cussion of the questions relating to interpretation of the for-
mation of the layers, the function of the ditches and their fil-
ling-in, etc. The dating propounded does not make such a dis-
cussion any less necessary, but we have chosen to wait for the
final publication to embark on it.

Translated by Joan Frances Davidson

Lene B. Frandsen, Stig Jensen, Den Antikvariske Samling, Overdam-
men 12, DK-6760 Ribe.

NOTES

1. To be published in Jutland Archaeological Society Publications.

2. Information on the absolute dating of the boundary between phases
2A and 2B has been supplied by Karen Hailund Nielsen, since this
is not explicitly covered in her article (1987, fig. 18).
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Archaeology:
Science or Politics?

An Interview with Colin Renfrew

by FELIPE CRIADO BOADO
and CHARLOTTE DAMM(1)

For several decades now archaeologists have been concerned
with constituting their subject as a science. This was especially
so within New Archaeology, which narrowed the gap between
archaeology and the natural sciences in an attempt to lead ar-
chaeology towards objectiveness. At the same time there is an
awareness that archaeology can be (and perhaps inevitably is)
political. The political potential in prehistoric studies is clear
in for instance explicit marxist archaeology or in the increas-
ing interest in the past seen in many third world countries. But
is any archaeology objective? Can we help but impose our per-
sonal standpoints on our research? Is archaeology science or
politics? This is a central question throughout this interview
with Professor Colin Renfrew.

Born 1947, Colin Renfrew was educated at Cambridge. He
did his first degree in natural sciences, before he turned to his
Ph.D. in archaeology. His first position was at Sheffield. Later
he became professor at Southampton, until he in 1981 re-
turned to Cambridge as Disney professor in archaeology.

Geographically his main fields of interest have been the
Aegean and the Orkneys. Major themes in his work are the
study of complex societies, aspects of trade, the autonomous
development in Central and Northern Europe confirmed by
radio carbon, and a social interpretation of megaliths.

He has all along been a central character in theoretical ar-
chaeology, and is influential far beyond Britain.

When asked who has been influential on the development of
his archaeological approach, Renfrew first mentions discus-
sions in physics classes at school about laws and the evidences
for them. He was stimulated also by the teachings of Prof.
Braithwaite in philosophy of science, whose ideas were similar
to those of Karl Popper.

“My own theoretical framework comes from an attempt to
look at society and see how one can conveniently describe it
and then look for sources of change. I am influenced by mo-
dern thinking about change in many directions. Especially I
think the biologists have made real progress, when they talk
about morphogenesis. I think it is important deliberately not
to stand apart from the developments of thought in contempo-
rary science, where there are many useful concepts, e.g. the
language of morphogenesis or of information science. I cer-
tainly looked in those directions. But they do have difficulties
in coping with the role of the individual in relation to the ag-
gregate. What happens in society is often not really the pro-
duct of individual will. In aggregate human volitions end up
with many unintended consequences.
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In relation to the notion of evolution, I have no doubt, that
there are significant similarities between the development of
e.g. complex societies and the formation of new species. But it
seems to me that if we are talking about the development of
culture, we are not talking about genetic material, which is
handed on by specific mechanisms from generation to genera-
tion. The language of science can be useful, because it has
talked about some aspects of the individual versus the aggre-
gate problem with more success than any other language. But
they are not dealing effectively with human will and activi-
ties.”

Renfrew has been one of the most prominent European ar-
chaeologist connected with New Archaeology.

“New Archaeology, as I see it, was a major break that took
place, best described in Clarke’s “A loss of innocence” (2).
People realized that they had to examine the methodologies
and philosophies they are working within, and had to be more
explicit and more willing to define and defend those. This is
New Archaeology in a broad sense. Some people have a very
narrow notion of New Archaeology, exemplified by the unfor-
tunate book by Watson, LeBlanc and Redman (3). What hap-
pened was much broader than the attempt to pour all of ar-
chaeology into that narrow view of philosophy of science.

In addition to the North Americans and the British it has
been the Dutch and the Scandinavians, who have participated
actively in the development of the New Archaeology. North
Americans sometimes imagine that it was all an American
happening, but many of the foundations were laid in Europe.
If we look at archaeology in general, the underpinnings in ar-
chaeological science or excavation method, I would say that
the Americans are far from pre-eminent. We are much more
sophisticated in Europe, where there has been a long tradition
for an archaeology that could be called scientific in various
ways. So I find that Scandinavia, Holland, Britian and America
participated together in the revolution of New Archaeology.”

