?.

This begs the quéstion of how what has been called “one of the most
successful conquering states in all history, but...the most successful
retainer of conquests® reproduced itself (Mann 1986: 250). Once conquered,
how were all the polities retained under the overarching political and
military structure of the Roman state. I will argue that a *"sense of
belonging", inculcated at the routine level through material culture and
language, is of prime importance in this regard. The recursive nature of the
relationship between this phenomenon and exploitative social relations

served to reproduce and transform the Roman world system.

At 1ts height, in the early first century AD, the Roman Empire covered a
vast area and incorporated a huge population, composed of many different
ethnic groups, speaking different tongues, with different standards of
literacy, different religions, and different world views®. The army was
obviously important 1in enforcing cohesion, but .the sheer size of the
structure meant that physical might was not sufficient in itself. Other
factors, such as the need to maintain communications with the army and
their posts in the Provinces, resulted in the construction of a series of
roads ‘all leading to Rome' and serving to physically connect the periphery
to the core. Further the incorporation of men from the *"allies" into the
Roman army, their share in the spoils of conquest, and exposure to Roman

“ways" could be considered another integrating factor. The army was an
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institution where the individual sense of destiny was linked to Rome and
the Emperor though the routinised action of daily 1life. Barrett (m. d.)
suggests that this inculcation was structured around features 1like the
military calendar which contained only army festivals, those of the Roman

gods, and the cult of the Emperor.

The taxation and trade structures characteristic of exploitative core/
periphery systems were also integrative. Hopkins (1977: 5) has spoken of
the “"complementary flow of taxes and trade* as a key to the unification of
the empire. The archaeological evidence in Italy and 1in the Provinces
provides a good illustration of the nature and volume of this trade and

some polnters as to its probable effects.

¥any Roman ship wrecks, containing cargoes of Italian produce, have been
found off the coasts of southern France and Liguria (Potter 1987; Lamboglia
1952). The cargo carried wasprimarily in Dressel 1 amphorae. This type of
amphorae was first produced in the late second century B.C. and production
peaked around the middle of the first century B.C (Rathbone 1983: 163>. It
was produced on the western seaboard of Italy in and around places like the
great port of Cosa (Manacorda 1978). The production centres correspond well
with the major centres of argicultural production in Italy - 1in Campania,
Etruria, and Latium (Potter 1987: 157). Exports of fine Italian pottery
such as Vernice Nera and Terra Sigillata are further exemplars of the
nature and direction of trade in the late Republican/early Imperial periaods.
In Italy the drive to produce for export seems to have resulted in some

fundamental changes in the settlement pattern and the organisation of
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production. The effects of core-periphery relationships are never simply on

the latter side of the relationship (Smith 1984).

Archaeoclogical surveys on the west side of the Italian peninsula have
demonstrated the emergence of a series of large villas (the physical
nanifestation of the slave mode of production) replacing a smaller type of
productive unit - the familial farmstead (see Attolini et. al. 1982, 1983;
Moreland 1986, 1987; and Potter 1979. See Carandini 1979: 140 - 208 for a
description of the SMP, and Hindess and Hirst 1975: 109 - 177 for a
theoretical overview). The wealth and opulence of the richest of these
complexes can be guaged from the polychrome mosaics, the painted
decoration, the ornamental garden, and the sheat size of the villa at
Settefinestre. The source of the wealth is to be found in the wine presses
and other vine processing facilities found at this and nearby villas

(Carandini (ed.) 1986)°,

Rathbone, in his review of the edited volume by Carandini and Schiavone
(1981) suggests that the villa system slightly post dated the shift from
production for 1local consumption to the production of cash crops
(especially vines) for export, and questions the significance of the slave
mode of production for the export boom of the second and first centuries
BC. (1983: 164). Instead he sees the latter as the product of the pooling of

resources from the familial farmsteads.

The archaeological evidence from recent surveys, however, seems to
demonstrate a very close 1link between production for export and the

emergence of the (slave run) villa system. Thus Attolini et. al. (1982) show
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that in the area they surveyed in the Ager Cosanus the third century BC
pattern of small homesteads was replaced by large villas by the late second
century BC (see also Dyson 1978 for the same area). Those small settlements
that remain might be seen as dependent on the villa estates, though the
problem of the status or existence of the small peasant proprietor is one
that dogs both Roman and early medieval studies (see Vickham 1982: 34 - 40
and 1984: 10)'°©. In the same area Celuzza and Regoli (1986) report a
similar pattern for the Valle d'Oro, and the results from the Farfa survey
in Lazio show essentially the same, though perhaps on a slightly smaller

scale (see fig.3) (Moreland 1986, 1987; and also Muzzioli 1980).

The core areas exported quality finished goods, produced in a highly
organised and differentiated system - an articulation of the ancient and
slave modes of production - to the peripheral Provinces. The
standardization of production (Morel 1981; Peacock 1982) points to the use
of mass production techniques as described by Rathje (1975) and also to
devices which reduce the impact of labour value on the total production
cost - slaves. Thus the wine which was imported into southern France from
the estates of central Italy might be exchanged in the former for raw
materials including metal ores and slaves (Potter 1987: 159; Vallerstein
1974)''. The net result was the emergence of a system-wide division of
labour, mediated and reproduced through the mechanism of unequal exchange,
and producing some degree of system integration. The participation in
“trade", even in these unequal terms, created allegiances which brought Rome
and the Provinces together, but only on the level of contingency.

Legitimation was necessary for these structures to be reproduced.
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One of the fundamental features of the expansion of the Empire was the
spread of urbanism, the ancient mode of production, and 1its articulation
with pre-existing modes. "The history of classical antiquity is the histary
of cities but of cities founded on landed property and on agriculture* (Marx
1973: 479). What was the nature of the relationship between the city and
its territorium? One conception, tﬁat the two existed in a relationship of
harmonious reciprocity (Adam Smith quoted in Finley 1983: 7), is disputed
even by the writings.' of the ancients themselves. De Ste. Croix quotes
several examples, from the writings of Galen and Libanius amongst others,
to show that the relationship was seen as parasitic (1983: 9 - 19). The
cities functioned as the nodal points for the extraction of surplus labour
from a dependent countryside and for the channeling of a portion of that
surplus, taken in the form of tax, to the core. Ve can map a social

hierarchy onto the spatial one of town/country relations.

The Provincial cities might be best represented as caores in the periphery,
in many ways identifying more closely with the Imperial core than with the
surrounding population. The bureaucracy resident in these peripheral cores

were the linchpins in maintainence of the structure of the Roman empire.

But to see cities in this purely functional sense is to undervalue their
integrative import. They become cities where the population act out
behavioural roles, fulfilling world system needs (see chapter 3). But cities
were constructed; they were the bearers of meaning and signification which
were important for how people saw the world and their place in it. They
were Roman cities, a physical manifestation reinforcing the power and

authority of Rome (see below).
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Residence in a Romanised city, the use of Roman luxury goods, the speaking
of the Roman language, the reading and recitation of Roman histories, the
cultivation of Roman crops in regions on the edge of their environmental
tolerance range, linked the city based bureaucracy with the heart of the
Empire, with Rome itself'2. The ruling class constituted themselves as such
; through their day to day activity mediated through Roman material culture,
language and text (the products of trade). Their “Romaness" was a product
of the *activiation" of material culture (in its widest sense) and language.
It served to legitimate their (as mediators of the State) exaction of
surplus labour in the form of taxation (see Dremnan 1976; Li Causi 1975;
and Kurtz 1984 for the way in which connection with the perceived locus of

power legitimizes social relatiomns).

This 1s not to posit a superstructural dominance in social reproduction. It
i1s an acceptance of the interpenetration of base and superstructure
(Godelier 1986). It must be emphasised that such ideological incorporation
was soclally situated. It served to integrate the high and middle level
cadres.  Like many "dominant ideologies* it reinforced social relations
within the élite (see Abercrombie et. al. 1980 for a critique of the

dominant ideology thesis).

Similar observations have been made on the basis of recent archaeological
discoveries beyond the limes in north west Europe which show the extent of
trade connections outside the Empire (Hedeager 1978, 1987)'2. Using the
theoretical approaches of anthropalogists like Gregory (1982) and Godelier
(1977), several authors have stressed the importance of this contact and

the significance of Roman material culture products <(having been
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transformed from “commodities® to "gifts® in their movement across the
limes) in 1initially subverting existing social relations, then reproducing
new ones, and finally, with the cessation of the trade network, in
stimulating internal conflict and external movements (Hedeager 1978, 1987;

Hodges and Vhitehouse 1983; Randsborg 1980, 1988).

