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In the last decade there has been a major shift in the theoretical 

base of archaeology in the United States from a concept of artifacts as 

the major indicators of cultural development to relationships between 

artifacts as the indicators of cultural processes. The furor raised 

over this change in outlook was considerable, and has not left :myone in 

American archaeology unaffected. It has forced archaeologists to re-ex-

amine their preconc8ptions and methods of both excavation and interpret-

ation of data, if only to defend themselves against more analyticc:i.lly dis-

criminating adversaries, shown the possibilities inherent in a complete 

use of good logical method, opened new vistas on what is possible in arch-

aeology (and reopened some old ones). and [iven many hope that at last it 

might be possible to develop some general laws of the processes of cultural 

development which archaeology has always held to be its major goal. 

The nature of archaeology and its goals have been debated by the ~d-

1 

vocates of a "new" archaeology (a term used to describe W.W.Taylor's design 

for archaeological research in R.B.Woodbury,1954:294). Taylor remarks that 

archaeology in .&mericR is always placed in anthropology, but is usually 

defined as th~ reconstruction of culture history,(1948:26). This posi-

tion is seldom held among the new archaeologists today. Taylor himself 
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said that archaeolo,s-y dealt with Dast actuality and sequential time with 

its main interests in culture, and was a non-experimental discipline as its 

subjects could not be reconstructed in a laboratory (1948:42). He places 

the goal of archaeology in explaining the formal, functianal~ and devel

opmental aspects of the workings of culture (1948:43). it would seem. 

through cross-cultural studies, a point typical of anthropology in general 

(A.C.Spaulding.in Binford,1968:38). K.C.Chaag feels that the goal of arch-

aeology should be the isolation of social groups and the characterization 

of their activities (1967:231-232), while F.T.Plog would study long term 

cultural change (1974: 10-11). However, Taylor points out that the field 

itself encompasses history, folklore, art, archetecture, geology, and the 

study of human evolution (1948:5). This diversity has left its mark on the 

goals and concepts of archaeology. There is some truth to Chang's state-

ment that "the ultimate aills of archaeology ••• vary from one archaeoloeist 

to another." (1967:241). 

In order to understand the nature of the differences between the 

new archaeology and what may be referred to as traditional archaeology or 

as Taylor calls it, the comparative appro3.ch (1948:5). a shot synthesis of 

the conceptual basis of the latte~ will be attempted here, followed by 



a discussion of some of the more current concepts. 

Binford states that the traditional view of archaeological theory 

was poorly or sloppily thought out, making few distinctions between 

homology and analogy, and observational units and analytical units, 

but these might be attributed to failings on the part of individuals. 

More to the point would be traditional archaeology's view of culture as 

the sum of Gulture traits, and the use of logical induction rather than 

the standard scientific method of deductive reasoning (1968:26-27). 

Traditional archaeology is characterized by a normative view of culture, 

dealing with the modes or norms of a society (K.V.Flannery in Leone, 1972: 

103-104) which made the idealogical basis of culture the prime focus of 

study through artifacts (Binford. 1972:t 96-197) • Interestingly, Walter 

Taylor subscribed to a normative view of culture, defining it on two 

levels. The first, a holistic concept of learned, cumulative.mental 

patt.erns for behavior used to understand and react to experience and 

held individually, and the second was a partative concept of the above, 

a traditional sustem of traits that can be separated into a cohesive seg

ment of the whole of culture and shared among a group, or "society" (1948: 
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98,100-101,109-110). Culture in this view is transmitted through learning 

and diffusion according to the opportunities for social interaction avail-
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able, and decreasing as the social distance increases. Discontinuous 