New Archaeology is more or less explicitly linked with posi-
tivism. Colin Renfrew has in some papers argued, that a posi-
tivist methodology is the only alternative to subjective or
idealist analyses. And he also seems to accept the link made
between positivism and capitalism: “If to pursue a positivist
strategy of verification or testing is seen in some quarters as
tantamount, philosophically, to upholding capitalism, then,
as far as I am concerned, there are worse things which one
could uphold, and worse ways of upholding them.” (4)

“It is not I who have made that link. It has been used in a
pejorative sense by some of these structural-marxists and
others to suggest a rejection of both capitalism and Western
science. I am not shocked or annoyed by being called a capita-
list, but I do not think it is a relevant point. The notion that
science is a capitalist product seems first of all stupid, but if it
comes from a marxist it is even more so, as Karl Marx himself
saw his own project as one that was eminently scientific. It so
happens, that capitalism and Western science developed in
the same areas. But the development of science is an attempt
to produce information or knowledge systematically and to
seek to verify or question it. In that statement I am not saying
“I am a capitalist, so I am a scientist”. Whether or not one is a
capitalist is irrelevant, but one has to be a scientist, because

-

science simply means systematic knowledge as separated from
revelation.”

Colin Renfrew advocates systems theory and although he
does not object to the term materialist, he prefers to stress his
interest in the workings of the social aspects of society (a re-
cent collection of articles is titled “Approaches to Social Ar-
chaeology”(5)).

But does he agree that systems theory and marxist archae-
ology have elements in common?

“It is true, that there are many points of equivalence in the
systemic framework and marxist analysis, to the extent that
they are descriptive of society. But a systemic framework al-
lows you to talk about the past without strong political precon-
ceptions. It seems to me no formula for advanced knowledge to
assume from the start what you want to know. It may be, that
we cannot expect to be objective in trying to learn about the
past, but I think there are risks in choosing a strong political
position at the outset. It is no doubt true, that many stand-
points have associated with them unconscious as well as con-
scious political preferences and preconceptions. But any
framework that succeeds in being more value free is a better
framework.

Scandinavia is one of the few regions, where Marxism has
been coherently applied in archaeology and the approach does
have its positive merits. The main one, I think, is that it allows
you to take a fairly holistic approach, to look at the way the
whole society is changing, and how changes in one aspect
would affect other parts. This could easily be paraphrased in
systemic terms. Secondly it focuses on social issues.

The great pitfall of marxism, I think, is the concept of con-
tradiction. Although it is an interesting concept, that can also
be expressed in systems theory (if Marx had been aware of the
concept of feedback, he would have used it), it involves tempo-
ral circularity. They speak of contradictions explaining some-
thing, but when you ask for evidence, they have to make refe-
rences to following events. They don’t really get at what are the
dynamics of change.

The problem with marxism is that it prescribes how you
should tackle a problem rather than invite you to think on your
own about it.”

In later years there has in archaeology been an increasing in-
terest in the symbolic aspects of society. Professor Renfrew too
is concerned with the projective or symbolic subsystem, in-
cluding religion, art, language and science. His inaugural lec-
ture was titled “Towards an Archaeology of Mind” (6). What is
his opinion about structuralist archaeology, and why did he in
his inaugural lecture say that “the archaeology of mind is too
important to leave to the structuralists alone”?

“The structuralist approach is often interesting and in some
ways very productive. For instance Ian Hodder has emphasi-
zed the active role of material culture. That is a sound point.
Material culture does not simply reflect other realities. Mate-
rial culture is part of the reality and helps to shape itself and
other realities. Some have seen material culture as a projection
of other realities, a very useful perception I think. Furthermore
the structuralists have contributed to archaeology in a positive
way by discussing areas of human experience and areas of the
archaeological record, that have been neglected somewhat in



contemporary archaeology, e.g. by New Archaeology. But I do
not think these valuable points necessarily emerge from a
structuralist framework, as I understand it. In the end so much
seem to come down to an individual claiming to recognize and
proclaiming certain categories in the world, which he then
seeks to divide the world into. Prof. Gellner (7) made the
sound point, that if you lock up a number of structuralists in
separate cubicles, they might well come up with different cate-
gories, and where do you go from there? The approach lacks
system and method, which is why I do not think the archae-
ology of mind should be left to the structuralists alone.”

“Do you recognize any of the New Archaeology in structura-
lism?”

“Yes, in as far as one sees New Archaeology as an awareness
of the methodologies and philosophies we employ, rather than
a specific theoretical framework, then contemporary ap-
proaches are much influenced by it. [ am well disposed to some
of the strukturalist work, as some people overcome or bypass
some of its limitations. Its merits, indeed, is that it is not
purely structuralist. When these people undertake some syste-
matic analysis, they will use a computer program, indeed often
the same package as a New Archaeologist, and they employ the
same critical criteria, coming to pretty much the same conclu-
sions from the same data. The methodological sophistication
in handling the data that came with New Archaeology, has
happily not been thrown overboard by the various post-
archaeologists.”

It is a general problem that there are very few women em-
ployed in archaeology, especially in the more influential posi-
tions. This is not due to a lack of female students, who are in
majority at least in the lower degrees. What causes this picture
and what could be done to change it? And in relation to this,
what does Professor Renfrew think of Feminist Archaeology?