The significance of material culture in creating and transforming social
relations in the most’ peripheral regions reinforces the argument we have
made for its efficacy in the “cores in the periphery" - the cities. But what
of the countryside? The degree to which it affected the consclousness and
culture of the peasant producer cannot be ascertained with clarity, but the
restriction of some items of élite material culture and language tao the
cities and to their outposts in the countryside - the pars urbana of the
villas - argues for lesser penetration and assimilation at this level. This
must be qualified. Roman material culture is found on even the most
ephemeral sites throughout the Empire. Some of the smallest sites located
during the Farfa survey had a few fragements of Terra Sigillata or Vernice
Nera (Moreland 1989). Material culture is not “activated" by élites alonme.
The use of Roman material cultural products - pottery, lamps, etc -, the
possible adoption of the Latin language, and proximity to the source of
social power in the cities and villas may mean that the feeling of being

“Roman" extended to the level of the peasant producer.

But the peasantry were at the sharp end of the ancient mode of production.
Here a sense of belonging may have been tempered by the expolitative nature
of the regime. So we might perhaps speak of a "dual consciousness" at the

lower levels - a dual consclousness formed through the persistence of
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peasant values and ways of life, and their intermeshing with elements of
Romanitas. The former was reproduced in the course of daily life, in actionm,
as were the social relations with dominant orders; the latter "percolated"
down through the system in a necessarily weakened form, was assimilated,
has efficacy, but remained peripheral. Such dual consciousness must also
" have existed in the peripheral élites but here sharing in the spoils of
exploitation meant that the non-Roman consciousness was pushed further

into the background.

Social relations between the élites and the peasant producer can still be
seen as largely founded on production. *Incorporation" here was primarily
through the “dull compulsion of economic labour®, though material culture

can be said to have had some efficacy.

The commit';:{nent of peripheral élites (and it must be remembered that there
are peripheries in the core too) to the concept of Romanitas could be
depended upon as long as the perceived benefits of “belonging" outweighed
the effects, upon both themselves and the masses, of the exploitative nature
of unequal exchange. When the committment weakened, or the exactions grew

too oppressive the system lost its integrating force and fell apart.
§5: 4 Trade and Tax: A Changing Core-Periphery Relatlonship

Ostia was the great early Imperial port and warehouse of Rome. Its temples,
shops and warehouses are testimony to- the wealth and grandeur of the
Imperial core (Vard-Perkins 1970; Meiggs 1973). However, recent studies

have cast the 1light of transclence on the fortunes of the city and, by
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implication, on that of Rome itself. Analyses of pottery found in recent
excavations have demonstrated increased importation of Spanish oil, wine,
and garum into Italy by the late first century AD (Potter 1987: 170). This
importation can be connected with the free distribution of wine, grainm, and
011 to the plebs in Rome under Antoninus Pius (Keay 1984: 402). The volume
of imports can be gauged from the miliions of Spanish amphora which make
up Monte Testaccio in Rome. The main period of importation was AD 140 -
160, and followed by a slow decline (1bid; Rodriguez-Almeida 1984). Italy's
status as a net importer is further reflected in the cessation of Dressel
2/4 amphora production in the early second century AD (Rathbone 1983: 163).

However, this was only a taste of things to come.

Africa had been exporting oil to Italy from the late first century AD. The
penetration of the Italian market by this commodity is demonstrated by the
finding of many Tripolitana and Tunisian amphorae on sites in the Farfa
survey area (Moreland 1989). The real measure of the strength of African
production for export, however, is to be found in fine pottery. ARS (African
Red Slip) really began to penetrate the Italian markets 1in the second
century and soon became dominant (Carandini 1981a; Hayes 1972). The
switch from the Italian produced Terra Sigillata to these African imports
as the most ubiquitous fine wares on sites through out the Italian
peninsula, is the most evocative testimony to the power of the African
production centres. As Carandini points out, by the third century Italy was
already living on borrowed time. “"Rome and Italy were by now only a small
part of the zone of influence and penetrating force of the African
production centres. From the sorrow of the Italian economic miracle there

followed the African economic miracle* (Carandini 1981b: 17).
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A manifestation of the changing relationship between Rome and the Provinces
is to be found in the Emperors and senators who came from the Provinces
(Mann 1986: 269). Their commitment was assured, for the time being at
least. But the functioning of the cities was in the hands of a lower order
- the decurions or curilales (Jones 1964: 737 - 757). They formed the city
councils and were responsible for most aspects of the day to day running
of the city. As the Emperor Majorian said they truly were the “sinews of
the commonwealth and ‘the vitals of the cities® (de Ste Croix 1983: 473).
Their position as tax collectors made their commitment to the Empire

fundamental.

From the second century onwards, however, the status of the middle stratum
¢lites (primarily the curiales) was progressively eroded. It was no longer a
matter of pride and prestige to be seen as a member of the curfa or city
council because the burdens of holding such public office greatly outweighed
the former glory which such a position gave. More and more decurions tried
to gain exemption from the task, through ocquiring a position in the
Imperial service, though buying or acquiring a position which entitled the
holder to senatorial status, through entering the army, and even through
becoming a priest (Jones 1964: 740 - 755). One of the prime reasons for
this lack of commit%nent to public service and to the Empire can be found
in the requirement that the curiales had to “"underwrite the imperial levies

and taxes (Jones 1964: 748).

The burden of late Roman taxation - especially the land tax or annona - is
infamous (see Vickham 1984; Jones 1964; Hopkins 1980). This was by far the

largest source of revenue for the Roman state and was initially taken
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directly from all free cultivators, though after AD 370 it was levied on the
owner of the land with the tenants paying the landlord (Vickham 1984: 10).
Although Whittaker has recently argued that the land tax amounted to no
more than 5% of average ylelds in the fourth century, this represented only
a portion of the tax paid (Barnish 1986: 175; Vickham 1984: 11). Figures
from the East in the third decade of the sixth centurjf suggest that between
one quarter and one third of the gross production of | tenants went in tax.
In northern Italy a document from Ravenna dating to c. AD 555 suggests
that of the surplus extracted by the landlords they kept only 43% as the
rent on the property. The other 57% went to the late Roman state as

taxation (Jones 1964: 820 — 21; Vickham 1984: 10 - 11)'<.

The necessity for such high levels of taxation stemmed ultimately from the
need to fund two institutions which were “essential" to the existence of the
Roman state - the army and the civil service. The already heavy drain the
army placed on state resources was exacerbated by a serles of campaigns
against the internal threat of the Bacaudae in Gaul and Spain in the early
fifth century and that of the Barbarian invasions from the late fourth
century'S. Similarily, although Jones (1964: 1057) calculates that the total
number of Imperial civil servants was never more than 30,000, de Ste Croix
argues that, due to their ability to extort large sums from direct
producers, the burden of these people on the state finances was out of

proportion to their overall numbers (1983: 492).

Vhatever the reasons, and both de Ste Croix (1983: 492) and Jones (1964:
933> both stress the Church as another drain on the Roman treasury

(aerarium), the high 1level of taxation meant that avoldance must have
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increased, collection made more difficult, and the resources required to
underwrite the shortfall became much greater.The "onerous burden" of
collecting increasing taxes for the central government and fulfilling other
curial dutles, their detestation by much of late Roman soclety, and the
increased state control, undoubtedly did much to erode the power of
Romanitas and to alter the perception of the middle order élite as to their
commitment to the world system. It comes as no surprise therefore to find
such people amongst those who defected to the barbarians in the fourth and
fifth centuries and who are presented as being indifferent to the
disintegration of the empire (de Ste. Croix 1983: 486 - 487; Collins 1983:

24).

Vickham (1984: 14), de Ste. Croix (1983: 470) and Jones (1964: 755 - 757)
make 1t clear that the tears of the modern historians for the oppression of
the curial class are out of place. There can be no doubt that these men had
profited greatly from their position as the “"sinews and vitals® of the
empire. But when, as Vickham says in another context, they "lost interest in

the state, it simply disappeared" (1984: 29).

The Barbarian invasions therefore took place in a context where the
structures of the Roman world system were already being transformed and
broken down. This 1s not to minimise their importance. The levels of
taxation which did so much to oppress the peasantry, and to frustrate the
ambitions of the curiales, were at least partly the product of Barbarian
pressure on the frontier. More than this however, they presented the

discontented with an alternative. There were other ways of living.