distribution of culture under this system is thought to result from the 

influence of natural barriers to contact, inhibitions in societal value 

systems, or the intrusion of new peoples (Binford, 1972:196-197). Pat-

terning reflected in artifacts indicates the degree of shared ideas in 

culture, and used typology to measure this (Binford,1972:250). Variability 

of patterning in culture was expected to be limited, change being gradual 

and noted by relative frequencies of artifact taxa, an increase in the 

number of taxa recognized over time, and a transformational sequence of 

artifact development ( Binford, 1972;252). Practices ( and patterns 

within a culture were thought to be originally uniform and distinct from 

other cultu:res; multiple practices (and patterns) of a cultural function 

are thus due to outside influence (Binford,1972:236). Formal similarity 

among independent units is a measure of genetic relationship or affiliation 

between those units, and variability here is due to in t.erruptions of the 

flow of information through the population, change due to accretion of new 

ideas, innovations, or borrowings, or separate cultural population move-

ments (Binford,1972:238,252). The entir~ focus of this system is on the 

relationships outside of any cultural unit under investigation, using 

taxonomic and spatio-temporal or chronological sequences based on the 
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presence or absence of manifestations of culture in comparable units 

(Taylor,19413:79,95). The system is somewhat limited due to the difficult-

ies in determining archaeologically the difference between traits arising 

organic to a culture. traits diffused to it, and traits linked genetically 

in it (Binford,1968:8). 

Walter W. Taylor f~lt this to be unrewarding,. and attempted to remedy 

the situatiJn by nroposing an altenative, the "conjunctive approach", des-

cribing human cultures with a focus on interrelationships within a culture 

rather than relationships outside of the culture (1948:7). He attempted to 

interpret the materials produced ty archaeology in terms of the non-material 

aspects of cultural benavior (1948:95-96). Taylor felt that the archaeolo-

gist should define his subject, a human group. on spatial data, and separate 

the archaeological information inferentially, paying attention to the af-

finities and relationships between the artifacts and their environments 

(1948:113). developing a cohesive cultural base on which to define a social 

group, and determine a culture context for the group, which can then be 

compared with the contxts of other groups, typing and classifying the data 

in order to bring out similarities or differences that indicate the rela-

tionships between groups (194b:147-148). As can be seen,this is largely 

".cn application of the tradi tional framework of theory to a new type of 

data dealing with a new focus of subject matter. It should be borne in 



mind that it wss intended to apply inside a culture, a point that escaped 

some of Taylor's critics; his synthes is of the data did not give a clear 

concept of the culture in general (Woodbury,1954:295). It was not meant 

to do so, however, being aimed at producing particular information on the 

culture itself. Consequently. Taylor voiced disapproval of the chronicle 

and temporal cultural relationship studies then in vogue; despite his op-

ponents' claims, these did not produce the proper data for the conjunc-

tive approaeh (Woodbury,1954:293). 

M.P.Leone makes a more valid point that recreation (or more properly, 

construction- Taylor in Leone,1972:31) of past lifeways is not possible 

with modern technical abilities, the data being difficult to acquire and 

more easily handled in other disciplines (Leone,1972:21,25). This point 

wes noted early on (Woodbury,1954:292), and resulted in archaeology's 

rejection of anthropological functionalism as a paradigm, one of the 

reasons for the confusion in theory found today. archaeology creviously 

having gotten its theoretical base from general anthropology (Leone,1972: 

25) • 

In more recent years Lewis R. Binford has attempted to remedy this 

situation by developing a new view of the nature of culture. Binford 

felt that culture should be seen as man's extrasomatic means of adapta-

tion to the environment, and simply this applied in a specific instance 

(or niche, presumably) in the partative sense. Culture is not seen as 
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being shared, but rather,participated in (Binford,1972:198). Culture in 

particular is viewed as being parti tioned into inter-related systems of 

energy, matter, and information. these systems have form and structure, 

which can itself modify the form (Binford,1972:236). Practices in culture 

are variable and diversified in direct relationship to the complexity and 

social organixation of the group studied, and multiple practices are ex-

pected as a by-product of cultural evolution (Binford,1972,:236-237). 

