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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

Why does the world need archaeological theory? The purpose of the Theoretical
Archaeology Group series is to answer the question by showing that archaecology
contributes little to our understanding if it does not explore the theories that give meaning
to the past. The last decade has seen some major developments in world archaeology and
the One World Archaeology series provides a thematic showcase for the current scale of
enquiry and variety of archaeological interests. The development of a theoretical
archaeology series complements these thematic concerns and, by focusing attention on
theory in all its many guises, points the way to future long-term developments in the
subject.

In 1992 the annual Theoretical Archacology Group (TAG) conference was held in
Southampton. Europe and the world of archaeological theory was our theoretical theme at
this EuroTAG conference. We stressed two elements in the structure of the three-day
conference. In the first place, 1992 had for long been heralded as the time when the single
market would come into existence combined with moves towards greater European unity.
While these orderly developments could be planned for and sessions organized around
the role of archaeology and the past in the construction of European identity, no one
could have predicted the horror of what would occur in former Yugoslavia. Throughout
1992 and beyond, the ideologies of integration and fragmentation, federalism and
nationalism vied with each other to use the resources of the past in vastly different ways.

The second element recognized that 1992 was a notable anniversary for theoretical
archaeology Thirty years before Lewis Binford had published his first seminal paper,
‘Archaeology as Anthropology’, in American Antiquity. This short paper was a
theoretical beacon in an otherwise heavily factual archaeological world. From such
beginnings came the influential processual movement which, in its early years, was
referred to as the New Archaeology. Thirty years has clearly knocked the shine off such
bright new futures. In the meantime archaeological theory had healthily fragmented while
expanding into many areas of investigation previously regarded as off-limits to
archaeologists and their mute data. Processualism had been countered by post-
processualism to either the enrichment or irritation of by now partisan theoretical
practitioners. EuroTAG marked the anniversary with a debate involving the views of
Lewis Binford, Chris Tilley, John Barrett and Colin Renfrew, supplemented by opinions
from the floor. Their brief was to outline the theoretical challenges now set before the
subject. The audience heard various programmes of where we might go as well as fears
about an uncertain theoretical future. Both optimism and pessimism for another thirty
years of theoretical excitement were to be found in almost equal measure. However, the
clear impression, exemplified by the number of people (almost 800) who attended
EuroTAG, was that the strength of any future theoretical archaecology now lies in its
diversity



How different in numbers attending and diversity of viewpoints from the early days of
TAG, an organization whose aims have always been simple: to raise the profile of
discussion about the theories of the past. The need for such a group was recognized at the
first open meeting held in Sheffield in 1979 where the programme notes declared that
‘British archaeologists have never possessed a forum for the discussion of theoretical
issues. Conferences which address wider themes come and go but all too frequently the
discussion of ideas is blanketed by the presentation of fact.” TAG set out to correct this
balance and achieved it through an accent on discussion, a willingness to hear new ideas,
often from people just beginning their theoretical careers.

EuroTAG presented some of the influences which must now contribute to the growth
of theory in archaeology as the discipline assumes a central position in the dialogues of
the humanities. As expected there was strong participation from European colleagues in
sessions which focused on Iberia and Scandinavia as well as discussions of the regional
traditions of theoretical and archaeological research in the continent, an archaeological
perspective on theory in world archaeology, the identity of Europe and multicultural
societies in European prehistory. Set beside these were sessions devoted to visual
information, food, evolutionary theory, architecture and structured deposition. Two
archaeological periods expressed their new-found theoretical feet. Historical archaeology
argued for an escape from its subordination to history while classical archaeology
embraced theory and applied it to its rich data. Finally, the current issues of value and
management in archaeology were subjected to a critical examination from a theoretical
perspective.

The potential of evolutionary theory as applied to human ancestry has only
occasionally been the subject of a TAG session. This volume addresses that omission and
concentrates on one of the least theoretical periods in archacology—the Palaeolithic.
Research into human origins and the Palaeolithic has increasingly become international
in scope and multidisciplinary in approach. However, it has been directed to the recovery
of data within ever more precise chronological and palacoenvironmental frameworks
rather than the development of new questions about our earliest ancestors. A truly
interdisciplinary volume, such as this one, combines the methods and insights of a range
of disciplines to examine areas which until recently were regarded as off-limits to
researchers because of the nature of the data. This new research includes insights into
social structure, social learning, cultural transmission, sex-based strategies and cognition.
The result is a fresh agenda for human origins research and one where archaeology
assumes an equal place with the palacobiological sciences. Those who seek an answer to
why we need archaeological theory, rather than more facts, need look no further.