- 150-



Pirenne in his now famous argument, asserted that the Barbarian kings
sought to preserve the economic and cultural fabric of the Roman state. He
argues that they were not responsible for the demise of classical antiquity.
Blame for this was laid at the door of Eastern invaders, who swept through
the southern shores of the Mediterranean in the seventh century and
disrupted the trade networks which were the lifeline of that civilisation
(Pirenne 1939). Superficially he seems correct. The Ostrogoths in Italy
appear to have been l' scrupulous in preserving what they perceived as
classical culture. Roman laws were left intact, the Senate preserved, and
taxes collected (Vickham 1981: 21). The Lombard king Agilulf (590 - 616)
surrounded himself with Roman advisers, and is depicted on a gold helmet
fitting amid a wealth of Roman imagery and language. "Agilulf, clearly was
concerned to establish, through a fairly eclectic set of images, a late
Roman aura for his kingshp" (1bid: 34). Indeed part of the reason for the
practical invisibility of the Goths in Italy in terms of material culture

stems from their almost complete assimilation of Roman ways.

They might not have found the process too difficult. The German peoples
themselves had become at least partially Romanised. Their service in the
army, and the changes which the use of Roman material culture and
subjection to Roman rule had precipitated in their own nations meant that
they would have taken on at least some of the trappings of
“civilisation®. But the activities of the Ostrogoths, and to a certain extent
the Lombards, in "preserving® Roman institutions was itself imagery. It was
a drawing on the past for present ~political expediency. It was a
superstructual phenomena which belied a reality of massive transformations.

The structure which the “preserved institutions served, and from which
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they had once drawn their efficacy, had drastically altered in form and
focus, and now existed as a relict shell to be appropriated and
transformed. The scale and nature of these changes, and the necessity to
revise Pirenne's thesis, has recently been demonstrated thorugh the study of
material culture from sites all over the Mediterranean (Hodges and

Vhitehouse 1983).

The continuity of loﬁg distance trade which Pirenne saw as giving a
Braudellian unity to the Mediteranean (Roman) world had, as we have already
intimated, been in a state of flux th‘igughout much of the Imperial period.
The switch in the balance of trade which Potter (1987) detects in the late
first and second centuries with the rise of Spain as a major oil and wine
production centre, took another turn with the ®“African economic miracle®
(Carandini 1981b: 17). This was a prolonged miracle. The excavation of a
deposit, dated to between 430 and 440, in the Schola Praeconum in Rome,
shows that Africa still dominated the oil supply of Rome. Here 42.5% of
amphora fragments (63% by weight) came from African products (Vhitehouse
et. al. 1982). The other major supply centres were in Asia Minor and Syria.
Similarily, at Luni, the late fourth and early fifth century saw an increase
in the numbers of African imports, while on Catalan sites the percentage
rose from 13.6% in the early fourth century to 34.9% by the mid fifth (Keay

1984: 424).

“Africa 1s the province of the western Mediterranean whose
fate approximates most closely to the popular view of
catastrophic invasion. The Vandals, led by their remarkable
king Galseric, were quick to throw off the facade of allied
status and seize Carthage and other cities of what was once
one of the richest of Rome's provinces. The Roman population
was relentlessly taxed, the Catholic hierarchy was
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persecuted, and naval raids were launched against Roman
targets throughout the Mediterranean" (Brown 1988: 3 - 5).

These barbarians, at least, are presented as conforming to our picture of
them. Some archaeological evidence has been introduced to support these
claims of disruption and chaos. Thus, in contrast with the situation
presented by the Schola Praeconum data, Vandal period amphorae are rare on
Italian sites (Keay 1984: 424). Added to this is the evidence from North
Africa 1itself where both British and Italian excavations have shown a
progressive decline in the numbers of African amphorae on the home market
(Fulford 1980: 71). Taken together this has been presented as representing
a decline in production, consumption, and distribution. The contemporaneous
rise in the percentage of East Mediterranean imports (from 10% in 425 to
20% by 475 1is said to demonstrate an increased reliance on external
supplies (Fulford 1980). The implications of Barbarian disruption are not

hard to see.

But this picture 1is contradicted by a mass of bhistorical and
archaeological evidence. The available historical sources suggests continued
prosperity right up to the time of the Byzantine invasion in 533. Cereals
and olives were still cultiviated and, although ‘some Roman estates were
confiscated and others came under royal control, in certain parts the Roman
system of land holding remained intact (Cameron 1982: 29 - 62; Clover 1982:
1 - 22; Keay 1984: 417 - 20). Indeed de Ste Croix suggests that some serfs
achieved freedom, and that from the point of view of the coloni, “the regime
the Vandals set up...was less extortionate than the Roman system existing

there* (1983: 482).
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Fulford (1980) correctly argues that the principal factor of importance
stemming from the Vandal invasion, was the cessation of payment of the
annona to Rome, for the first time in four hundred years. This new freedom,
he argues, allowed the new rulers to engage 1in trade on a more
Mediterranean wide basis, as the importation of East Mediterranean amphorae
is said to show. However, his assertions of a weakness in the productive
capacity of Vandal Africa flaws the argument. A different picture is

presented by a recent étudy of the pottery evidence from late Roman Spain.

Although some African amphora types undoubtedly did go out of production
around the time of the Vandal conquest, new forms took their place. The
quality and scale of production implies the persistence of centralised
control over a large number of production centres. This control was
presumably that of the new Vandal rulers (Keay 1984: 423). Keay further
shows that although the percentage of African amphora in Carthage did drop,
this does not reflect difficulties in production. Rather the Vandals shifted
their exports to the west Mediterranean, especlally Spain (see Keay 1984:
441 fig. 193). Here the percentage of African imports reached a peak of
39.9% during the period of Vandal rule. Political relations between the
Visigoths and the Vandals were good, and Keay suggests that gold and other

precious metals were exchanged for African produce (1bid: 426).

Hodges and Vhitehouse (1983) use the evidence from Rome, Carthage and Luni
to argue that long distance trade continued throughout the period of the
Barbarian invasions, and thereby support a modified version of one of
Pirenne's contentions. They are obviously right in this, but the detail of

the evidence presente a more varlegated story which belies notions of
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Mediterranean unity. The concentration of Vandal trade on the west
Mediterranean can be seen to reflect and reproduce a separation from the
old core, the development of regional identities in the west at this time,

and an east/west split in the Mare Nostrum (Keay 1984: 429).

Trade across the Mediterranean did continue. The evidence of some African
amphora and fifth centry ARS on Italian sites, and east Hediterraneaﬂ
imports in Carthage teétify to that. But this was more a symptom of things
to come than a real measure of a fifth and early sixth century “reality*.
Brown is surely incorrect to conclude that “The upheavals of the fifth
century had not destroyed the relatively uniform life of the Mediterranean"

(1988: 9.

In 533 the Byzantine commander, Belisarius, led 18,000 troops into Africa
and within a year had regained control of the region. As is now widely
accepted, the re-imposition of Imperial rule effectively ended Carandini's
African economic miracle. A large proportion of the agrarian surplus was
now taken in taxation. The army had to be supported, and the extensive
construction programme, including the renovation of the harbour at Carthage,
initiated by the Byzantines had to be paid for (Hurst 1979: 41ff; Keay 1984:
427). It all resulted in a dramatic drop in African exports, an initial
concentration on production for local consumption, and the eventual demise
of even that sector. A concomitant of this was the growth in dependency on
the East Mediterranean. The percentage of imports from that area had risen
from between 10% and 20% around 425 and 500, to close to 30% by 533
(Fulford 1980; Hodges and Vhitehouse 1983). The results of the Italian

excavations in Carthage present an even more dramatic picture with a rise
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from 16% in 475 to 50% in 550 (Panella 1983). Nor was the impact of the
East felt only in Africa. In Spain, imports from the East Mediterranean
accounted for 20% of the mid sixth century total, and fine table wares from
Asia Minor (Late Roman "C" now appear along the east coast of

Tarraconensis (Keay 1984: 428).

The balance on trade had shifted again, with east Mediterranean dominance
becoming apparent. Altbugh undoubtedly helped by the Justinianic conquest
of parts of the west Mediterranean, the 20% share of the pre 533 market
held by eastern imports, the numbers of eastern products entering Rome in
the early and mid fifth centuries, and their growing importance in Spain,
all point to a more fundamental change (Vhitehouse et. al. 1982; Keay 1984;

Hodges and VWhitehouse 1983).

