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METHOD AND THEORY 
IN MEDIEVAL ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE 1990'S 

INTRODUCTION 

. . . a cross-cultura! atemporal 
and aspatial generalizing perspective 
promoted so much in recent archaeol
ogy does not take history seriously; it 
does not recognise real and irreducible 
historical differences. History be
comes the endless repetition of the 
same (TILLEY 1990: 304 - 305).  

In 1982 medieval archaeology was rudely awoken from decades of theoreti
cal complacency . The occasion was the publication in this journal of a semina! 
article by Dr. Richard Hodges entitled « Method and Theory in Medieval Ar
chaeology » (HonGES 1 982) .  What Hodges did in this paper was to present 
medieval archaeologists with an alternative, and with that alternative a place 
in the mainstream of archaeology. Medieval archaeologists could either con
tinue collecting, describing and publishing " facts" about the past as they had 
done for decades, or they could adopt and benefit from the input of a body of 
theory developed in the American tradition of anthropological archaeology and 
self consciously labelled the "New Archaeology" .  

I t  seems however that until very recently many medieval archaeologists 
have been .either unable or unwilling to tackle the spectre of their theoretical 
impoverishment raised by Hodges. Although there have been notable excep
tions, whose work I will refer to later, most reports from medieval archaeolo
gists still seem to bed their authors firmly in the mire of antiquarianism. 
Detailed notes on the latest finds of strap ends and buckles, purely descriptive 
excavation and survey reports, and the continuing fascination with art histori
cal typologies show that medieval archaeology still has a long way to go. 

Reports written in the « traditional approach » of course contain informa
tion on the basic elements of archaeology - the artefacts. As such they are of 
inestimable value and are vital to our attempts to piece together the past. But 
on their own, devoid of context or attempts to place them within a body of the
ory, they are certainly « dry bones, signifying nothing » (COLLINGWOOD 1946: 
305) .  

Given the apparent reluctance to  accept that archaeologists must work wi-

7 



]. Moreland 

thin an explicit body of theory it may be even more difficult for many medieval 
archaeologists to accept my contention that Hodges did not go far enough; that 
his proposal for the future of medieval archaeology was based on a flawed theo
retical perspective; and that most medieval archaeologists must emerge from 
their antiquarian bunkers and face head on a new and powerful variety of the 
creature they hate most - the 'ism' .  In this paper I will argue that "post
processualism" (see below p. 25 for a definition) offers medieval archaeologists 
the chance to radically rethink their approaches to the past and their interpreta
tion of the materia! remains of that past . More significantly I believe that it 
offers us the potential to engage in a dialogue with historians which transcends 
the « dialogue of the deaf » which appears to have characterised the relation
ship between History and Archaeology up to now (see RENFREW 1979) . 

As its (rather cumbersome) name suggests, post-processualism arose from an 
extended critique (mainly, but not exclusively, by a group of Cambridge pre
historians) of the processualism which was the heart of the New Archaeology. 
What I shall do in this paper therefore is firstly to briefly re-state the critique 
of traditional approaches made by Hodges and others, and by Binford et. al. 
of pre - New Archaeology in general. The heart of the paper will be a presenta
tion of the main tenets of post-processualism and its critique of the new ar
chaeology. I will conclude with some examples where a post-processual ap
proach has been brought to bear on the interpretation of medieval data from 
Italy and England. 

I must emphasis at the outset that I am not trying to demean the work of 
previous generations of medieval archaeologists. Like Hodges in 1 982 , I think 
I am offering a way forward for medieval archaeology, a way which can only 
enhance our perceptions of the past and stimulate our minds as the constructors 
of that past. 

In essence therefore I feel that two problems dog medieval archaeology as 
it has been practised and presented to date. The first is the lack of what we 
might cali an « anthropological perspective » on the past. The use of common 
sense in "old fashioned history" imposes a twentieth century uniformity on the 
past .  It negates the "difference" which must have existed between us in the 
present and the inhabitants of the early medieval past. By interpreting the 
traces of the past through our conceptual framework we make the past like the 
present, though perhaps slightly more primitive. The Anglo-Saxon and 
medieval English peasant differed from us, so we told, only by virtue of the fact 
that they were lower down the ladder of 'progress ' towards capitalism (see 
HoDGES 1989; MACFARLANE 1 979) . 

The New Archaeology recognised the problems posed by this absence of an 
anthropological perspective and attempted to correct it (though see below 
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pp. 1 1) .  Similarly my second concern about the state of medieval archaeology 
- the problem of the relationship between historical and archaeological data 
- was appreciated by those medieval archaeologists who worked within a new 
archaeological perspective. But in both cases attempts to resolve these problems 
failed - the first because of the flawed philosophical perspective of the New 
Archaeology itself, and the second because of an inadequate theorisation of the 
nature of the documentary and archaeological data. 

