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Discussion on the nature and direction of your chosen discipline and their relationship within the wider range of humanities.
_________

When Does History Begin?
Ancient History, Archaeology and the Wider Humanities
I have always been fascinated by how people and the civilisations they lived in have flourished, failed, and adapted over time. That curiosity ultimately led me to study Ancient History and Archaeology. Shortly before starting my first module, I asked a fundamental, deceptively simple question: when does "ancient history" actually begin and end? Academics conventionally date ancient history from the emergence of writing, c. 3400-3000 BCE, to around 500 CE.
That raised another question for me: what about societies that didn’t prioritise or practise writing, such as the Aboriginal Australians? People have lived in Australia for at least 65,000 years (Clarkson et al., 2017), and their cultural traditions are among the world’s longest continuous ones. Yet they left no indigenous written records before European colonisation, instead sharing their knowledge through oral tradition, songlines and rock art. Would the academic study of ancient history therefore preclude studying these societies? Traditionally, the discipline has largely focused on literate societies, with ancient history and archaeology long prioritising written records. However, through interdisciplinary approaches and a broader understanding of what counts as evidence, these fields are increasingly working toward a more comprehensive account of the human past, reinforcing their central role within the humanities.
This essay first examines the nature of both disciplines, then their direction, and finally their place within the wider humanities.
Nature
Historically, ancient history has relied on written sources such as inscriptions, histories, letters and papyri. Its roots trace back to antiquity, particularly the works of Herodotus and Thucydides (Bod, 2013), making it one of the oldest disciplines within the humanities. However, the discipline's reliance on textual evidence has traditionally privileged literate, mostly elite, particularly Mediterranean and Near Eastern, cultures, creating challenges for studying cultures whose histories were preserved through oral tradition rather than writing.
Archaeology, as defined by Britannica, is:
the scientific study of the material remains of past human life and activities. These include human artefacts from the very earliest stone tools to the man-made objects that are buried or thrown away in the present day (Daniel, 2026).
Unlike ancient history, archaeology is not bounded by the invention of writing; its evidence spans the whole of human existence. 
Emerging from antiquarian collecting, archaeology developed into a discipline with its own methods, including excavation, stratigraphy, and scientific dating techniques. Its principal strength is that it does not depend upon written evidence, allowing researchers to investigate societies beyond the reach of traditional historical sources.
The difficulty with separating the past into "history" (written) and "prehistory" (unwritten) is that it can implicitly rank societies according to the forms of evidence they left behind. As noted above, Aboriginal Australians maintained sophisticated systems of knowledge transmission through oral traditions, songlines, and artistic expression. These represent different ways of preserving and communicating knowledge, not an absence of knowledge. Recent developments in ancient history and archaeology increasingly challenge this distinction. These changes did not occur in isolation. They reflect broader intellectual developments across the humanities during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Feminist scholarship challenged the traditional focus on elite men, social historians sought to recover the experiences of ordinary people, while postcolonial scholars questioned the dominance of Western perspectives and highlighted the importance of Indigenous voices and non-Western histories. Together, these approaches encouraged scholars to reconsider who should be included within historical narratives and what forms of evidence should be regarded as legitimate.
Direction
Recent developments in ancient history and archaeology have significantly broadened our understanding of the past. Most importantly, academics have increasingly questioned the assumption that written evidence should be prized above all other forms of knowledge. Where oral traditions were once dismissed as folklore, academics now more often recognise them as legitimate sources of historical information, especially when considered alongside archaeological evidence. This shift has enabled researchers to engage more meaningfully with societies whose histories were transmitted through speech, performance, art, and collective memory rather than writing.
Women, enslaved people, ordinary lives, and non-Western and Indigenous societies are moving from the margins of history towards its centre. For example, the Madjedbebe excavation behind the earlier Clarkson et al. source was carried out in partnership with the Mirarr Senior Traditional Owners (Y. Margarula and M. Nango) and their research partners (Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation), who gave their permission to carry out this research and publish this paper; a clear example of archaeology working with Indigenous knowledge rather than about it (Clarkson et al., 2017). By redefining evidence, more people are included, resulting in a far richer understanding.
Change has occurred within ancient history itself, not only in archaeology. Traditionally, many historical accounts focused on rulers, military campaigns, political institutions, and elite male authors because these groups left behind most of the surviving written evidence. While these subjects remain important, ancient historians have increasingly turned their attention towards the experiences of ordinary people. Women, children, enslaved individuals, migrants and those living beyond the political elite now receive far greater scholarly attention than they once did. For me, this shift matters because it challenges the assumption that the most important history is the history of the powerful. Understanding how ordinary people worked, formed families, practised religion and navigated daily life arguably provides a richer picture of the ancient world than studying emperors and generals alone.
At the same time, advances in archaeological science have transformed our ability to investigate the past independently of text sources. Kristiansen (2014) argues that archaeology is undergoing a third science revolution. Techniques such as radiocarbon dating, ancient DNA, isotope analysis, environmental reconstruction, and LiDAR (laser mapping of landscapes from the air) tell us where people came from, what they ate, how they moved, and where they lived, even without writing.  Archaeology is reaching non-literate, ordinary people.