It has been argued that the decline in large scale trade networks was a
function of lack of demand. The demise of the cities and a drastic fall in
the level of population are presented as reasons (Hodges and Vhitehouse
1083; see chapter 6 for a discussion of the population problem). But the
archaeological evidence from the Italian sites seems to contradict this.
That ARS was still in demand is shown by attempts to imitate its forms in
the Farfa area, at San Vincenzo, and at San Giovanni di Ruoti (Moreland
1989; Patterson 1989; Freed 1981). The answer must lie in production. The
events of the Vandal invasion and the Justinianic reconquest, and the
structural changes which flowed from these actions, might well bhave
disrupted production of ARS in the fifth and sixth centuries (Freed n.d.;
Roberto et. al. 1985: 145) . But despite some east Mediterranean inspired

commerce, the volume of trade in general declined markedly by the sixth
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century, and had all but disappeared by the seventh (Vickham n. d.) This

wider phenomenon has to be explained.

Ultimately it was a symptom and consequence of the demise of the Roman
world system. The intricate exchange networks which criss-crossed the
Mediterranean, carrying everyday commadities from region to region, was a
product of Empire. It was not a "natural" system. As Vickham (1bid) points
out
“very similar products are natural to every part of [the
Mediterraneanl; very few are a speciality of a particular
area...It is not a defeat for a pan-Mediterranean economic
system that Italy consumes its own o0il or makes its own
pottery and that Africa or Anatolia does likewise, it 1is
patural. Only something as vast, all-powerful, and (above
all) intrusive as the late Roman state could produce a world

in which anything else happened on any more than a marginal
level”.

The infrastructural development of the Periphery which was a consequence of
core-periphery exploitation, eventually furnished the Provinces with the
capacity to produce for themselves, and soc reduced dependency on the core,
as we have argued. Trade became a by-product of taxation. Pottery was
carried in grain ships etc.. With the collapse of the tax structures of the
state, that form of trade - in commodities -, and production for trade, lost
it raison d‘'étre. The Justinianic period of Eastern export dominance may
have been the last gasp of this system, perhaps an attempt by the Eastern
power to take advantage of the recognition of the reality of the loss of
central control with the dissolution of the western empire in 475 (Keay
1984: 429). Even if it was that, the nature of trade was changing as a
response to the new conditions prevalent throughout the west Mediterranean

at least.
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Trade in mass produced commodities 1s not the only form of exchange
devised by man. Anthropologists from Mauss, through Polanyi, to Godelier
and Gregory have.shown this. As Hodges and Vhitehouse (1983: 23 - 4) argue
the very mention of traders at towns and ports in Gaul and Spain in the
sixth century may show they were the exception rather than the rule. They
may have been engaged in what Vallerstein dismissively calls the “exchange
of precosities" (1974), a quasi—gift exchange system. Keay argues that the
sixth century east Mediterranean amphorae found 1in the Tarraconensis
carried "luxuries rather then essential foodstuffs". Their consumers were
the "members of the Visigothic court and administration in Barcino and
Tarraco" (1984: 430). Similarily, Filipucci, bhas suggested that many of the
Byzantine imports entering Italy in the sixth and seventh centuries should
be seen as prestige goods (n. d.; see also Farioli n. d.). As such, they
might be seen as the product of directional trade between élites, mediated
through merchants tied to court, church or monastery (see VWhittaker 1983a).
They would have been important 1in structuring and reproducing power
relations in social formations which now 1lived by and large at a normal
“subsistence" level. They gained their efficacy from their exoticness, and
perhaps more importantly from their connection with the locus of a major
temporal power. The parallel with the situation described above for the
Danish Iron Age is striking. But the parallel must not be taken too far.
Although the state had collapsed, its traces remained both in the minds of
people and in the material culture around them. The importance of these

considerations will be discussed in the following chapters.
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§5:5 Conclusion

“It is difficult to imagine a situation when the formal order
of the universe could be reduced to a diagram of two
intersecting co-ordinates in one plane. Yet this 1s exactly
what happened in antiquity: the Roman who walked along the
cardo knew that his walk was the axis round which the sun
turned, and that if he followed the decumanus, he was
following the sun's course. The whole universe and 1ts
meaning could be spelt ocut in his civic institutions - so he
was at home 'in 1t* (Rykwert 1976: 202).

Throughout this chapter the importance of “ideological integration" has been
stressed as a prime factor in reproducing social relations and system
integration. From the second century onwards, as we have seen, a whole
series of factors served to undermine Peripheral commit%nent to the Roman
system. The people may have considered themselves Roman. The inculcation of
habitus over so many generations meant that things could hardly have been
otherwise. But this did not stop them from perceilving what was going on
around them. It did not lessen the effects of exploitation, and, as we have
seen, when a choice was presented many were only to willing to accept it.
The development of a productive base and the capacity to produce necessary
material culture 1in the Provinces diminished economic dependence and
weakened the efficacy of Roman material culture. Material culture produced
in the provinces was still based on Roman models, f:;nd was often directed at
a core "living on borrowed time" (Carandini 1981b: 17), but it could be
percelved as being “ours" rather then "theirs". At the level of Bourdieu's

habitus it reinforced altering perception and awareness.

This is perhaps seen most clearly in the cities. Throughout the western

empire the citles were in decline. The scale of the problem can be seen in
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the decay of the cities in the heart of the Empire - Italy and in Rome
itself (Arnold 1984; Vightman 1985; Vard-Perkins 1984). Before c.AD 300
the erection of a new building or statue was part of the process by which a
man identified himself as one of the honestiores. This “public spiritness®
declined rapidly from at least the start of the fourth century, and stems
ultimately from the lack of prestige, and the increasing burdens which
became connected with holding «civic office (Vard—Perkinsv 1984). A
consequence of the curiales “opting out" was the neglect of the fabric of
the city and the cessation of private building programmes. The increased
state control of city life from the third century onwards did not result in
a compensatory spate of civic constructions. State finances were hard
pressed, but more significantly the new élite in the towns were not local
civic officers, but imperial servants.

“Their status had nothing to do with local office and local

munificence and, though it is certain that many of them did

build on a grand scale to enhance their standing, they no

longer produced the traditional  ©buildings of public

munificence, but more private ones: large town houses, villas,

and churches. Though they might wish to impress their home
town, they had little need to court it* (ibid: 17).

The same was true, on a perhaps more dramatic scale, in the Provinces. Kot
only were the towns in decay, but their composition was changing. Many of
the upper classes retired to their country estates (Jones 1964: 762), the
councils were in decline and the Church was a rising civic power. In some
senses the debate over the continuity or demise of classical towns 1is
irrelevant. Some did disappear, but many survived. What is important is how
the citles were perceived, what they were felt to mean. They were hardly
Boman any more. They bhad lost much of their grandeur and signification.

They were given new meanings of course, and the construction of churches in
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and around them contributed fundamentally to this (see Krautheimer 1983;
Vard Perkins 1984), but as “active" material culture they now symbolised

decay, the decay not just of the city but of the world systen.

But they were more than symbols of decay. The structure remained but it had
been transformed. The signifier (city) now related to a different object.
The new meanings they were endowed with, the r;ew institutions which
dominated them, the new buildings they contained, point to the emergence of
a new structure. A new set of social relations was becoming dominant and
structuring the soclal formation. This was a soclal system on a much more
restricted scale but it was a kind of core-periphery relationship
nevertheless. This time temporal distance was substituted for that of space.
The past was not forgotten, nor could it be. The present was acted out on
its remains. That past - the conceptual core that was Rome - was drawn
upon, appropriated, and transformed in the reproduction of the feudal mode

of production.
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CHAPTER SIX

Population, Pottery, and Soclal Structure in “"Dark Age® Italy

®...the fundamental characteristic fof the first feudal agel
remains the great and universal decline in population...Even
in the provinces formerly under Roman rule, human beings
were much scarcer than they had been in the heyday of the
Empire. The most important towns had no more than a few
thousand inhabitants, and waste land, gardens and even
fields and pastures encroached on all sides amongst the
houses" (Bloch 1965: 60).

86: 1 Introduction

In attempting to model, describe, and explain the collapse of “civilisations"
through the use of catastrophe theory, Renfrew has recently drawn up a
check list of traits held to be characteristic of this process. The list is
the product of a cross-cultural study of a range of social formations which
experienced relatively sudden and rapid “state collapse® (Renfrew 1979b).
Although Renfrew's cross cultural approach does not draw on evidence from
the Roman empire, many of the traits he outlines seem appropriate to the

decline of the empire in the Vest.

