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Actor-Network Theory as a Theoretical Approach to the Bronze Age

	Emerging in the mid-80s through the works of Bruno Latour, Actor-Network Theory (ANT) aims to shift scholarly focus towards how deeply relational archaeology can be. In this theory, emphasis is placed on how people and things (non-humans), together, make up the complex webs of society. This theory is spawned from a perceived injustice towards inanimate objects present in the approach of many archaeologists. Whitmore, in his piece on symmetrical archaeology (an approach in favour of ANT) cites the motivations of ANT as an aim to ‘reinject a measure of analytical agnosticism’[footnoteRef:1] (Whitmore, 2018, p.1) towards the anthropocentric culture of archaeology at the time, and, according to Rosemary Joyce, to ‘[illuminate] the critical role of previously marginalized entities – non-humans – in social theory’[footnoteRef:2] (Joyce, 2015, p.4). [1:  C. Whitmore (2018) Symmetrical Archaeology, Texas Tech University. P.1]  [2:  R. A. Joyce (2015). ‘Making Things out of Objects That Move’, Things in Motion - Object Itineraries in Anthropological Practice. SAR Press] 

Primarily, ANT and symmetrical archaeology argue that there should be no preconceived notions of significance in the archaeologist’s mind when interpreting finds, as this often places unfair limitations on conclusions surrounding objects. To achieve this, ANT allows objects and things the status of ‘actant’, markable as nodes of a network on a map: something that can modify and make a perceptible difference where it travels or occurs, and therefore something with agentive capacity. The ability to mark out objects as nodes is advantageous, as it allows ideas, iconography, and potentially craftsmen to be tracked, providing helpful information on how objects and the ideas they encompass are circulated.
Through minimising initial assumptions, aiming towards a more neutral (towards both humans and nonhumans) starting point, Whitmore highlights how ANT strives to ‘safeguard practitioners’ (2018, p.1) from prejudices that historically disadvantage objects, and which he feels hold a bias against object agency. 
Actor-network theory argues that, at its core, everything is made up of equivalent networks, or webs, of interacting objects and people – actors or actants - which contribute to each other and enable further connections. It suggests that human connections with other humans should not be automatically regarded as more significant than object relations, or relations between objects and people. A central idea of ANT is that everything can be broken down again and again into complex networks that we are dependent on (Taylor (2010) states how ‘individual agents also form parts of network-like structures’[footnoteRef:3] and even within these, ‘considerable movement is likely to take place’), and that, because of this, all things are on some level comparable, and that each network is as significant as the others, each representing, according to Alex Knodell (2017) ‘relationships (links or edges) between a set of entities (nodes or vertices)’[footnoteRef:4] (p.1). [3:  P.J. Taylor (2010), ‘External Urban Relational Process: Introducing Central Flow Theory to Complement Central Place Theory’]  [4:  A.R. Knodell (2017) ‘Networks, Bronze Age and Iron Age’ The Encyclopedia of Ancient History, p.1] 

For instance, the role of a mobile phone in a network is particularly prevalent – it allows human connections that rely on the presence of the phone, which would not be maintained otherwise. The phone, as an actant, also allows humans to engage with other non-human characters which make up its own network, such as social media platforms, music, content accessed through streaming services – all of which can themselves generate further human networks through interaction, which would not be possible without the concrete non-human actant, the phone. Carl Knappett summarises this as ANT’s view that ‘agency is a process distributed across collectives of humans and nonhumans’[footnoteRef:5]. [5:  C. Knappett (2008) ‘The Neglected Networks of Material Agency: Artefacts, Pictures and Texts’, Material Agency] 

For the LBA, this could be incredibly useful, as there was much significant wealth circulation, for instance of gold out of Egypt, and of Cypriot bronze; cultures pooling their artistic styles so intensely it spawned the International Style, demonstrating a significant level of contact and exchange. Knodell remarks that networks, like this, can be ‘abstract, […] places or artifacts [being] linked by largely conceptual ties (e.g., shared stylistic elements)’ (Knodell, 2017, p.2), ideas being harder for ANT to categorise and give agency to than concrete objects as they travel.
However, the relevance of ANT to this period’s geographical interests is limited by the fact ANT is unconcerned with mapping realistic trade routes, with stops and an awareness of dangers. It instead perceives distance from bird’s-eye-view, not considering issues of geography – impracticality and danger - that would, in reality, make direct routes impossible for traders to follow, risking an artificial presentation of how items moved.
Michael Jones (2007) discusses an example of one of these nodes giving insight into movement. He states ‘the only solid archaeological evidence for a Cypriot presence in Egypt is a Cypriot-style stone anchor made of local Egyptian stone’ found in a temple at Karnak, which he concludes ‘must have been made by a Cypriot stonemason or sailor in Egypt’[footnoteRef:6] (Jones, 2007, p.325), yet out of local materials, suggesting its maker was in Egypt for some time. Under ANT, this isolated evidence could take on characteristics of a mouthpiece to the voices of hidden Cypriot artefacts, of hidden Cypriot people, likely travelling through Egypt, leaving their craftsmanship behind them. Here, arguably, there is use to this anthropomorphism or the stone anchor, as it draws the attention to the people behind it, who would have existed beyond this one item, yet without it, would remain unknown to us. [6:  M. Jones (2007) Oxhide Ingots, Copper Production, And The Mediterranean Trade In Copper And Other Metals In The Bronze Age, p.325] 