ARCHAEOLOGY AS ScrnNcE 

Perhaps "the" principle aim of the New Archaeology was to make Ar
chaeology into a science, capable of generating laws of human behaviour which 
would be applicable across time and space. The use of cross cultura! generalisa
tions, the adoption of systems theory, and the incorporation of a study of past 
human societies within an ecologica! paradigm were readily espoused by those 
« new medieval archaeologists » at the C ambridge conference sponsored by The 
Society for Medieval Archaeology in 198 1 (see papers in HINTON ed. 1983) and 
in the most substantive 'new medieval archaeological' work published at that 
time - Klaus Randsborg' s  The Viking Age in Denmark ( 1980) (see below) . 

It is not necessary to describe the essence of new archaeological thought, 
and that of its adherents in medieval archaeology, in great detail. That has been 
done often enough before (see especially HoDGES 1982) .  What we need to do 
here is to expand on those aspects of new archaeological thought which were 
referred to at the end of the last section - the introduction of an anthropologi
cal perspective into archaeology, the attempts at the generation of universal 
laws of human behaviour, and considerations of the nature of the relationship 
between History and Archaeology. 

To put it briefly, the New Archaeology sought to develop a body of "middle 
range theory" which would mediate between the "statics" of the archaeological 
record and the dynamics of human behaviour in the past . It sought to develop 
laws or law like statements (see GrnBON 1 989 for the difference) which would 
link the present (where the archaeological record exists) and the past (where the 
people who ultimately produced that record resided) . 

Por archaeology to « progress » beyond the level of a pseudo-science, Bin
ford suggested that we must adopt the methodology of the natural sciences 
( 1983a: 23) .  We must be explicit about our inferences concerning the relation
ship between past human behaviour and the materia! product of that behaviour. 
Hypotheses must be formulated and "tested" . That testing procedure must 
take place in the present, since if we want to establish a genera! law linking past 
human behaviour and the archaeological record, then that link must be sought 
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in circumstances where both sides of the couplet are open to "objective" obser
vation, recording and analysis. 

There are three situations in which these « Rosetta Stones », as Binfard 
calls them, may be faund 
1 .  Observations of living peoples 
2 .  Experimental archaeology 
3 .  Historical documents (BINFORD 1 983b: 49) .  

Here I shall not consider the merits, or otherwise, of utilising these Rosetta 
Stones in any detail. I shall confine myself to restating Binfard's point that if 
we use these Rosetta Stones as the source far carefully derived and controlled 
analogies then this "middle range research" will allow us to develop "middle 
range theory" which enables us to match observation with behaviour, the 
present with the past, and static artefacts with dynamic behaviour. If our mid
dle range research is conducted within the paradigmatic framework of the 
natural sciences - hypothesis > test > result - then we can begin to produce 
a science of the archaeological record (BINFORD 1983a:  2 1 ) .  

To those who have read the Hodges 1 982 article, it will be clear that this 
is the programm; he espoused far medieval archaeology, and although Hodges 
has been one of the few « new medieval archaeologists » to make his position 
explicit (though see the quotations from Rahtz below) , it is clear from the writ
ings of the others that they tao work within Binfard's ecological/systemic 
paradigm. Thus at the beginning of his excellent book on The Viking Age in 
Denmark, Randsborg writes that 

The last few decades of socia! thinking and research have led, above all, to an under
standing of the "systemic nature",  often "unconsciously determined" of human be
haviour. Moreover they have highlighted the part played by "adaptation" in human 
society, with regard not only to tradition, but also to other socia! groups and to the 
"natural environment" (RANDSBORG 1980: 1-2, emphasis added) . 

The highlighted words in this quotation all refer to fundamental aspects of 
the new archaeological programmatic, as I shall illustrate later. There is no 
need, however, to highlight any of the fallowing statements from Professor P. 
Rahtz to demonstrate his belief in the importance of the new archaeological 
programmatic . He argues that medieval archaeology's -

1 0  

new emphasis, which reflects archaeology's aspiration t o  scientific method, i s  a formai 
hypothetico-deductive approach, the generation and testing of hypotheses in a 
rigourous manner » (Rahtz 1983 :  14) .  
He continues that in the future our interest should be 
in culture process rather than the description of culture change, the attempt to discern 
repeated patterns which may lead to the definition of generalising laws of human be
haviour (ibiJ). 
This then was the future being plotted far medieval archaeology in the early 
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1 980' s. What we ha ve to consider now is why, in the early 1 990' s, that direc
tion should be questioned? Why do I assert that the new medieval archaeology 
was based on a flawed philosophical and epistemologica! foundation? T o answer 
these questions we must return to a consideration of the New Archaeology itself 
and to take stock of some of the many critiques of it which have emerged since 
its zenith in the early years of the last decade. 