Clive Gamble
April 1995
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INTRODUCTION

JAMES STEELE AND STEPHEN SHENNAN

The initial impetus for this book on the evolution of hominid culture and social systems
has come from archaeologists. Milford Wolpoff (1994:179) has suggested that
‘archaeologists have become more concerned with the evolution of human behaviour
than have biological anthropologists’. While the strong representation of biological
anthropologists among the contributors belies this contention, it is also true that some
social scientists currently seeking to ground their understanding of human social agency
in a Darwinian framework are impatient with the laborious process of data-gathering and
the niceties of data interpretation which characterize Palaeolithic archaeology. The
‘evolutionary psychology’ programme of Cosmides, Tooby and their collaborators
(Barkow et al. 1992), which grounds human cognitive biases in the adaptive context of
the ‘Environment of Evolutionary Adaptedness’, has developed free of any commitment
to testing the validity of models of the EEA against archaeological evidence. Even
Dunbar, whose ethological models of human conversational language use have given
research on language origins such a new lease of life, has demonstrated this impatience,
remarking of his group size model:

That it may prove difficult to test such predictions from the archaecological
record...is bad luck for the archaeologists, but is neither here nor there for my
argument. At best, it affects one element in the story (and one that, from an
evolutionary point of view, is the least interesting: the timing of a phenotypic
change is only interesting in determining who might and who might not have
inherited a particular character from a common ancestor).

(Dunbar 1993:725)

While we understand (and to some extent share) such impatience, we would dispute any
dismissal of the archaeological contribution to understanding human social systems and
their evolution. Evolutionary interpretations of human cognitive abilities and social
predispositions are increasingly common in social science, and it is essential that space
should be given in these programmes to testing such interpretations against the record of
hominid behavioural evolution. Knowledge-gathering is, however, a collective enterprise,
and archaeologists do not work in a theoretical vacuum. Just as evolutionary psychology
is guided by a ‘background’ understanding of Pleistocene hominid social systems
garnered from anthropology and archaeology, so archaeology is guided by a
‘background’ understanding of the cognitive and social behavioural correlates of fossil
hominid anatomies which constrains the range of possible interpretations which
archaeologists must consider in explaining a particular set of archaeological traces. As
archaeologists, our responsibility to our colleagues in other disciplines is not just to listen
to their own progress, but also to keep them up to date on ours. This book serves that dual
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purpose. Archaeological contributions serve to summarize the insight into hominid social
systems which is offered, uniquely, by the archaeological record. Gamble, Gowlett and
Mithen make this point particularly forcefully Other contributions, from both biological
anthropologists and archaeologists, review comparative evidence of living non-human
primates and contemporary human foragers as a basis for specifying the ‘degrees of
freedom’ in reconstructing hominid social systems which remain to be resolved by
archaeological analysis. Not all imaginable social systems or cognitive adaptations were
possible for any given hominid—these contributors identify aspects of anatomy and
phylogeny which define the range of what is plausible in social reconstructions.

RECONSTRUCTING HOMINID SOCIAL SYSTEMS:
METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

The use of archaeological data for reconstructing hominid social systems:
methodological considerations

Fossils and archaeological remains are the central elements in any reconstruction of the
evolution of human social behaviour. Comparing the anatomy and behavioural
repertoires of humans and of non-human primate species can give us a clear idea of the
characteristics which were subject to strongest selection pressures, at least in that linecage
of the hominid radiation which is ancestral to modern humans; but it is the remains
themselves in their palacoecological contexts which enable us to chart the course of that
evolution, and to interpret it in terms of testable causal models (cf. Oliver ef al. 1994).