The fourth trait specified by Renfrew -

*Settlement shift and population decline:

a. Abandonment of many settlements

b. Shift to dispersed pattern of smaller settlements

c. Frequent subsequent choice of defensible locations - the
‘flight to the hills'

d. Marked reduction in population density® (1979b: 483)'.
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- brings us to a problem which 1is central to this thesis - population
levels. Vhile Vickham suggests that “what historical sources we have in the
eighth century, primarily the Liber Fontificalis, give no impression that
the countryside had been abandoned...and generalised demographic collapse is
a difficult enough process even to imagine, let alone account for or locate
in the -evidence*® (1979: 86), Hodges and Vhitehouse maintain that
“Depopulation..is not 1impossible; the ruined towns and the? wasted
countryside suggest that 1t happened in the Mediterranean at the end of the
Roman period - and the burden of proof rests with those who maintain that
it did'nt* (1983: 53). The importance of a resclution to this problem stems
from the fact that the 1level of population is fundamental to our
conceptlons of the nature and diffusion of power in early medieval Italy. An
exposition of the data used to reconstruct late Roman population levels, and
an exposure of the assumptions inherent in what we might call
*demographic catastrophy" arguments, is essential since, as I shall argue,
that evidence in fact points to other, equally fundamental, changes in the

structure of Italian soclety.
§6: 2 Population and Fileld Survey

Any assessment of the level of post-Roman population in Italy, and the
importance of any variations in that level from Roman times, must start
with the establishment of a baseline from which to work. That baseline must
be approximate population figures for that latter period itself2. If we are
trying to reconstruct regional patterns then the principal source must be
the material collected in the course of the fileld surveys. This material is

mainly pottery, though tiles, mosaic fragments and sculpted stone are also
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found. The principal dating tool are the fine wares and, as we shall see,
our reconstructions of regional settlement hierarchies and numbers 1is

almost totally dependent on the latter.

A starting point must be the data from the South Etruria survey, initiated
by the then Director of the British School at Rome - John Ward-Perkins.®
The information from the individual projects has been collated in two
recent publications and it is to these that I will generally refer (see

Potter 1979, and Hodges and Vhitehouse 1983. Also, see Appendix II for a

breakdown of the figures).

The number of sites recorded on each of the South Etruria surveys shows an
appreciable rise throughout most of the early Imperial period. Thus Potter
(1979: 132) lists rises of between 22% and 76% between the Republican
period and the first century of the Imperial era. Although the 76% figure
for Sutrium is exceptional in that it comes from an area which was opened
up to farming and settlement only in the late first century BC (Duncan
1958), even when 1t, and the lowest figure, are excluded, this still
represents an average rise of 39% in the number of sites recorded over the

whole campagna.

Potter's figures show that this rise continues into the second century, with
an average rise (again excluding the highest and lowest figures) of 25.7%
over the reglon. He does detect some interesting regional variation, which
we shall see repeated in other areas (see below for the Biferno valley in
Molise). Thus the growth of Imperial settlement closest to Rome 1is

appreciably slower than 1in earlier periods and compared with the more
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distant Ager Cosanus and Sutrium (Potter 1979: 133); Potter argues that the
areas near Rome had been effectively settled in the first century AD. The
second century expansion of settlement in the Ager Capenas, Sutrium, and
the Ager Faliscus therefore represent the taking into cultivation of more
"marginal® land. In this respect it can probably be connected to the export
boom of that period referred to in the last chapter, and to the dominance

of the slave mode of production.

Other surveys in Italy.l by and large confirm this picture of sustained early
imperial growth. The conquest of the Sabina for Rome by Manius Curius
Dentatus in 290 BC saw a marked rise in the numbers and material cultural
quality of the sites located by the Farfa survey teams (see fig. 3). All the
pre-Roman sites remained in existence, but many others were founded,
particularily further into the Sabine hills, around the monastery of Farfa
itself (Moreland 1986, 1987). Combining the results from the 1985 and 1086
seasons, it 1s clear that the peak of Roman settlement in the Sabina was in
the first and second centuries AD (see Appendix IIIA)4. There was a 21%
increase in the number of sites between the end of the first century BC and
the end of the 2nd century AD. A more detailed analysis of the material
from the 1986 survey allows a clearer picture of the development of the
settlement pattern (Appendix IIIB). A slow build up in the number of sites
form the “Sabine" baseline was interrupted by an 80% increase in the first

century BC, and by one of 55% in the first century AD.
It is only in the post medieval period that the area would ever be as
densely settled as it was 1in the eai’ly Empire. Again this probably

demonstrates the participation of the Farfa area 1in the general
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production/export boom of late Republican/early Imperial Italy. Muzzioli
envisages a series of slave run villas in the Sabina, concerned with the
specialised production of oil, wine, fruit and vegetables for export or for
consumption in major population centres like Rome (1980: 41). Easy access
to the Tiber ports, and the ease of water transport down to Rome, must have
ensured the rapid assimilation of the Farfa area within the productive
hinterland of Rome (Angle et. al. 1986; Quilici 1986; Leggio 1986a and
1986b. See Jones 1966: 311 - 312, and Greene 1986: 39 - 42 for the low

cost of water versus land transport of produce).

The surveys in the Liri valley, that around San Giovanni di Ruoti, and that
in the Biferno valley all show a similar picture (Vightman 1981; Roberto et.

al. 1985; and Barker et. al. 1978)%,

By the second century the figures for the numbers of sites found in the
Farfa area have started to fall markedly, with analysis of the 1986 results
showing a 42.8% reduction between the end of the first century and the end
of the second (Appendix IIIB). The rapidity of the decline slows somewhat
between the second and third centuries, but is still consistent through to
the fifth century. The small numbers of sites represented in the 1986
sample might cause some suspicion about the validity of these results. The
trend established 1s however consonant with that produced through
combining the results of both seasons work, and with the preliminary
results of the 1987 season. More interestingly, support for the figures
produced at Farfa as representing some form of “reality®™ comes from a
comparison with the aggregated results of the South Etruria surveys. Thus,

while pointing to periods of rapid and slow decline, Hodges and Vhitehouse
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conclude that there was an overall fall of 86% in the number of sites in
South Etruria between AD 80 and 450 (1983: 40). A similar calculation for

the 1986 Farfa data produces the figure of 85.8%!

This is a well attested phenomenon over much of central and southern Italy,
though as expected there are exceptions. The survey at San Giovanni shows
an incx;ease in the number of sites from the first century BC through fo the
middle of the second century AD. From then on a decline sets in
culminating, as at Fax:fa, with only one or two sites by the mid fifth
century (Roberto et. al. 1985: 141 fig. 43). In South Etruria the down-hill
slide starts at the end of the first century AD (Potter 1979: 132 - 3),
while both the Gravina area and the Ager Cosanus exhibit decline in
settlement numbers from the second century (Vinson 1972; Attolini et. al.
1982, 1983; Celuzza and Regoli 1986). The real exception here is the Liri
valley which instead shows an increase in the number of sites from the
secand century and into the third (Vightman 1581: 284). The San Vincenzo
survey has not yet been fully published but the pattern appears to diverge
from that in the nearby Liri valley and more closely approximates that in

the neighbouring Biferno (see fig. 4) (see Hayes 1985 and 1989; Roberts

1989).

The evidence seems clear. After a boom period for settlement, production
and expoarts up to the first century AD, most of central and southern Italy
experienced a marked decrease in the numbers of settléments. and by
implication therefore in the population. But is there really such a direct
and 1nflexible link between population size and site numbers? Ve must now

take into consideration a whole series of cultural and natural factors
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which might serve to weaken this implied link, and to dilute our picture of

catastrophic population collapse.
§6: 3 The Younger Fill: A Bilasing Factor?

One of the best known geomorphological features in the river valleys of the
Mediterranean basin is what has become known as the Younger Fill. This .
refers to a deposit "buff and grey in colour and...consisting largely of
silty fine sand; its lgravel is subrounded or rounded...(Vita-Finzi 1969:
101>. It represents an episode of stream deposition generally believed to
date to the post-classical period. Various theories have been proposed to
explain this phenomenon, but they can basically be divided into those which
alternatively emphasise *natural" and "anthropogenic" causation. The former
was that originally proposed by Vita-Finzi himself in 1969. He argued fof a
climatic deterioration at the end of the Roman period, resulting in
increased erosion from hill slopes and subsequent deposition in valleys.
This explanation has been favoured by, among others, Potter (1976, and

1979: 27 - 8).