However, though this is helpful, it is not primarily what ANT aims to do. In fact, it serves in contradiction of ANT, drawing attention to the humans of the narrative, rather than remaining focused on the land of the objects, arguably perpetuating the more traditional assumption that humans are the central figures of archaeology.
Jones also writes how ‘incised marks’ on copper and tin ingots can ‘strongly suggest a Cypriot involvement in the procurement and assembling of the metal cargo’ (2007, p.325-p.326) causing the thought that ‘perhaps a Cypriot merchant in a Levantine port assembled these’. These marked ingots add to the support for the argument that people leave marks on objects, in a way less common for objects to inflict on people, weakening ANT’s assertion that humans and nonhumans have equal potential. However, the marks left on people by objects are still perfectly real. Most brutally, in graves, in a variety of ways – the bodies themselves, can bear marks of objects through wounds and scarring. But also, the value of objects remains with people, and though, as an object life cycle, becoming a grave good serves as a death to that particular life, the burial with a person notes their value to a family in life, or, commonly, the material value it was assigned culturally, that a family wanted to be seen capable of disposing of it, often an item of beauty. Either way, signifying the mark it had on society. For instance, the Megiddo Ivories can be brought in here as a deposit of storied objects, separated from their original decorative function (likely adorning furniture), they develop a self-sufficient decorative function, as human grave goods, and too, perhaps inadvertently, grave goods also for the donkey-like creature lying atop them.
But again, the argument returns to the passive object and the active human – portions of these ivories had been broken and scattered, with intent, around the site by an actor clearly able to subject the object to their will, bringing about not only this first object death, in destruction, but a second, in burial.
The insistence of ANT to push back against the anthropocentric tendencies of archaeology fears that objects are being dismissed and oversimplified in their societal roles and against the ‘modernist myth where initiative always comes from humans’[footnoteRef:7] (Preucel, 2012, p.11) which can blind us to ‘the long roster of objects […] that make a difference in the formation of the archaeological record’ (Whitmore, 2018, p.1-2). Van Oyen argues that this has been “resolved” insufficiently, that the ‘solution has been to emphasise relations over essences, hence the ‘network’ in ANT’[footnoteRef:8].	Comment by Lucy Harding: – oak trees, goats, ox-pulled plows, flash floods laden with debris, or backhoes – [7: R.W. Preucel (2012) Harvard, Archaeology and the Limitations of Actor Network Theory, Harvard University]  [8:  A. Van Oyen (2015) ‘Actor-Network Theory’s take on archaeological types: becoming, material agency, and historical explanation’, Cambridge Archaeological Journal. P.67] 

	ANT develops the concept of object agency at the core of the object biography approach, which anthropomorphises objects by discussing their life cycles. Preuvel feels that ‘symmetrical archaeology does offer some valuable contributions. One of these is acknowledging the artificial separation of past and present’ (Preucel, 2012, p.19). This refers to the fact that ANT argues that the original purpose of an object or site should not mean that we overlook its later life – abandoned, but then used as a sheep pen, a repurposed bath house, etc. This holds potential for the LBA, as transformation was common as objects travelled. Jonathon R. Wood highlights how ‘any object that could be thrown back into a melting pot might have been recycled before it entered the archaeological record’[footnoteRef:9], creating unattainable histories, and confessing how whole object lives can be invisible to us. This leaves the question, what ANT means for objects whose history is lost in transformation. In this case, then, the emotive “murdering” of object identity can be more justified, as the history is erased in reuse, which, in relation to the LBA Mediterranean, places limitations on ANT’s usefulness as a theoretical approach, as this restricts the analysis of raw materials which were important, and a large part of object circulation at the time. [9:  J. R. Wood (2022) ‘Approaches to interrogate the erased histories of recycled archaeological objects’, Supplement: Recycling Special Issue, Archaeometry] 

Chris Whitmore (2007) argued that humans and non-humans are not ontologically distinct, but ‘ontologically mixed’[footnoteRef:10], through which ANT aims to unite. However, there has been some criticism that argues, through this, the theory misrepresents power relations. Crawford discussed how ‘throughout the latter part of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, ANT was scathingly criticized’ (Crawford, 2004, p.3) [footnoteRef:11]. Harry Collins and Steven Yearley (1992), for instance, felt that ANT is flawed, as it acted on what they called a ‘misconceived extension of symmetry that takes humans out of their pivotal role’[footnoteRef:12](Collins & Yearley, 1992, p.322), presenting ‘a flat view of the world with no acknowledgement of pre-existing social hierarchies’ (Preucel, 2012, p.13). [10:  C.L. Witmore (2007) ‘Symmetrical archaeology: excerpts of a manifesto, World Archaeology’, 39(4), p.546, DOI: 10.1080/00438240701679411]  [11:  C. S. Crawford (2004) ‘Actor-Network Theory’, Encyclopedia of Social Theory. p.1]  [12:  H. Collins, S. Yearley (1992) ‘ Epistemological  Chicken’, Science, Practice and Culture p.322] 

