“Using the work of one of the theorists discussed in class, examine a single cultural phenomenon using their analytical tools.”

During this essay, the trend of our modern day cultural knowledge and the experience we have available to us affecting the preconceptions we create about the past shall be explored, with a reference to the work of Michael Foucault. Several examples shall be used throughout, and a conclusion will be made. Michel Foucault created the ideas of Truth, Knowledge, and Power, and how they interlink and interact with one another. Truth is dependent on the way in which a society creates and maintains it and can be a constantly fluid idea – it is capable of changing. Knowledge is an individual dependant way of bringing information into context with known truths, differing throughout time and societies. Both truth and knowledge are produced through power, which everything is subject to. It is an exercise of power to categorise knowledge in to truth.

In 1878 a 10th Century burial tomb was excavated in Birka Sweden[footnoteRef:1], and the remains were identified as a high ranking Viking warrior due to the location of the burial and the grave goods – a full set of weaponry, two horses, and a game suggesting command[footnoteRef:2]. Although the remains were originally assumed to be male, in 2017 they were discovered to be female[footnoteRef:3]. However, there were many who argued against this due to concerns that the bones had been mislabelled, mixed with other remains, that the grave was shared with a male warrior, or that the occupant was actually a transgender man[footnoteRef:4]. These arguments are largely a result of people being unwilling to imagine a woman in a role that they would expect a man in, due to their personal experiences. Despite Viking sagas and imagery commonly including women depicted as Valkyries and referencing shield maidens, some archaeologists consider this to simply be mythological embellishment[footnoteRef:5], though this is a belief likely caused by an expectation of modern gender roles to be in place in the past. Whilst the osteological evidence of worse health in females suggests that there was some kind of sex based labour division[footnoteRef:6], this should not overlook the evidence of female warriors. Although some of the original excavations carried out in Birka were mixed up[footnoteRef:7], analysis of both the mitochondrial and nuclear DNA of the full set of remains determined that the remains from the site all came from one woman[footnoteRef:8]. The suggestion that the occupant of the grave was a transgender man is pushing terminology created in the modern west on to the past, something that should not be done. [1:  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/researchers-reaffirm-famed-ancient-viking-warrior-was-biologically-female-180971541/ - accessed 11/03/2022]  [2:  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/researchers-reaffirm-famed-ancient-viking-warrior-was-biologically-female-180971541/ - accessed 11/03/2022]  [3:  https://www.history.com/news/viking-warrior-female-gender-identity - accessed 11/03/2022]  [4:  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/researchers-reaffirm-famed-ancient-viking-warrior-was-biologically-female-180971541/ - accessed 11/03/2022]  [5:  https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/viking-warrior-woman-archaeology-spd - accessed 11/03/2022]  [6: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312474924_People_in_Transition_Life_in_the_Malaren_Valley_from_an_Osteological_Perspective - accessed 11/03/2022]  [7: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312474924_People_in_Transition_Life_in_the_Malaren_Valley_from_an_Osteological_Perspective - accessed 11/03/2022]  [8:  https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/viking-warrior-woman-archaeology-spd - accessed 11/03/2022] 

The terminology in regard to gender and sexuality that we are accustomed to today is a result of the heteronormativity found in our time and culture. Because of this we cannot idly apply such terminology as homosexual or transgender to people in the distant past, as this interprets their society as having the same heteronormative views on sex gender and sexuality as ours – when this may not be the case. Doing so can prevent us from viewing historical material in context, which in turn prevents us from properly learning from it. An example of this is found within the literature surrounding the ancient Egyptian Pharoah Hatshepsut. Ruling not in the role of king’s mother or queen’s regent but instead as a female king, Hatshepsut was often depicted as male throughout her reign[footnoteRef:9]. The suggestion that some have made, that Hatshepsut was homosexual or transgender for presenting in a masculine way, is a result of our heteronormative understanding of our modern culture, that a women who presents in a stereotypically masculine way must not be heterosexual or female, and not of the time in which Hatshepsut lived. Although our Western view of sexuality involves terms such as ‘gay’ and ‘straight’, which sexes an individual may or may not be attracted to, ancient Egypt had a different concept. Instead, there was a focus on the role an individual took during intercourse, their choice of partners, and their partners’ age[footnoteRef:10]. It was these factors and not the sexes of the partners that were judged. As ancient societies like ancient Egypt didn’t have the same system of heteronormativity that we have now, we cannot apply the terms we have produced in our modern-day societies to it. [9:  Matic, U. (2016) ‘(De)queering Hatshepsut: Binary Bind in Archaeology of Egypt and Kingship Beyond the Corporeal’, New York, Springer.]  [10:  Matic, U. (2016) ‘(De)queering Hatshepsut: Binary Bind in Archaeology of Egypt and Kingship Beyond the Corporeal’, New York, Springer.] 