Not all aspects of hominid behaviour have proved equally tractable to archaeological
analysis, however. Blumenschine et al. (1994) have pointed out that reconstructions of
hominid behaviour currently follow one of two approaches. First, there is the approach of
taphonomic or middle-range research, exemplified by the work of Glynn Isaac and his
research group, ‘where archaeological remains and hominid bones are interpreted through
models derived from taphonomic research (experimental or naturalistic), and
biomechanical and functional analyses’ (Blumenschine et al. 1994:200). Middle-range
research, in this context, denotes the documentation of linkages between a modern
behavioural process and the traces it would leave in the archaeological, geological or
palaeontological records. This approach has been fruitfully applied to elucidating the
record of hominid behaviour in the fields of stone tool technology, diet and locomotor
strategy.

Blumenschine et al. (1994:200) point out, however, that other aspects of hominid
social behaviour ‘such as group size and composition, day range length, and mating
systems are still largely beyond the resolution of middle range research’. These aspects
remain largely the preserve of researchers using the second approach—general theory,
applying ‘general ecological principles relating aspects of the environment to behavioural
responses in a wide range of species in different habitats’ (Blumenschine er al.
1994:201). According to Blumenschine et al.,, while this approach has the considerable
merit of extending current models in evolutionary ecology to the less tractable aspects of
the behaviour of extinct species, it is compromised by the limited verifiability of
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predictions about hominid social behaviour derived from these general principles: ‘many
are tied too loosely to the available fossil evidence for activities and palacoenvironment
due to insufficient attention to middle range research’ (Blumenschine ez al.: 201).

The chapters in this book focus on those aspects of hominid behaviour which have yet
to be resolved by middle-range research—group size, mating systems, the structure of
social bonds and the origins of cultural traditions and social institutions. Consequently,
there is a marked emphasis on general theory, and less emphasis on the verification of
predictions by detailed analysis of some aspect of the artefactual record. Inevitably, some
will criticize our choice of title for the volume, given this balance of emphasis on the
general theoretical approach. Indeed, Palaeolithic archaeology has more than its share of
methodological pessimists, who argue (with Bahn 1990:75) that:

I hate to break the news, but social organization is unexcavatable, when the best
one can hope for is a hypothesis based on inference and analogy.... In fact it is
quite possible that all the interpretations of Palaeolithic life yet put forward are
hopelessly wrong, and in any case we shall never know which of them are
correct.

We intend, in opposition to such methodological pessimism, that this book as a whole
should enable identification of key areas for consolidation of middle-range research on
these less tractable aspects of the social behaviour of hominids, including early modern
humans. Group size, identified as a key component of some recent models of
hominization (e.g. Dunbar 1993), needs to be re-evaluated archacologically in the light of
critiques of the ‘site’ as a discrete area of activity remains from a single episode, since
this critique renders inference from site area to group size potentially invalid (cf. Isaac
1972, Hassan 1981). Possible fossil traces of group size identified in this book include
lithic transport distances (Steele, ‘On predicting hominid group sizes’, chapter 8) and
evidence of persistence in cultural traditions (Mithen, Shennan). Possible traces of mating
systems, particularly the appearance of a sexual division of labour, are discussed by
Graves, Knight, and by Power and Watts. Archacological traces of mobility and
information exchange between groups, particularly in relation to dispersal of mates, are
discussed by Gamble (see also Steele 1994).

Gowlett, in an extremely useful review of the recent intellectual history of research on
the archaeology of hominid social behaviour, reminds us of the difficulties of moving
from general theory to middle-range research. However, the use of data from modern
forager ethnography or from studies of living non-human primates also has its pitfalls,
and we should be aware of these before yielding to general theory the central role of the
fossil record in such reconstructions. In fact, the limitations of the comparative data-sets
oblige us to press on with the task of building verifiable middle-range theory from these
more general models.