The alternative theory is that the Younger Fill was the product of the
collapse of the infrastructure of the Roman agricultural system. Vith the
neglect of dams, terraces, and water regulating systems towards the end of
the Empire, it is argued that erosion increased and that the silting up of
the harbours at places like Luni and Ephesus were some of the catastrophic
results of this process (Hodges and Vhitehouse 1983: 57 - 8; Vard-Perkins

et. al. 1986: 123 - 40; Foss 1979)S.
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The implications of this phenomenon for assessing the scale of any changes
in population levels between the late Roman and early Medieval periods
stems from the possibility that, if the Younger Fill can be correlated with
events taking place in the late- and post-Classical periods, then many
Roman sites could lie buried underneath alluvium in the river beds. If these
sites were primarily of the mid and late Imperial periods, as some writers
have suggested (Potter 1976),? this could account for some of the apparent
decline in the number of recorded sites. Thus Vita-Finzi writes

v

“A consequence of widespread alluviation which 1is obvious
enough to have escaped general notice is the obliteration
of ancient remains in areas where one might expect them to
pullulate...One is led to wonder whether the role of malaria
and other obstacles to settlement in the past might not
bave been exaggerated..where the search for sites, though
thorough, has remained literally superficial" (1969: 116).

That we have to consider the impact of this phenomenon is obvious from the
case of the city of Olympia in the Peloponnese which was buried beneath
silt in the sixth century (Hodges and Vhitehouse 1983: 56 - 7), and by the
location of sites buried beneath the alluvium in the area around Luni
(Vard-Perkins et. al. 1986). In the Farfa area at least two of the Roman
sites located had material which was very heavily abraded, and had
obviously been moved some distance from its source, and several pieces of
rounded tile and pottery were found in river cut sections and in o0ld stream
courses. In Tuscany, the Montarrenti survey revealed evidence that
prehistoric sites were also buried beneath the river deposits (see Hodges,
Francovich et. al. 1986: 306). But the Younger Fill would only have a
significant impact on our reconstructions of late Roman and medieval
populations 1f the assertion that 1t is a purely late Roman phenomenon can

be sustained.
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More recently it has been argued that examples like those referred to a
moment ago, are in fact the results of a process which takes place at
different times in different places according to the complex interaction of
local and regional human and *"natural* actions. In South Etruria, Potter has
claimed that deposition was taking place by the second century (1976). In
Tuscany a major period of soil erosion and deposition in valley courses has
b;een recorded for the twelfth and thirteenth centuries at Montarrenti, and a
similar phase of medieval date has been located in the bed of the river
Farfa in Lazio (D. Gi]:bex*tson pers. comm.). In the ager Lunensis, Delano-
Smith bhas outlined the many factors which contributed to increased soil
erosion and deposition in the late medieval period (Vard-Perkins et. al.
1986: 127 - 130)>. On the island of Melos in the Aegean, depositional phases
are known from as early as 1100 BC (Renfrew and Vagstaff 1981: 92 - 3;

Vagstaff 1981).

So even if there was a period of alluviation which might have buried mid
and early Imperial sites, this was not the only such episode. The much
discussed agrarian expansion of the eleventh to fourteenth centuries must
have resulted in the clearance of large areas of forest and opened them up
to erosive processes. In parts of central Italy clearance of the forests had
been going on for at least two centuries befare this (Vickham 1985a;
Toubert 1973: 339 - 348). The effects of this in terms of soil erosion are
not yet quantifiable, but we can suggest that post Roman soil erosion and
deposition may have destroyed and covered early medieval as well as Roman

sites.
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This is not to minimise the problem. It is simply to demonstrate that we
must be aware of our lack of understanding of the percentage of sites which
may have been so destroyed and to point out that settlements of both
periods may have been so affected. The situation will vary from region to
region according to a whole range of factors, and detailed interdisciplinary
analyses are required to arrive at any sort of assessment of the scale of
the problem. For the moment we can conclude that the destructic;n of sites
through erosion and burial should not significantly bias our assessments of
relative late Roman an'c‘l early medieval population levels. If therefore the
apparent decline in the numbers of sites from the mid Imperial onwards is
not a product of geomorphological process, does it reflect a reality? To
answer this we must consider in detail the nature of the archaeological

evidence and the assumptions made about it.
§6: 4 Pottery as a Reflection of Population or as Active Naterial Culture?

Sites located during archaeological field surveys are generally dated
through the fine wares found on them - Vernice Nera,v Terra Sigillata, and
African Red Slips. Detailed studies of all these major groups have been
completed 1in the last +two decades, and through pan Mediterranean
comparisons drawn from a host of excavated sites, most fabrics and forms
are well dated - some to a few decades, some even to a few years (Morel
1981; Hayes 1972, 1980; Goudineau 1968). This work allows us to produce
more detailed explications of the process of settlement pattern changes in
early medieval Italy than that presented in the original South Etruria

reports (Potter 1979).
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But the use of fine wares as a dating technique can bias our
reconstructions of settlement pattern and process. Firstly the national and
international nature of their production and distribution networks means
that interruption or dislocation at these levels could manifest themselves
as an apparent series of transformations at the regional and local scales
of analysis. Secondly, our reliance on these isochronic markers leaves us

helpless when they finally disappear from the archaeological record.

A third problem is co;xceptual rather than methodological. Most fine wares
were produced 1n a vast quantities to a series of standardised designs. Ve
have become accustomed to consider them all within the same conceptual
framework - a market based, economic one - through the whole period of
their production, distribution, and consumption. This assumption runs
counter to our theoretical proposition that socletal structures acquire new
meanings over time, through their “activiation" and transformation in and
through daily practice, and through their "webbing" with other structures
(see chapter 3). It seems unlikely that high quality products, shipped over
long distances, would have the same meaning, and operate in the same level
of a soclal formation in which most other structures were being
transformed, and in which the very production and locus of consumption of

that product were changing.

These considerations will be elaborated on below in an attempt to locate
the importance of certain aspects of material culture in distorting our
picture of the scale of settlement and population changes, and to stress
the necessity of considering production and consumption, as well as

distribution?.
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It might be suggested, following the line of the argument presented in
point one above, that the perceived settlement (for which read population)
decline shown by the archaeological data from surveys all over Italy, is in
fact a product of the lack of supply of the important datable fine wares
from North Africa (this has already been alluded to in another context -
§5:4. See also Freed n. d.; Roberto et. al. 1985; Hodges and Whitehouse 1983:
41). The British excavations at Carthage have produced results whicl;
suggest that decline in production of ARS began sometime before AD 425
(Fulford 1980; Patten:‘;on 1685) thereby undermining the theory of direct
Vandal causation and pointing to the deeper structural problems referred to

at the end of the last chapter.

Hodges and Vhitehouse argue that problems with supply do not significantly
blas our assessment of population and settlement changes. They point to the
fact that ARS was still being imported into Rome, Naples and Luni in the
late fifth century, and that it is found on several sites in the Roman
campagna (1983: 41 - 42). The implication is that if it was being imported
into the major urban centres, then it must have been distributed to the
remaining settlements in the countryside, and that those sites on which it

is found represent the sum of rural settlement.

To an extent they are right. The Farfa survey, for example, has located
sites on which fifth, sixth, and even seventh century ARS forms were
found®. Similarily mid fifth century ARS was found on the Roman villa which
preceeded the early monastery at San Vincenzo (Patterson 1985: 86), and a
fine example of a sixth century ARS dish was discovered during the

excavations of the monastery at Farfa (Vhitehouse 1983: 23). In the Biferno
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valley, Dr. John Lloyd bas argued that the latest ARS both on the Matrice
villa site, and on the other sites located by the survey teams, should be
dated to the mid fifth century (Lloyd and Cann 1984). At San Giovanni di
Ruoti, Freed shows the presence of significant numbers of mid-fifth century
ARS forms (1983). In northern Italy, there is evidence that ARS was still
reaching sites in Liguria into the mid seventh century. These fine wares
have been found at castrum Fertice, Cloée to the coast at Savona (Bonara et.

al. 1984: 236).