This is somewhere where Foucault’s terms of Truth, Knowledge and Power can come into play. As previously mentioned, these terms are constantly fluid and change between different times, societies, and individuals - this is the case also with terminology. Whilst the Truth in the modern Western world may be that a man who is attracted to and has intercourse exclusively with other men is homosexual, in other cultures he may not have this label, like in the ancient Egyptian example used before. The knowledge would therefore be that we label things in the West to differentiate from the heteronormative, but in ancient Egypt there was no heteronormative and so labelling was unnecessary. The Power would therefore be using information in context, and not using time and culture specific created terminology in reference to other societies. 

There are two types of binary binds. The first is the two sex and two gender model, which follows the idea that men and women are the only normative gender identities[footnoteRef:11]. The second is the sex and gender model, which separates sex as the biological and gender as a socially constructed concept[footnoteRef:12]. The more modern normalisation of the two sex two gender model has resulted in the expectation of men and women to take on different types of labour due to their biological differences, for example women taking on domestic tasks and men taking on more physical tasks. Pushing these expectations on to past cultures, without any evidence of the contrary, can prevent us from properly studying them in context. [11:  Ghisleni, L., Jordan, A.M. and Fioccoprile, E. (2016) ‘Introduction to “Binary Binds”: Deconstructing Sex and Gender Dichotomies in Archaeological Practice’, New York, Springer.]  [12:  Ghisleni, L., Jordan, A.M. and Fioccoprile, E. (2016) ‘Introduction to “Binary Binds”: Deconstructing Sex and Gender Dichotomies in Archaeological Practice’, New York, Springer.] 

When researching the past, researchers must consider that what was considered the truth and knowledge in that time and culture is extremely likely to be very different to what is in this modern time and culture. An example of this is found with gender roles. Whilst now the truth is that the expectation is commonly that women would take on more domestic tasks and men more physical tasks, likely due to parenting only their own children, in societies where alloparenting, that is the shared upbringing of children, was the norm, the truth can change. An example of this is found looking at studies on atlatl as grave goods both before and after they were recognised as hunting tools. Although the truth of the atlatl burials was that atlatls were buried with men and women at an equal amount[footnoteRef:13], once their correct purpose was discovered the idea of them being buried with women did not fit into the researchers knowledge of their own time, where the expectation would be that only men would hunt. This lead to questioning of the reasons behind burial with atlatls, with such suggestions that men had buried them with female loved ones as an expression of grief[footnoteRef:14] – because this idea fit better into the experiences of the researchers. However, this is not looking at the time and culture in its correct context. Bringing down large prey meant that many people were needed - men women and children were all trained to do so[footnoteRef:15]. It is a result of looking at modern day hunter gatherer groups that has led to the suggestion that women would not hunt[footnoteRef:16]. If looked at in the correct context it would be much easier to categorise the truth into knowledge, and proper learning could commence. [13:  https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abd0310 - accessed 11/03/2022]  [14:  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/9000-year-old-big-game-hunter-peru-prompts-questions-about-hunter-gatherer-gender-roles-180976218/ - accessed 11/03/2022]  [15:  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/9000-year-old-big-game-hunter-peru-prompts-questions-about-hunter-gatherer-gender-roles-180976218/ - accessed 11/03/2022]  [16:  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/9000-year-old-big-game-hunter-peru-prompts-questions-about-hunter-gatherer-gender-roles-180976218/ - accessed 11/03/2022] 


To conclude, it is important to study things in the correct context, especially when they are from another time or culture, as we limit what we can learn from something if we push our modern day cultural experiences and beliefs on to it.
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