“It is a real problem, but not just in archaeology or in Bri-
tain, I think. I mean, there must be a larger proportion of wo-
men in archaeology than in natural sciences. And the problem
is not in the order of magnitude it used to be.

One part of the problem is that women are accepting gen-
derdefined roles, and therefore to a large extent are not apply-
ing to do research at the Ph.D. level. That perpetuates itself at
the post-doctoral level; as you know there are ludicrously few
female teachers and fellows. Some colleges in Cambridge are
trying to do something about it, but there are few highly quali-
fied graduates to draw from. We might try to encourage the
girls more, but whether they are able to continue is determined
by the number of grants, which in turn is determined by their
performance, their exams.

I think Feminist Archaeology does explore important areas.
There clearly are preconceptions, and some models do contain
assumptions about gender, which are very questionable. It is
worth looking at the evidence, first of all from sexually deter-
mined finds.

But if Feminist Archaeology implies that people have got
their solutions to the wrongs of the world in this area and are
trying to impose them on archaeology, I don’t think it is a good
research design. I am not terribly keen on any -ism in archae-
ology, in the sense that I feel we should be looking at problems,
rather than bringing solutions.”
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Throughout the above Colin Renfrew has stressed his prefe-
rence for a valuefree, objective archaeological science. Does
this mean that politics and science can be separated?

“There is a connection. We can not define science, including
archaeology as a world apart from the real world of contempo-
rary political thought and action. I myself regard archaeology
as primarily the pursuit of knowledge, as research. The end-
goal of that is information. Of course one has to choose what
one wants information about. That your research questions
are influenced by your political standpoint is unavoidable and
not desirable to avoid. People have different poliical stand-
points and are seeking to change the world in various ways.
That is perfectly legitimate. But when people in that sense
come to achaeology, probably already knowing the answertoa
particular problem, they are very often only seeking to docu-
ment that answer by means of the archaeological record.

It is true that in various areas the past and the view of the
past is a very active force in discussion of the present. I fully ac-
cept that the past is of great significance, particularly in coun-
tries, for instance, where they are seeking to define their image
of themselves, where it is not already fixed and defined (8). For
them it is very important to establish their own identity. Each
country is trying to do so and distance themselves from former
colonial identify, almost inevitably a Western identity. I am
very sympathetic towards that, and it represents fascinating
problems. I well see that archaeology is of great significance
there.

My own reason for finding archaeology interesting is more
an existential one, to try and understand where we are in the
world, to understand what it is to be a human being, and where
we situate ourselves in the pattern of human existence in a
broader way.”

“What is or should be the position of Cambridge in the ar-
chaeological world?”

“In response to the postulate that the Americans were not
terribly good excavators, one shocked American archaeologist
once exclaimed: ‘But, but... we lead the world!’ I would not
want to make the same claim for Cambridge. There is no a
priori reason why Cambridge should be pre-eminent in any
sense, although historically it has had a central role in British
archaeology, and British archaeology no doubt has been in-
fluential on a wider platform. But there are now several good
departments in Britain, where original thought about the
methods of archaeology (not just the rather straight forward
digging type) is going on. But the department at Cambridge
try to have a global view, which not every department can do.
We teach most areas of the world, and have many foreign stu-
dents passing through. Hopefully it will continue to have that
global awareness and that methodological concern, which is
its hallmark. I am sure that what this department ought to be
able to contribute is people who are trained and able to work
in different areas, who are not just specialists in one area, and
with a very strong methodological awareness. This is what
Cambridge has build up to doing in the past 60 years, and if it
continues to do so, then it ought to remain one of the more in-
teresting places at a world level, where archaeologists would
go to meet other archaeologists.”
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“How do you defend archaeology in the present day context
of financial cut-downs?”

“Archaeology is increasingly seen, especially by archaeolo-
gists, as one of the major historical disciplines, and it is the one
historical discipline, that allows one to take a global (chronolo-
gically and spatially) view. There is no doubt that if we are
asking questions about the human species and its past, archae-
ology is very well placed to answer those. There are those of
course, in the modern world, who are concerned only with in-
creasing the production, the gross national product, manufac-
turing of goods and so on, but they aren’t that numerous.
Nearly every country realizes that it needs a view of its past,
and even if we are talking about material production, it is un-
derstood, that productivity is determined not only by techno-
logical efficiency, but by how people look at their place in so-
ciety, and at what work means to them, and how they feel about
the world in general. I think archaeology has a vital role in situ-
ating one self in the world.

This is recognized by governments, not only in a university
context. The growth of rescue archaeology in most parts of the
world reflects an awareness by governments, that to salvage
part of their nation’s past is part of their responsibility. I feel
quite optimistic! We should not be defensive about the role of
archaeology, but should be more bold and insisting on giving
it its due place among the historical disciplines and in the so-
ciety as a whole.”

(1) This interview took place in November 1986.
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