But is this the full story? Can we presume, from the evidence presented in
the paragraph above, that the sites on which late ARS was found were the
only sites present at that time. This in essence is the argument presented
by both Hodges and Whitehouse (1983) and Potter (1979, and 1987) in
presenting their case for massive depopulation in the late Empire (see also
Vhitehouse 1985: 209). To consider the argument in more detail we must
analyse (1) the nature of the sites on which the late ARS was found; (2)
assess the evidence for late Roman coarse ware production; and (3) consider
the changes in social relations which were the concomitant of the collapse
of the Roman world system into a network of regional and local powers.
This will lead us to a re-evaluation both of the evidence for demographic

collapse, and of the nature of pottery as “active" material culture.

In considering the nature of the sites on which late ARS is found we must
of necessity examine those which have been excavated, for survey material
can tell us little about the form or layout of a site. The archaeology of
the late Roman sites at Farfa, San Vincenzo, and San Giovanni di Ruoti show

that they were to some extent “"special®. Their development in the fifth and
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sixth centuries was different from most of the numerous other villas in
their regions. Ve have already noted above (86:2) a decline in the number of
recorded villa sites in the San Vincenzo area from the second century
onwards. In the Rochetta plain, the villa at San Vincenzo itself came to be
the only identifiable site from the fourth century (Hodges 1985). By the
early fifth century a large "dispersed" villa complex was replaced by a
settlement with a more defined and precise focus. Two churches, one of them
a funerary basilica containing many family tombs (Coutts and Mithen 1985),
lay at the foot of a ferrace dominated by a massive tower-like structure
(see fig. 6 and 7). The importance of this site as a regional and local
centre can not be disputed, and the finding of fifth century ARS at this
site alone in the plain can hardly be coincidental. The ARS stands out as
one of the few items of “exotic* material culture to penetrate a market now

dominated by local and regional production (Hodges 1985: 9).

A very similar picture can be painted from the evidence of the excavations
at San Giovanni di Ruoti in Basilicata. Again a “nucleated" complex was
built on the remains of a preceding villa, although in this case there is
evidence that it had previously been abandoned (Small 1980: 92)°. At San
Glovanni, the new construction on the site was dominated, as at San
Vincenzo, by a large tower with foundations over 1.5m wide (1bid: 93).
Another of the buildings in the complex had an apsidal end, reinforced with
buttresses and with a series of rooms attached to the outside (Small 1983:
34). The buildings were constructed over earlier midden deposits, and these
allow a close dating for the life span of the complex. It was built around

AD 460, and destroyed c. AD 525 (ibid: 37)'.
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Unlike San Vincenzo, however, Small argues that the apsidal building at San
Giovanni was not of a religious nature. The lack of tombs and christian
symbols are presented as evidence to support this argument (ibid: 32).
Instead he compares it with centres of local secular power in Spain and
Yugoslavia. It was probably the residence of a local lord or dominus. The
excavated remains of the apsidal building formed the undercroft of a
structure whose residential quarter was on tile upper floor. Small suggests
that this marks a break with the architectural tradition of the villa, and
looks forward to the .middle ages (Small 1980: 95). On the other bhand,

towers are frequently represented in late Roman mosaics of villa scenes in

north Africa (ibid: 93).

Analysis of the pottery from the middens at San Giovanni similarily
reflects the changes which were occurring in fifth to sixth century Italy.
In what Freed calls Midden I (AD 375 - 460), 59% of the fine ware bowls
were ARS, while only 10% were of the “painted common ware" variety. By
contrast, in Midden IV (AD 460 - 525) 31% of the bowls were ARS, and 62%
painted common ware (1983: 99). The decline was not due to the lack of
demand. The numerous fifth century imitations of 1af,e ARS forms at San
Giovanni forcefully refute such suggestions. The fall off in the supply of
long distance trade goods even to sites like San Giovanni is demonstrated
by the lack of Eastern amphorae, and by the fact that although the
percentage of fine wares in Middens I and II represented only 2% of the
total ceramic assemblage, this had fallen to as little as %% in Middens III
and IV. The corresponding rise in the percentage of painted common ware,
and the increased reliance on locally prdduced meat products (Steele 1983:

81 - 2), at the expense of regional and international products again points
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to the regionalisation of economic structures which was a concomitant of

the degeneration of the Roman world system and changing social relationms.

The excavations at Farfa were discontinued before any appreciable late
Roman structures comparable to those at San Vincenzo and San Giovanni were
discovered. However, it cannot be doubted, that there was a sizeable Roman
villa on this site. The many inscriptiqns found in the area testify to a
notable early Roman presence, perhaps a cult centre to the minor goddess
Vacuna (Evans 1939; ](célendon 1981), while the numerous residual sherds of
ARS (including the nearly complete example of Hayes' form 104a referred to
above) demonstrate occupation of some kind into the fifth century. The
importance of the site at Farfa as a centre of religious and/or secular
power may be suggested as one of the reasons for the foundation of the

first monastery there in the late sixth century (see chapter 8), though this

runs the risk of lapsing into circular argumentation.

Unlike the other sites we have considered, many more of villas and other
settlements found in the Farfa survey do have evidence for the use of
fourth, fifth and sixth century ARS (see Appendix VI). This is a picture
which is repeated in the South Etruria surveys. Thus Potter provides a list
of sites in the Ager Faliscus which contain fifth and sixth century ARS
(1975: 227>, and in his general overview of the South Etruria surveys, on
figure 41 he plots the distribution of similar sites in the Ager Velentanus
(1979: 143). In both the Farfa and South Etruria cases the proximity to
Rome must be seen as the factor determining this relative abundance of late

ARS (see below).
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To summarise this discussion of the nature of the sites which contain late
ARS, I would argue that, rather than reflecting the reality of a massive
population decline, they refer more to changes in supply and production of
goods as a result of the collapse of the Roman state and its taxation
structures (see chapter 5). The supply of ARS in fifth and sixth century
Italy was a problem. Ve have already seen how late forms were imitated at
San Giovanni di Ruoti and have suggested that this indicates continued
demand. Also in Basilicata, fifth and sixth century imitations of ARS have
been found at the Sar; Nicola villa at Buccino (Dyson 1983: 159). This
phenomenon was not confined to that region however. In Campania such
imitations have been discovered at Santa Maria in Capua Vetere, Casanova di

Cariola, and at the Posto villa at Francolise (Arthur and Vhitehouse 1982:

Cotton 1979).

In Molise, imitiation fifth century ARS has been found in the late villa
complex at San Vincenzo (H. Patterson pers. comm.), while three sherds of
imitation ARS were found in the course of the Farfa survey. One of these
(that from site F14/3) was an imitation of Hayes form 61b, and dated to
between AD 380/90 and 475, but the two others imitated much earlier forms.
Thus a sherd from site M11/10 imitated Hayes 8b, a late second and early
third century type, while that from site M41/12 reproduced Hayes 197, the
real variety of which is dated to between the end of the second and the
middle of the third century AD <(Hayes 1980). This apparently strange
imitation of early forms might be accounted for by postulating the survival
of the examples of the latter from their production period right up to the

fifth century when supply became short'e,
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I would further argue that the fifth century sites on which this material
is found, such as San Vincenzo, Farfa, and San Giovanni, lay at the apex of
a settlement hilerarchy rather than representing its totality. These were the
focii of local power networks, and had a continued access to a diminishing
supply of élite material culture. As such we could argue that the use of ARS
in these locations contributed to the constitution of the élite group which
inhabited them''. This fine ware had connotations not only of wealth and
prestige, but also had links to the past and the sources of state power -
the major urban centre; like Rome and Naples through which it was imported.
It should no longer be seen as simply another commodity reflecting
settlement pattern and population distribution. Its “meaning" as active

material culture bhad changed in a world which was one of transformations.

This might be seen as baseless speculation, but it has the advantage of
accounting for the distribution of the ceramic evidence, of according with
our theoretical perspective as presented in chapter 3, and of reflecting the
changes in soclal relations which will be described later in this chapter.
But what of those areas close to Rome which have a relative abundance of
late ARS, and those at the foot of the Biferno valley where many examples
of late African and East Mediterranean imports are known (Barker et. al.
1978)? Did this aspect of material culture have the same meaning there as
it did in more remote areas of Molise, Basilicata, and Umbria (for the

scarcity of ARS in the latter see Stoddart 1981)7
In his discussion of the material from the Ager Velentanus and the Ager
Faliscus, Potter asserts that late ARS was found as often on small

farmsteads as on large villa sites (1975: 222 - 3, especially table IV). He
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further suggests that of the new fifth century foundations in these areas
only 35% represented large villas, the other 65% being more modest farming
establishments (ibid). This, it is argued, demonstrates the involvement of
both peasants and the rural élite in the exploitation of the late Roman

campagna, and also “some attempt to reverse the drift from the countryside®

(1978: 109; 1975: 224).