Taxonomy should reflect the multivarate nature of culture and its inde

pendently operating variables (Ginford,1972j199). Evolution operates 

selectively on different groups, and variability is produced in those 

groups independently of other cultures. The purpose of archaeology is to 

explain how this is done (Binford.1972:238). K.V.Flannery calls tnis the 
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process Bchool, viewing a culture as overlapping or articulated subsystems 

of culture (Leone, 1972; 103) • Binford defines procE'ss as th.e dynamics of 

cause and e~fect operating in a system between its ~c~;onents or between 

the system and its environment responsible for changes in the organiza-

tion or content of a culture or the integration of new formal components 

into the system (1968:14 and 1972:117). 

T0 C Dew archaeolugists have a new idea on the nature of the archae-

ological record as well. The data include not only artifacts or 3imilar 

cultural items, but features such as hearths, trash heaps, post holes. etc., 
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for their own sake, not merely for what can be found in them, and activity 

loci as well as non-artifactual data of some relevance, which M.P.~eone 

calls "ecofacts" (all from Leone,1972:164-167). The data are expressions 

and statements about cultural sUbsystems. and all artifacts operate in 

all cultural subsystems to some degree. and can be made potentially to 

inform on any subsystem, artifacts being assumed to be mutually,if un-

equally, interdepend~nt on all subsystems of a system. Variation in an 

artifact class represents variation in the subsystems in which an artifact 

operates; hence, it is the variation range that is important in this 

theory rather than the normal type (Leone,1972:89-90). Because of this 

interdependence, factors that influence design and use of artifacts in-

fluence other areas as well, giving Binford the idea that the archaeological 

record preserves information on all aspects of culture (1968:22). K.C.Chang 

feels that this may even extend as far as the cognitive systems of the 

people in a culture (Chang,1967:228). ~ot all will agree with these ex-

treme viewpoints, but as Taylor points out, even if the use, meaning,or 

function of an artifact is never known, some pertinent points of infor-

mation may always be gleaned from the data on materials, style. or method 

of manufacture (1948:170). Binford's point is derivable from his theor-

etical base, however, and he points out that the limits of the archae-

ological record have never been experimentally established, making state-



ments that the record cannot inform on some subjects to be speculative 

(1,968:22). 

The systemic or process school of thought utilizes variation rather 

differently than the traditional or comparative school. Sally R. Binford 

states that variability between lithic assemblages on the same level of 

culture reflects differences in jobs performed with the artifacts, dif-

fering type of settlement or utilization of the site, replacement of one 

functional ~nit for another (keyed to stylistic variability), or error 

in sampling on the part of the investigator. 3he also supports the view 

of function as most natural to the analysis of variability and an under-

9 

standing of the multiple determinants that cause the nature of an assem

blage (in 13inford,1968:50). Variability between assemblages '.vithin a site 

may represent activity variants rather than culture change or separate 

tradi tions. Variabili t.y between sites may represent differences in set-

tlement type rather than regional traditions. Since change is thought to 

be due to evolutionary adaptive pressure, transitions should be viewed at 

the basis 0: the adaptation, rather than in the tool types developed with-

in the frame of adaptation. Tools tend to change from less efficient to 

more deeicient quickly and replace rather than supplement the older types. 

This is an nxample of functional change; style change is less abrupt and 

more additive, and shows less likelihood of clustering in time (J·R.Binford 



in Binford,1968:54,57). Robert Whallon, Jr. writes that style ca'~ be 

reI ted to sociocul tur·~.l systems in which the item was produced and func

tioned. Style has aspects and levels of behavior that can be analyzed 

and measured. The nature of diffusion of stylistic practices and ideas 

within and between groups is determined by the nature of interactions 

10 

among artixans. which 'jye defined by or are the result of the social organ

ization of their groue·s (in Binford.1968,,223). L.R.Binford says that 

style cross-cuts functional cateE:ories, and helps social cohesion by 

giving members of a group a focus of identity in through the use of dis-

tinctive patterns(1972:25). 

