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Kom el-Hisn in Contemporary Theoretical Context
[fragment]

In contemporary archaeology a central focus of debate is whether or not archaeology could or should be an analytical science.  No comprehensive “theory” drives archaeological research today. Marxism, Structuralism (or Post-Structuralism), and Darwinian Evolution claim to provide useful analytical units derived from theory, but other scholars question their usefulness. At present the various contemporary theoretical perspectives that are now applied to Egyptian antiquity appear to be fundamentally irreconcilable—or in philosophical terms, incommensurable.
Despite the lack of convergence of theoretical perspectives, archaeologists of all theoretical persuasions still use anthropological terms such as “domesticated,” “non-domesticated,” “city,” “town.” “urbanism,” “market,” “civilization,” “state,” “occupational specialization,” “class-hierarchy,” and “wealth.”  Legions of scholars of the past 30 years have criticized these “analytical units,” on the basis that none of these terms is an analytical unit derived from any unified theory; they are at best descriptive and static inferences about a multidimensional and continuously variable underlying reality. 

The Postmodernist Critique

The postmodernist is seated in a chair. An off-screen voice is screaming, “Truth exists. Reality exists.” The postmodernist screams, “No, they don’t.” The off-screen voice returns, “Oh, yes, they do. Reality and truth both exist. And if you don’t believe it, jump out that window. We’re on the 39th floor.” 

                                                                                     Errol Morris (2011)

Today, the great divide among scholars of the human past is not so much between processualism and post-processualism—as in was in the last decades of the twentieth century—as it is between those who value and apply  “postmodernist” ideas, and those who do not.  To be more specific, this division is between those scholars who think that archaeology can be a science in the traditional sense of that term, and those who do not.

A detailed review of postmodernism is beyond the scope of this book, and postmodernism played no role in our research at Kom el-Hisn.  Postmodernism is relevant to this volume only because a growing number of scholars are using postmodernist ideas to interpret the Egyptian past.  Thus, a brief introduction is required.

Postmodernism is an intentional departure from “modernist” approaches that had previously been dominant, beginning in the Enlightenment and continuing today in the form of the “physical sciences” and the search for immutable “truths.”  The term “postmodernism” comes from its critique of the “modernist” scientific assumption that proper research can lead to objective value-free “truth.”  Postmodernism is thus a reaction to modernism. In this regard, postmodernists might have attributed a concept of “truth” to physical sciences that is misleading.  The theory and concepts of  “gravity,” for example, are not “true” in any ultimate sense, and they are still topic of heated debates.  “Gravity” as we commonly use it must be considered just the best current hypothesis, and one that is still being modified to adapt it to quantum theory. 

In general, postmodernism denies the possibility of objective “truth” or any single valid narrative about the world’s history.  Postmodernists typically focus on “power relations,” perceptions of life and death, and human motivations, even in the case of archaeological interpretations of the past where such elements as power-relationships must be reconstructed on the basis of fragmentary data and linked by long chains of dubious inferences.  Postmodernists entirely reject the notion that archaeology could be or should be based on science.  Instead, they argue, archaeology is a form of interpretation, such that any scholar’s understanding of the Egyptian antiquity is just one of an infinite number of interpretations (or “narratives”). And each and every one of them incorporates the personal and the cultural-historical biases of the interpreter.  

Postmodernism has thoroughly permeated nearly every non-mathematical academic discipline, as well as the arts and perceptions of the world in general. 

Many of the older generation of scholars of ancient Egypt certainly thought that part of what they were doing was form of science. (e.g., Trigger 1983, 1984, 1993, 2003), Hassan (1984, 1985, 1986, 1998, 1992, cf. 1987), Hoffman (1980a, 1980b, 1982, 1989), Wendorf  (1968, 1985, Wendorf, Schild and Close 1980, 1984, 1989), Wenke (1991, 1995, 2009, Wenke and Brewer 1989; Wenke et al. 1988).  Others, including geologists and chronologists, would seem to have a solid claim to being scientists (Butzer (1976, 2002; Coutellier and Stanley (1976); Dee, Ramsey, Shortland, Higham, and Rowland (2009). In fact, a modest number of archaeologists have been or are members of the United States’ prestigious National Academy of Science.