One major oversight of this theory to be considered is the fact that the principles of ANT are, as evidenced from the cited sources, largely applied in theory, proving awkward to concretely evidence cases in which ANT has made a distinct practical difference to archaeological findings. This is expressed by Whitmore, who feels it to lack ‘applicable theory’(Whitmore, 2018, p.2), living in principles. Collins and Yearley also feel that the ‘actor network model is philosophically radical, but when we ask for its use’(Collins and Yearley p.323), its delivery is weak. Preucel, too, comments on this: ‘while there are a number of theoretical engagements with ANT in archaeology, there are […] very few examples of actual case studies’ (Preucel, 2012, p.13). Unanimously this is said to fault the theory - Astrid Van Oyen remarks that ‘substantive empirical case studies that show how ANT actually makes a difference to archaeological narratives are crudely lacking’ (Van Oyen, 2015, p.68). Despite this, Preucel does allow that this is ‘typical for the early phases in the introduction of a new theory into a field’ (Preucel, 2012 p.13), suggesting, positively, that there is future growth to take place in this theory, and perhaps, therefore, relevance for the LBA.
Webb (2018) discusses the presence of imported tin in Cyprus, and that the quantity of metal and presence of alloys suggests a ‘high level of metallurgical expertise existed in this region, possibly linked with the presence of metalsmiths and metal workshops.’[footnoteRef:13]. Through the eyes of ANT, the import of tin as a resource, as detailed by Jennifer M. Webb, should be allowed as much gravity as a human migration, rather than being relegated to a movement of secondary interest because it takes place on a non-human level. The difficulty with this is that, arguably, issues of agency in states may be more in need of focus than objects. For instance, Webb highlights how the demand for Cypriot copper due to its quality ‘poses a substantial challenge to the view that communities in Cyprus were only passively engaged in long-distance networks in the EBA and MBA’ (Webb, 2018), a view which may be seen to take priority over the agency of the copper itself. The difficultly with approaching material goods from this angle, therefore, is that, arguably, the finds could be given too much weight, in an eagerness to allow an object the respect ANT feels has been historically lacking, as Whitmore argues: that this kind of approach ‘misses how some “non-humans can originate action and some cannot’(Whitmore, 2018, p.11) [13:  J. Webb (2018) ‘Shifting Centres: Site Location and Resource Procurement on the North Coast of Cyprus over the Longue Durée of the Prehistoric Bronze Age’. Land, p.143] 

Despite the protest of ANT, it is evident that ‘as things move across cultural and national borders, they become recontextualized, acquiring innovated values and relations with people and other things’ (Joyce, 2015, p.7), suggesting an inescapable point that humans do inflict value on objects, and can alter their entire perception, regardless of any hypothetical object agency.
Joyce recalls how ‘under the biological approach [transformative] changes have been referred to as “murdered”’(Joyce, 2015, p.8). This highlights an arguable flaw of ANT: that it can be overly emotive when objective analysis is needed, and, likely, no malicious intent is meant. The connotations of “murdered” do not comfortably align with the motivations behind taking an object and repurposing it to better fit the role it is now playing. In addition to this, the extensive compassion of ANT, is not necessarily applicable to every archaeological find – for instance, copper ingots in circulation at the time. These objects are certainly not being “murdered” as they reach their destination and are transformed. Indeed, this is their whole purpose, to become something unrecognisable. Though such aspects of trade are significant and arguably possess agency in the sense that these objects compel men to search for them, and appeal to foreign lands, urging their discoverers to carry them across the sea, they are more versatile than this quote seems to allow for, wherein objects are viewed almost as creatures, not to be restrained or neglected or disfigured.
To ignore these objects, in this aspect of the approach; to deem them lesser than the more decorated or final finds, already crafted to fit their purpose, is to go against the principles of ANT itself, reinforcing the very idea that the theory strives to escape: that interactions with and transformation by humans are what give a thing its value.
	Ultimately, though it may have promised a refreshing perspective to archaeologists some 20 years ago, Edwin Sayes (2014) voices the more recent conclusion that, though perhaps once ‘nonhumans [were] the missing masses of the social sciences, [as proposed by Latour] then it must be admitted that this is no longer the case’[footnoteRef:14], arguing that ANT has served its purpose, from which not much more can be drawn. [14:  E. Sayes (2014) ‘Actor–Network Theory and methodology: Just what does it mean to say that nonhumans have agency?’, Social Studies of Science. p.134] 

However, Carl Knappett feels strongly that ANT is still an untapped resource - ‘archaeological approaches to agency remain anthropocentric, despite the material basis of the discipline, and have not as yet made much systematic use of ANT’ (Knappett, 2008), suggesting that there is still more to be seen in the LBA through the employment of ANT and perhaps other theoretical approaches.
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