One of the major po:nts made by Taylor was an increased use 

of inference from the data. As there were few known ways to test in-

ferences in the first half of this century, few persons desired to stick 

their necks out on statements that couldn't be verified. Taylor tried to 

combat this by pointing out that all archaeological interpretation was 

basically inferential, and a little Tlore of it couldn't hurt, but he pro-

duced no set of method for making it any safer to do in print (Taylor, 1948: 

145.156-157 and Binford,1972:8). although he seemed to recognize the need 

for it (1948:5-7). The problem is more acute today. F.T.Plog points out 

that few archaeologists can use material produced by another archaeologist, 

there being no useful or relevant data (which was not the case with the 
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tradi tional comparative school). One only collects what one has been 

taught to collect, or intends to collect. This unsatisfactory state 

can be corrected by assuming for archaeology some simple theoretical 

models for culture and a finite number of data collection variables 

(Plog,1974:S). K.C.Chang feels that these should be derived from 

ethnography (1967:223), but J.}.veetz feels that the data produced 

by archaeology is sufriciently different from that of ethnography to 

warrant its own set of analogous categories (in 1..eone,1972:11S). It 

is an area that needs exploration. 

Remote phenomena such as past culture can only be observed indirect-

ly, and means and instruments for observation and interpretable data ac-

quisition are necessary for this (J.M.Fritz in Leone,1972:136). Typology 

has long been one of these means and statical analysis of randomly sam-

pled data is becoming important (Sonia Ragir in Lpone,1972:178,181). 

"Explication and explanation" of the record" or the devisir.g of laws of 

culture, is facilitated in the new archaeology by embracing the 
I . 
SClen-

tific method' and basing arguments on deductive logic~ rather than in-

ductive logic (Binford~1972:70 and Fritz & flog,1970j405). 

Law to the new archaeologist is an explicit statement of relation 

between two or more variables which is true for all times and places. 

Laws are produced by hypotheses, which are the basic statements of law. 



explicit, plausible, and testable though not confirmed. Hypotheses are 

confirmed when the relation of variables can be proven to be true (and 

the more reJ.ati~ns so proven, the 'truer t the law), or when the relation 

can be nredicted given the law in data not yet examined (l<~ritz &: Plog, 

12 

1970:405). This is most easily seen in statements of cause and effect 

(Binford,t972:114-115). There are many ways to produce and. test hypothses 

which depend mainly on the imagination of the investigator. but one 

widespread method is cultural analogy. An analogy is a correspondence 

in function or agreement in one or more other r~spects. indicating a-

greement in other re~pects, the probability of this being dependent on 

the number and importance of the agreements. Direct-historical analogies, 

where there ia cultural continuity between the societies investigated 

is most relevant, while general comparisons of artifact behavior or 

environmental exploitat~on is less so (Binford,1972:34-35 and Chang, 

1967:229-230). The use of analogy is in the generation of an h,:,Dothesis 

to explain data in the record, such as room construction attributes, 

and corelating this with other similar examples such as modern room 

construction attributes. The proposition is tested by corelating inde-

pendent data in th~ oth~r examples associated with the hypothesis and 

looking for analogous data such as associated artifacts (J.N.hill in 

Binford,1968:116). 



It should not be inferred from the emphasis that the new archaeology 

has given up inductive logic; this still occupies a strong place in the 

method of the investigator. However, deduction is giv~n the greater 

weighting in argument (Binford,1972:113; Fritz & Flog,1970:405; and 

J.M.Fritz in ~eone,1972:135-157). 

it may be noted from the foregoing that T~ylor's desire for more in

ference is being fulfilled today. but with a stess on the testing of 

hypotheses and control of data that he did not make. None the less. 

it is difficult to evaluate the usefullness of current theory or 

classification (which is part of theory) because of implicit presump-

tions that underly these. Just why a hearth is a hearth, a chopner a 

chopper, or a roint a point is seldom made explicit, and thus amenable 

to testing and verification (Fritz & Plog,1970:407-408,411-412). These 

examples may not be very important, but the do relate to a state of mind 

that takes one's assumptions seriously. 