Current debates about archaeology’s relationship to science became fully public in November of 2010 when The American Anthropological Association dropped the word “science” from its organizational long range plan, to placate—among others—those anthropologists for whom “anthropological science” is an oxymoron.  The AAA substituted “public understanding” for  “science” in the original statement (which stated the goal of anthropology to be “to advance anthropology as the science that studies humankind in all its aspects).” But to some scholars, this change was not unexpected.  For almost half a century, archaeologists, physical anthropologists and some sociocultural anthropologists have had a waning interest in what postmodernist sociocultural anthropologists were doing in their research.  As a result, some faculties of archaeology have left departments of anthropology and set up their own departments, a trend that is likely to expand in the present decade. 

It is important to note that this is largely a North American issue, as many other countries have never considered archaeology and sociocultural anthropology to be complementary elements in a single discipline. In European universities, archaeology is often in departments of history or prehistory.

 Recently, some sociocultural anthropologists, especially those who focus on race, ethnicity and gender have defined their main role as being advocates for native peoples or human rights, not scientifically studying them (Wade 2010).  Peter Peregrine, president of the Society for Anthropological Sciences, an affiliate of the American Anthropological Association, viewed the changes as an attack on science to two influences within anthropology (cited by Wade 2010).  One is that of so-called Critical anthropologists, who see anthropology as an arm of colonialism and therefore something that should be done away with.  The other is the postmodernist critique of the authority of science in general

Some Egyptologists and other scholars of Egypt’s past have concluded that the processualist/cultural ecological approach of the New Archaeology did not give sufficient importance to human agency, personal identity, gender, ideology, ethnicity, language, and other elements of the “structure” and “superstructure” of a given culture, to use Marx’s terms.  

Barry Kemp, one of the most prominent Egyptologists of our era, offered an explanation of why Egyptologists have been unimpressed by techno-ecological processual explanations of early states: 

“It is a feature of many modern treatments of the origin of early states to work, as it were, from the bottom upwards, starting with a group of standard topics: population pressure, agricultural improvements, the appearance of urbanism, the importance of trade and information exchange.  The state, by this view, arises autonomously from, or with broad anonymous interrelations between, groups of people and their environment, both the natural and the socioeconomic.  States are, however, built on the urge to rule and on visions of order. Although they have to work within the constraints of their lands and people they generate forces, initiate changes, and generally interfere.  In looking at the state, therefore, we should keep to the forefront of our minds this generative power that works from the top downwards and from the center outwards” (1989:7). 


In this context, consider Tell el-Amarna, in middle Egypt, for example.  It represents a radical reformulation of Egypt’s settlement patterns, religion, artifact styles, and other aspects of Egypt during King Akhnaten’s reign (1352-1536 BC).  In this case, it seems that a single king who was obsessed with a specific idea of religious purity could entirely reshape Egypt’s settlement patterns by simple fiat.  He felt that the ancient settlements and constructions at Giza, Saqqara, Hierakonpolis, Thebes, and other site were so corrupted by false gods and religions that he built his capital on the east side of the Nile, in an area where the morning sun (his p0rimary deity) appeared framed by mountain peaks in a space that had previously been unoccupied.  If such important changes can be made on the basis of one person’s idiosyncratic whims, how could archaeology ever apply science to the course of Egyptian history? 

A processualist might argue that el-Amarna had only a brief life span (about a century) particularly because it was poorly situated for effective administration of the whole of Egypt, among other factors.  But the el-Amarna example demonstrates that techno-environmental variable and cost/benefit equations as applied to socioeconomic concerns place only loose constraints on cultural variability.

Thus, many contemporary scholars believe that ancient Egyptian settlement patterns and the cultural connections between them can never be fully understood simply as a function of technological, ecological, and economic forces.  They suggest that the ancient Egyptians placed settlements in certain places and maintained them there because of religious and other ideological considerations (Kemp 1989, Wengrow 2006; see also Hassan 1992, Bard 1992). The central point made by these analysts is that the ancient Egyptians did not establish and maintain settlements solely on the basis of cost/benefit calculations, similar to modern Western economies intended to maximize agricultural productions and product distribution; or to enable central religious and political authorities to transmit information and commodities throughout the country in the most efficient manner.  Instead, they established these settlement patterns and created the socioeconomic and political systems for a wide range of political, economic, and religious factors (i.e., essentially ideological reasons), along with the constraints posed by the ecological landscape.  