In an article in American Antiquity in 1 984 Raab and Goodyear subjected 
Binfordian middle range theory to an extended critique (RAAB and GooDYEAR 
1 984) . They demonstrated that it was in fact a methodological device rather 
than a theoretical construct. It concentrates on the construction of logico -
empirica! bridges between the statics of the archaeological record and the dy
namics of human behaviour, much as Binford argued, but largely in the context 
of considerations on the "formation" of the archaeological record. The term 
« middle range theory » suggests that it is meant to act as an intermediary be
tween, and to be an arbiter of, general theories. But how is the connection be
tween separate general and middle range theories made? The latter tell us about 
how the archaeological record was formed, while the former purport to account 
for the perceived major changes in human social structure and social organisa
tion over the millenia spanned by the archaeological record. Within Binford's 
theoretical structure there is a notable absence of a mechanism which allows us 
to mo ve from one to the other. 

The link between the two can only be made when we realise that the distinc
tions between general theory, middle range theory and the data relate to the 
dictates of scientific positivism rather than to any necessary epistemologica! 
structure for archaeology. Both data and methodology are theory dependent .  
Theory informs the constitution of archaeological « facts » ,  and the methodolo
gy by which such facts are produced and interpreted. Archaeological, historical 
and ethnographic data are not real and given prior to investigation. Facts do 
not exist independently of general theory, but are contingent upon it. The facts 
of the past are not the same as those of the natural and physical sciences and 
attempts to analyse the former using the methodology of the latter not only 
produces a spurious objectivity but constitutes a lapse into the epistemologica! 
errors of nineteenth century historical thought.  These points are made time and 
time again in many of the papers in Symbolic and Structural Archaeology (Hon
DER ed. 1982) and have formed one of the pillars of the post - processual at
tack on the new archaeological position (see also WYLIE 1982) .  

Binford sought to develop a methodology which could distinguish between 
the conflicting claims to legitimacy of different general theories. This attempt 
however was doomed to failure since this methodology was itself constructed 
within a particular paradigmatic stance, one which emphasised the adaptation 
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of human societies to external, particularly environmental, stimuli; one which 
advocated the adoption of systems theory and the use of the concept of 
homoeostasis (see the quote from RANDSBORG 1 980 above p. 10) .  In essence, 
rather than providing a methodology for distinguishing between competing the
ories, Binford attempted to establish paradigmatic primacy (I owe this observa
tion to Ronald Ross) . Binford' s  ecologica!, functionalist, systemic approach is 
perhaps best summed up in the following quotation -

"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 1 983b: 47 emphasis added) . 

This is a paradigm which ascribes needs to systems. These needs have to be 
fulfilled if the system is to remain in equilibrium with the environment . Society 
is reified; the individua! is forgotten. The fulfilment of these needs requires the 
emergence of particular institution, agency, or mechanism. It is what Bidney 
calls the 

fallacy of misplaced concreteness by which one comes to mistake a conceptual abstrac
tion for an actual, vita! agent overturning the relation between people and culture by 
regarding the former as the vehicle for the !ife of the latter (BIDNEY 195 3 :  137) .  

Is this really the type of explanation for socia! institutions which we need 
in archaeology? Is this all that Archaeology as Science has to offer - an ahistor
ical, depersonalised past? If this is the case, they why have archaeologists in
dulged in the headlong rush to take up the place which new archaeologists see 
as reserved for the discipline in the hallowed halls of Science? 

It might be that the offer of direct access to an objective past which the 
scientism of the New Archaeology appeared to offer proved irresistible to 
many, but living as we are towards the end of the twentieth century we can pro
pose another explanation for this fetishism of science. 

Michael Shanks and Christopher Tilley have argued that the desire to be 
seen as a science is connected with the drive for power and prestige within the 
discipline of archaeology. In seeking to reinforce a separation between a 
rigourous ,  scientific archaeology and a perceived idiographic history, archaeolo
gists have adopted the methods and image of science, thereby giving credence 
to the 
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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 increas
ing 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 from 
producing or purporting to produce objective knowledge relevant to the modem world, 
relevance being conceived in terms of both ethical and politica! neutrality and there
fore inherently conservative (SHANKS and TrLLEY 1987a: 3 1) .  