The use of ethnographic data for reconstructing hominid social systems:
methodological considerations

Modern forager ethnography has been a central element in general theories of ancestral
human social systems since at least the ‘Man the Hunter’ conference (Lee and DeVore
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1968). The social systems and economies of modern foragers are not ‘living fossils’—
they are adaptive and to some degree flexible systems, perhaps for the most part
interlocked with the economies of their sedentary neighbours (cf. Shott 1992).
Nevertheless, uniformitarian principles may well apply insofar as modern forager
societies retain their cultural integrity and their systemic relationships to key evolutionary
and ecological variables. For this reason, modern forager societies remain the closest
extant models of the foraging systems of early modern humans: ethnoarchaeological
work with modern foragers has supplied middle-range theory of the expected traces of
their behaviour, especially subsistence behaviour, in the archaeological record. A number
of contributors to this volume draw on the ethnographic record. Hawkes, Graves-Brown,
Knight, and Power and Watts all discuss the evolution of modern human parenting
strategies with reference to data on gender and foraging activity in modern forager
societies. Gamble, Shennan and Dunbar cite data from forager ethnographies on group
size and kinship systems to support their interpretations of Upper Palaeolithic
adaptations.

Ethnography is not, however, a sufficient source for reconstructing the social systems
even of early modern humans, let alone those of ancestral hominid taxa. Wobst (1978)
pointed out nearly twenty years ago that ethnographic models have tended to underplay
the spatial extent of social interactions in forager societies (see also Gamble, this
volume). Foley argued both that ‘the evolutionary ecology of earlier hominids and
modern Homo sapiens was markedly divergent’ (1988:215), and also that ‘the foraging
and reproductive strategies of Pleistocene anatomically modern humans differed
markedly from those of most modern hunter-gatherers’ (1988:219). In fact, as Shott
(1992) points out, given the current revisionist mood in forager ethnography it is
archaeology which must answer the question of the extent of continuity between modern
forager adaptations and their ancestral forms (prior to the advent of sustained economic
interactions with sedentary neighbours). Paradoxically, therefore, while forager
ethnography remains central to our understanding of early human adaptations the validity
of this source as a model for early humans must be verified by archaeological analysis of
their prehistory. In Shott’s view, this task remains problematic as long as ‘archaeologists
have still to give serious thought to how sociopolitical organization is registered in sparse
remains like stone tools’ (1992:963).

The use of non-human primate data for reconstructing hominid social
systems: methodological considerations

Non-human primate models have also played a central role in general theory, particularly
about earlier hominid social systems, while contrasts between the social and economic
systems of living non-human primates and modern foragers have defined models of the
evolution of ‘derived’ features of human social behaviour (e.g. Isaac 1978). Thirty years
ago Coles and Higgs (1969:68) argued that ‘as man is a primate, the assumption has
usually been made that primate behaviour studies are most likely to yield valuable results.
However, man, with his extensive range of adaptability, has probably behaved in the
manner of animals other than primates, where his food supply has been akin to those of
non-primates.” The implication—that Palaeolithic social systems might be better
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understood by analogy to a social carnivore model—is, however, flawed. Carnivore
models of range area may be appropriate for explaining lithic transport distances in the
Middle Palaeolithic (Steele, chapter 8, this volume), but primate models are needed to
understand the character of social interactions in face-to-face networks. Cheney et al.
(1987:3-4) define three characteristics that make primates different from other animals.
First, ‘primates have unusually varied and diverse ways of expressing themselves
socially’, and they move easily between those behavioural ‘currencies’, trading a mount
for tolerance at a food source, or a grooming bout for future support in an alliance. These
may therefore provide a basis for complex reciprocal interactions. Second, ‘the social
organization of many primate species is unusually complex’. The complex networks of
social interactions of individuals of different ages, sex, dominance rank and kin-
relatedness, forming temporary alliances, subgroups, and long-term associations within
and across categories, make the range of strategies used by individuals over the lifespan
much more diverse. Finally, ‘primates form various kinds of long-term social
relationships’. Their long lifespans and intelligence enable interactions to be shaped by
anticipations of outcomes which may not be realized immediately, as in the use of
grooming interactions to service relationships which may only generate fitness-increasing
outcomes in some future situation such as coalitional competition within or between
groups.

A related reason for using primate models is the closeness of other primates to humans
in their brain structure and cognitive abilities. While anthropologists continue to dispute
the precise extent of the continuity between humans and other primates in these respects
(cf. Passingham 1982, Deacon 1988), the basic proximities are accepted and shape
discussions of, for example, the evolution of cultural learning in the hominid line
(Tomasello et al. 1993). Many anthropologists would argue that since primate
intelligence seems to be most selected for i