Curre&t archaeological thought has expanded in recent years, with 

much more being done in more diverse areas than previously, but some 

major trends stand out: 

There is an increased focus on the systemic nature of culture, 

a theory of integrated cultural practices that has expandfd the data 

derived from the archaeological record. 
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There is stress on more exacting control of data aquisition and 

processing (both the above from J.F·~eetz in Leone,1972:110). This has 

produced increased interest in Historical archaeology and material culture, 

as these fields have the additional value of control by means of records 

or other sources outside the standard archaeological record (R.L.Schuy-

ler in Leone,1972:123-124). This requires better inter.field relation

ships between ethnologists and archaeologists, perhaps with each having 

a grounding in the others' dicipline (Bin:ord,1968:345-346 and 1972:62-63~ 

in order to give the ethnolo~ists a sense of temporal depth and give the 

archaeologi~,t a better source of analogy (Riley, 1967: 239 and Chang" 1967: 

233). We know some of the effects of culture on technology today; per

haps this new data will enable us to delineate the impact of technology 

on culture (Leone,1972:26-27). 

Another trend (Deetz in Leone,1972:110) is a concern over the proper 

use and rOlE) of analogy that may be produced by the instances listed a-

bove. 

Lastly I' current thought has developed a new concept of the nature 

of culture as a means of adaption to ecological pressures. which has 

expanded the number of possible reasons for culture change. This has pro-

duced much interest in cultural ecology, which holds the content and 
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structure of a society to be primarily or wholly determined by technol-

ogy and sociodemography developed in exploiting the environment. Analysis 

is directed at economic tasks,. extraction of natural resources, and 

their consumption as food or manufacture as implements, inorder to de-

termine the nature of the tasks performed and the composition of the 

groups performing them (J.h.Sackett in Binford,1968:70), even t;.ough 

these data may be the most difficult to secure (Taylor,1948:191). 

Archaeology has contributed precision of description to anthropology, 

deriving this from a care for descriptive rigor~ with all of its tech-

niques of ac:quisi tion and description of data, and the difference between 

nRtive and analytical categories. Archaeology has marshalled geography, 

demography, ecology, and biology in support of anthropology for the under

standing of cultural behavior (Leone,1972:xii-xiii). It may soon marshall 

a few more j_deas (K.V.l'lannery in lJeone,1972:107). The upcoming years look 

to be interesting for the archaeologists of the world. 



Ei bliography 

Binford, Lewis R. 

1968 with ~ally R. Binford,editors 

New Perspectives in Archaeology, Chicago, Aldine Publishing 

1972 An Archaeological Perspective, New York, Seminar Press 

Chang, K. C. 

1967 "Major aspects of the interrelationship of archaeology and 

E!thnology" and Reply, Current Anthropology, Vol.8, No.3 

pp 227-234,240-241 

Fritz, John M., with Fred T. Plog 

1970 "1~he nature of archaeological explanation", American Antiquity, 

Vol. 35, No.4, pn 405-412 

Leone, Mark P., editor 

1972 Contemporary Archaeology, Southern Illinois University Press 

Riley, Caroll L. 

1967 Reply to Chang, 1967, Current Anthropology, Vol. 8, No.3, 

p 239 

Taylor, Walter W. 

1948.b. Study ..Q.f. Archaeology, Menasha, Memoirs of the American Anth

ropological Association, No. 69 

17 



18 

Woodbury" R. B. 

1954 Review of "A Study of Archaeology" by W. w. rraylor. American 

Antiquity, Vol. 19, :No.3, pp 292-296 