Ancient historians now regularly incorporate archaeological findings into their interpretations, while archaeologists often draw on historical texts, anthropology, linguistics, genetics, and environmental science. One incredible example is the Vesuvius Challenge, which clearly demonstrated that interdisciplinary cooperation makes the impossible possible. The Mount Vesuvius eruption carbonised what have become known as the Herculaneum scrolls. Because the scrolls were too fragile to unroll, the Vesuvius Challenge used X-ray tomography, machine learning, and computer vision to virtually unwrap and read these ancient manuscripts (Vesuvius Challenge, 2026). Archaeology (excavation), science (X-ray tomography), and computing (AI and machine learning) have worked together to begin reading text without unrolling the scrolls, giving us incredible access to hitherto unknown knowledge. Archaeology and science now work together to recover the written sources ancient history relies on, and these projects show how interdisciplinary collaboration is reshaping the study of the ancient world and expanding our understanding of what counts as historical evidence.
Underlying these developments is a broader debate about the nature of historical evidence itself. Traditionally, written texts occupied a privileged position because they appeared to provide direct testimony about the past. Increasingly, however, historians and archaeologists recognise that artefacts, landscapes, oral traditions, biological remains, and environmental data can all provide valuable evidence. Rather than replacing written sources, these approaches complement them, producing more complex and inclusive accounts of human experience.
Despite these developments, both archaeology and the humanities more broadly face increasing pressure to demonstrate their relevance amid funding constraints and a growing emphasis on economic value. Yet public interest in the past remains strong, as evidenced by the continuing popularity of museums, heritage sites, televised archaeology, and community excavations. My own visit to St Fagans National Museum of History demonstrated this vividly, with visitors actively engaging with reconstructed buildings and the stories they represent. It also prompted me to reflect on whose stories are preserved and presented to the public. As Smith argues, heritage is not simply about the past itself but about how particular versions of the past are selected and communicated in the present (Smith, 2006, cited in Chaliakopoulos, 2026). This insight reinforced for me the importance of broadening the range of voices and experiences represented within both ancient history and archaeology.
Taken together, these developments suggest to me that both disciplines' future lies not in maintaining rigid distinctions between history and prehistory, or between written and unwritten cultures, but in integrating diverse forms of evidence. In doing so, ancient history and archaeology are moving toward a more inclusive, comprehensive understanding of the human past.
Relationship with the wider humanities
In A New History of the Humanities, Bod (2013) challenges the assumption that the humanities are defined solely by textual interpretation. Instead, he argues that scholars across different cultures have long sought broader patterns and explanations for human behaviour, society and knowledge. Rather than focusing on a single intellectual tradition, Bod presents the humanities as a global field of enquiry concerned with understanding humanity itself.
Viewed in this way, the increasing use of scientific techniques in archaeology does not move the discipline away from the humanities. Methods such as radiocarbon dating, isotopic analysis, and ancient DNA research provide new forms of evidence through which we can explore fundamentally humanistic questions. The objective remains to understand how people lived, organised societies, expressed beliefs and responded to change. The methods may be scientific, but the questions remain human.
What struck me most about Bod's account is that he looks beyond the familiar focus on Greece and Rome to include traditions from other parts of the world. In many ways, this mirrors my own argument that the study of the past should not be limited to societies that left written records, but should also include cultures whose histories were preserved through different forms of knowledge. This perspective makes me more confident about ancient history and archaeology's place within the humanities. Rather than being divided between history and science, both disciplines belong to a much longer tradition of trying to understand people, their experiences, and the ways they made sense of their world.
Ancient history and archaeology occupy a distinctive position within the humanities because they seek to understand human experience across long periods of time. Like other humanities disciplines, including history, literature, philosophy, and religious studies, they examine how people created meaning, organised societies, expressed beliefs, and responded to change. However, they differ in the evidence they use. Ancient historians traditionally rely on textual sources, while archaeologists draw upon material remains, allowing them to investigate cultures that left little or no written record.
Furthermore, the growing recognition of oral traditions, Indigenous knowledge systems, and non-elite experiences reflects wider developments across the humanities towards inclusivity and the recovery of previously marginalised voices. Ancient history and archaeology, therefore, contribute to broader humanities debates about memory, identity, culture, representation, and power. By combining diverse forms of evidence to understand human experience, they demonstrate how the humanities can continually adapt while remaining focused on the fundamental question of what it means to be human.
Who gets to have a history?
Returning to the question that first motivated this essay, I believe ancient history and archaeology can study societies such as Aboriginal Australia, but only if they recognise evidence beyond writing. Material remains, oral traditions, landscape knowledge, and cultural practices can all contribute to our understanding of the past. Writing this essay has challenged my initial assumptions about both disciplines. I began by thinking primarily in terms of dates and periods, but I have come to appreciate that the more important question concerns who is included within history and whose voices are heard. My fascination with how people and civilisations flourished, failed, and adapted remains unchanged; however, I am now equally interested in how knowledge about those experiences is preserved, interpreted, and sometimes overlooked.
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