For example, Frankfort’s comparison (1978; also see Jacobson 1978) of Mesopotamia and Egypt in terms of differences in conceptions of divinity raised questions about differences in conceptions of deities and other religious issues in Egyptian and Mesopotamian cultures played a role in the structures and functions of these cultures; and their effect on the archaeological records of these two cultures.
In sum, post-processualists and postmodernists focused on the very aspects of societies that processualists had considered to be the least interesting: the “super-structural” elements of specific religious practices, gender relationships, ancient Egyptian views of landscapes and monuments they built, as well as their conceptions of the universe, their gods, and their many rituals.  

Such issues have always been art the heart of traditional Egyptology, of course.

 In general, postmodernists rejected the very notion that any archaeologist could ever be objective, value-free, impartial observers of archaeological facts on the ground ((Shanks and Tilley 1989:2).  As Shoup noted (2008), “Instead they insisted that all interpretations of the archaeological record were simply competing narratives that reflected individuals’ political agenda and biased data, far from being value-free, was rather a series of competing narratives constructed through discourse.  However, the creation of discourse was to be seen as intimately related to the relations of institutionalized power in which the speaker was involved” (viz. Shanks and Tilley 1987:51).

All this may seem a long way from the ravaged ruins of Kom el-Hisn, but postmodernist thought permeates the published works of a growing number of scholars of ancient Egypt.   David Wengrow’s (2006) The Archaeology of Early Egypt, for example, illustrates in detail how postmodernism (in the form of Post-Structuralism) that recently has dominated French sociological theory can be applied to Egyptian antiquity. 

 Wengrow’s analysis of Early Dynastic Egypt, as well as his critique of traditional Egyptological analyses are radically different from previous perspectives.  Wengrow, for example, sees much of value in Lévi-Strauss’ work, and he invokes some of the “Structuralist” ideas that grew out of it.  But Lévi-Strauss distanced himself from contemporary Structuralism as it rose to become a widely affected anthropological approach and vocabulary.  He observed that “ I practically don’t dare use the word ‘structuralist’ anymore, since it has been so badly deformed.  I am certainly not the father of structuralism” (quoted by Rothstein 2009). Lévi-Strauss was searching for the “fundamental structures of the human mind” (1949: 108, 1958).  His Post-Structuralist critics, in general, however, questioned the importance he gave to the cross-cultural “universals” that Lévi-Strauss claimed to have identified.  They argued instead that a culture’s history and experiences were far more important in shaping human consciousness.  Thus, the Post-Structuralists took Structuralist theory in many different directions (Derrida 1978; Foucault (1986), Barthes 1957, et al.).

Wengrow (2006), citing Bordieu  (1977), Bloch  (1998), Mauss (1979) focused his research on “…types of social knowledge that are pre-discursive, infiltrating the person directly via what Marcel Mauss…. called techniques du corps, and rarely, if ever, articulated as formal linguistic propositions” (Wengrow 2006: 7).  Such analyses are obviously much different from Lévi-Strauss’ concentration on opposites in spoken languages (e.g., The Raw and the Cooked, 1958).


Central to Wengrow’s analysis of ancient Egyptian cultures is a “…notion of material practice as constituting and actively transforming the parameters of social experience…” (Wengrow 2006:7).  He chose as his primary focus the relationship of the living and the dead, with specific attention to how they might have influenced funerary practices.  He asserts that “…relationships between the living and the dead—sustained, negotiated and altered through ritual activity—were deeply interwoven, albeit in complex and indirect ways, with the material conditions of existence and production” (2006:7-8).  He considers that this approach is sufficient to “provide meaningful insights” into cultural changes such as the adoption of domesticated plants and animals and the establishment much later of “a unified, territorial state…” (2006:8).


Some scholars may recoil from Wengrow’s Post-Structuralist vocabulary and theoretical perspectives, but his analysis presents many important issues, and the connections he makes between early Egyptian hunter-foragers and the characteristics of the late Egyptian state are interesting.