It further implies a réle for ARS very different from that proposed above
for San Vincenzo and éan Giovanni. If this material culture was permeating
down to the lowest levels of society it could not have been effective in
constituting socilal groups as seperate orders. This would not be totally
unexpected nor unlikely given the proximity to Rome. Similarily in the case
of the Biferno valley, it was those sites closest to the importation centre
at Termoli which received the African and Eastern imports. Here ARS might
be seen as the commodity it had been throughout much of the Empire in the
mid-Imperial period. As such it might provide a more accurate picture of
the levels of settlement and population to be expected in other parts of
Italy where ARS was more restricted in its circulation in the social
hierarchy. But as we shall see, when the information from South Etruria is
analysed in more detail, it becomes clear that here too the material

evidence refers more to social relations than directly to population change.

If this is the case throughout Italy, how can we locate those sites in the
soclal hierarchy which were denled access to African imports. To avoid
denying history, or even an existence to much of the population of “Dark
Age" Italy we have to take 1into account other forms of ceramic evidence

whose production at the regional and local levels might reduce the impact
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of dislocations at the national and international levels which hinder the

effectiveness of ARS as a guide to population.

In central and southern Italy we have evidence for another form of pottery
which might be useful in this context. These are the red-painted wares
which Freed (1983) calls “painted common ware*. The first evidence for
these at Sf;n Giovanni comes in the late fourth century, while in the Biferno
valley an early fifth century date has been proposed (Lloyd and Cann 1984).
In parts of southern lA Italy, production of red painted ware apparently
continued from the late Roman right through to the early medieval period,
and might thus be seen to offer the isochronic marker we need to arrive at

some idea of population figures.

There are, however, problems. Firstly, Patterson suggests that the perceived
continuity referred to in the paragraph above is more apparent than real.
Thus the 1late Roman red painted wares from the Biferno valley are
"stylistically and technically different to the red painted wares found at
the 6th/7th to 9th century AD site at Santa Maria in Civita..* (1985: 86;
see also Hodges et. al. 1980). Also their form and distribution reveal their
status as a quasi-élite material cultural product operating in a restricted
social and geograpbical context. Thus in southern Italy, at least some of
the red painted wares directly imitate ARS forms. They should be seen as “a
relatively fine table ware" (Patterson 1985: 104), in many ways replacing
ARS, as we have seen bhappening at San Giovanni di Ruoti. Initially they may
have had meaning at a more “basic" level, but with the demise and

disappearance of ARS, their context of use was altered.
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As well as bhaving a restricted distribution within the social structure, red
painted wares were geographically confined to certain distribution networks.
Thus while they are relatively common in the Biferno valley (Llayd and Cann
1984), they are rarely found 1in the neighbouring valley of the river
Volturno (Patterson 1985). As such the efficacy of red painted wares for
allowing us to assess regional population levels is as restricted as that

of late ARS.

As we saw from the f;gures produced by Freed for the fine wares at San
Giovanni di Ruoti, these only accounted for between % and 2% of the total
ceramic assemblage (Freed 1983). The same proportion holds for practically
all archaeological sites, whether excavated or discovered through field
survey. But the lure of fine wares like ARS as isochronic markers has
proved so irrestible that the great bulk of the material cultural product of
the past has mostly been ignored. The consequences of this are not too
catastrophic, in terms of trying to arrive at relative population levels and
in reconstructing soclal structures, as long as the fine wares can be

assumed to have penetrated all levels of the social hierarchy.

The archaeological evidence for the early to mid Imperial period makes this
a reasonable, though by no means water tight, assumption. When we have more
restrictive production, distribution and consumption networks however, as
we have suggested for both ARS and red painted wares in the late Imperial
period, our concentration on the fine wares effectively excludes most people
from the historical process. The problem becomes even greater when the
isochronic markers finally disappear in the early to mid seventh centuries.

Then we tru\y are in the dark. But evidence does exist to allow us to cast
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some light into this obscurity. We simply have to recognise that it exists

and then ask the right questions of it.

This evidence consists of the coarse wares which totally dominate
archaeological assemblages. The problem with utilising this resource is that
it is largely undatable. In the first two seasons of the Farfa survey for
example we were only able to fit th:e coarse wares into very broad
chronological categories - 1i.e. pre-Roman, Republican, and Imperial. In terms
of assessing population‘l change these gross divisions are virtually useless.
An on-going programme of research, carried out as part of the current Farfa
project, is however attempting to refine our dating of the coarse wares and

has started to produce some tentative, but very promising results®Z.

In both the San Vincenzo and Farfa projects one of the most important aims
was to use the ceramic sequences produced from the excavation of well
stratified sites to date settlements found in the areas around them, and so
to provide a regional context from the emergence and transformations of the
nain sites themselves (Hodges 1985, Moreland 1986). At San Vinvenzo, this
alm was to a certain extent hampered by a ceramic break between the late
Roman villa and the eighth century monastery (Patterson 1985). The paucity
of fine wares like ARS and red painted wares in ‘the latest villa levels
meant that contemporary sites in the region could not easily be located. A
further problem was created by the assumption that, with the cessation of

importation and consumption of ARS, most villas were abandoned.

During the Farfa survey we attempted to make use of the advantages gained

from participation in the San Vincenzo project, from an awareness of its
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results, and from the possession at Farfa of an almost unbroken ceramic
sequence. We further sought to test the implications -of Whitehouse's
argument  that, 1f anywhere in Italy, then 1in the area around Rome we
should expect a continuity of coarse ware pottery production from the late

Roman period through to the early middle ages (1980: 66).

The implications of this suggestion are profound and ;:ould drastically
alter our picture of both population levels and social structures in “Dark
Age" Italy. If pottery ‘A production did continue then we might expect some
broad similarity in the forms of the coar wares vessels produced
throughout the period. It follows from this, and from the neglect of the
study of coarse wares referred to above, that at least some of the sherds
found on villa sites with late Roman fine wares could in fact post-date
those fine wares and demonstrate occupation from the sixth and seventh
century onwards, albeit it on a different scale. If we could demonstrate
this, and quantify the results on a regional level, we would be in a much
better position to assess the real impact of population changes in the late

Imperial period.

The preliminary results of the research on the material from the Farfa
abbey excavations, seem to back up this suggestion. By studying in detail
all those layers with stratified ARS, those with residual ARS, and those
with datable early medieval glazed wares, we feel that we have now isolated
several coarse ware forms which can be dated to the sixth, seventh and

eighth centuries.
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It 1s one thing to demonstrate the existence of such ceramics in an
excavated context, and yet another to extend these results to all the Roman
and medieval sites found in the survey, and to quantify the scale of
occupation of such sites. The dictates of a Ph. D thesis seldom fit exactly
with those of field research, and the application of the results of the work
on the monastery material to the field survey sites has yet to be
completed. It will take some time since every one of the dozens of contexts,
some of which contain hundreds of sherds, from which evidence was
collected by the survey‘; teams, will have to be re-examined. All we can say
at that moment is that there is every indication that these coarse wares
are turning up on some sites and demonstrating a longevity of occupation

previously unthought of.

In terms of assessing the total number of sites occupied in this period,
there are obviously still problems. Again we are assuming that even these
coarse wares penetrated all the levels of the settlement and social
hierarchy. Ve must also bear in mind the possibility that in some areas
pottery production may have been reduced to a quasi-prehistoric level. At
Vacchereccia, near San Vincenzo, there is evidence for sixth century hand
made coarse wares, though they do imitate late Roman forms (Hodges et. al.
1984: 171. See fig. 8). If sherds of such vessels were found in the course
of a field survey it would be difficult to distinguish them from later
prehistoric productions, and a whole range of settlements might be missed.
Ve must also bear in mind the possibility that parts of Italy might have
reverted to aceramic levels in this period. Even in the eighth century the
record of a donation of their possessions to the monastery of Farfa by

Aimone and his son Pietro of Viterbo, notes that vasa lignaea et fictilia
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(wooden and pottery vessels) were included (R.F. IV, pp. 85 - 86, n.92 for
AD 775). It does not take a great imaginative leap to envisage the
populations of some poorer rural areas as being totally dependent on vasa

lig