Another powerful current in postmodernist archaeology is interpretations of the writings of Karl Marx.  As Marx famously argued:

“In the social production of their subsistence men enter into determined and necessary relations with each other which are independent of their wills—production-relations which correspond to a definite stage of development of their material productive forces.  The sum total of these production-relations forms the economic structure of society, the real basis, upon which a juridical and political superstructure arises, and to which definite forms of social consciousness correspond. The mode of production of material subsistence conditions the social, political and spiritual life-process in general.  It is not the consciousness of men which determines their existence but on the contrary it is their social existence that determines their consciousness” (Cohen 1978:viii-ix; emphasis added) 


Although this statement may appeal to both processual and postmodernist scholars, their interpretations of it are very different. V. G. Childe (1934), for example, was one of the many archaeologists who interpreted Marx to mean that a society’s “base,” including the methods of producing, accumulating, and redistributing wealth, and the social relations that arose from the modes of production determined much of specific culturally constructed religion, rites, art styles, and other elements of the structure and superstructure of a society.  Many early attempts to link processual archaeology to Marxist ideas were dismissed as “vulgar materialism,” in that they concentrated on the simple restrains of geology, ecology, and demography to explain ancient states.


Contemporary Marxist archaeologists in Egypt have more in common with postmodernism than they do with processual archaeology.  Lynn Meskell, for instance, considers the difference between examining objects as they are, in contrast to the forms they might appear.  She introduces (2004:1) her attempt to engage issues of  “materiality” with Egypt’s past by quoting Barthes (1957): “We constantly drift between the object and its demystification, powerless to render its wholeness.  For if we penetrate the object, we liberate it but we destroy it; and if we acknowledge its full weight, we respect it, but we restore it to a state which is still mystified.”  

Her study is largely an extended discussion of the subject:object relationship and the application of postmodernist concepts to Egypt’s past, with Marxism and Post-Structuralism as the central tenets of her approach. 

In summary, our attempts to analyze Kom el-Hisn must be considered in the context of many difficult epistemological issues.  Taken at its simplest level, however, our research provides evidence about one community as it changed between the 5th Dynasty and the Middle Kingdom.  

Darwinian Evolutionary Theory


 The only group of contemporary scholars who still aspire to an explanatory, materialist, empirical science of archaeology and history are Darwinian evolutionists.  Chapter X of this volume provides an example of the application of Darwinian evolutionary theory to archaeological remains we found at Kom el-Hisn.  Darwinian archaeologists are members of a small but growing group of theorists who have rejected processualism and most kinds of post-processualism, including Structuralism, Post-Structuralism, Cognitive Anthropology, and Critical Anthropology.  Darwinists have a particular problem with the analysis of human agency in culture change (K. Kristiansen 2004).  

Darwinists insist on using that term because they wish to rid evolutionary archaeology of every vestige of the ideas of Herbert Spencer (1851), as well as the application of some cultural evolutionary concepts to human societies as promulgated by Leslie White (1949), Sahlins, and Service (1960). 

Darwinian archaeologists base their theoretical perspective on the simple principle that any attempt to interpret the past in terms of inferred behaviors of ancient peoples can never be a science, because behavior does not exist in the archaeological record.

Darwinian archaeologists consider that modern evolutionary biology provides an explanatory framework for the processes of cultural change, but that it cannot “be applied unammended and uncritically to cultural phenomena, be they ethnographic or archaeological” (Dunnell 1982:37).

In Darwinian evolutionary theory there is no necessary reason that ancient “states” (a term with no formal meaning in Darwinian evolutionary archaeology) such as ancient Egypt had to appear.  Evolutionary theory makes no predictions that complex human societies had to evolve, or that they must go through similar sequential stages of development.  There is no evolutionary goal (e.g., civilization) waiting for various human groups to attain it (Giacobbe 2007; see also Darwin 1859; Mayr 1988; Strickberger 1990).   

 Darwinian archaeologists argue that useful interpretations of the past must be in complex terms and principles that are wholly different from the easily accessible terms and concepts of anthropology (Dunnell 1982, Lyman and O’Brien 2000).  Others, who employ some Darwinian ideas, have proposed explanations in what many consider to be ultimately unsatisfying mathematical concepts and expressions (Lumsden and Wilson 1981, Boyd and Richerson 1985; Neiman 1995).  Still others look to recent developments in the abstruse mathematical terms and concepts of Chaos and Complexity Theory (Wolfram 2002).

[Insert additional material]

