The Nature and Future of Ancient Civilisations: Interdisciplinary Approaches and Global Perspectives
The study of Ancient Civilisations focuses on the historical societies that developed across the globe from approximately 3500 BCE to 1500 CE. It explores the advancement of art, literature, religion, philosophy, language, and the political and military aspects of these societies. Ancient Civilisations studies employ comparative and interdisciplinary approaches, drawing on numerous aspects of the humanities to gather and analyse evidence to better understand the ancient world.
In recent years, the technological methods used to gather and analyse data for the study of Ancient Civilisations have advanced considerably. These advancements, coupled with a shift in perspective to include lesser-studied regions and civilisations, are reshaping our understanding of ancient societies and their interconnectedness. Expanding the geographical and cultural scope of Ancient Civilisations studies has brought to the fore the importance of preserving ancient sites and artefacts for future generations. The discipline is, therefore, not only concerned with reconstructing the past but also with ensuring the preservation of its material remains.

Ancient Civilisations and the Humanities
‘Civilisation’ refers to a human society that has developed complex material and spiritual resources and a well-organised cultural, political, and legal structure. Such a society is characterised by the presence of urban centres, a writing system with mechanisms for record-keeping and literature, art, philosophy, a belief system with accompanying places of worship and a priestly class, and a formalised political structure, often with a centralised government. Furthermore, civilisations typically have an organised military, surplus food production, specialist trades, and established domestic and foreign trade networks usually centred around marketplaces. The study of Ancient Civilisations investigates these key themes.
The field of Ancient Civilisations sits within the broader context of the Humanities, an academic domain that includes disciplines such as Anthropology, Archaeology, History, Classics, Philosophy, Art History, Musicology, Media Studies, Cultural, Ethnic and Gender Studies, Linguistics, English Language and Literature, and Religious Studies. These subjects share a focus on the human experience, exploring how individuals and societies understand and interact with the world around them, whether through artistic, philosophical, religious, or social lenses.
An interdisciplinary approach is essential to the study of Ancient Civilisations, as it enables scholars to draw upon methodologies from various fields to construct a more holistic understanding of past societies. For example, archaeology provides material evidence, history offers textual sources, and anthropology contextualises these findings within broader human behaviours and social structures. Integrating methods from philosophy, linguistics, and even creative writing allows for the interpretation of beliefs, values, and social dynamics that might not be immediately apparent from material evidence alone. By combining these approaches, students gain a broader and more nuanced perspective on the complexity of ancient societies. For example, the study of human remains using isotope analysis has become a pivotal interdisciplinary approach. Researchers such as Richard Evershed have employed experimental approaches to the analysis of absorbed organic residues in archaeological ceramics to gain insights into ancient diets. By integrating techniques from chemistry and archaeology, Evershed’s work has enabled the identification of lipid biomarkers preserved in pottery, revealing details about the types of foods processed or stored in these vessels.[footnoteRef:2] This method provides a deeper understanding of dietary practices in ancient populations that would not be apparent from traditional archaeological methods alone, offering a more nuanced picture of subsistence and food production in past societies. [2:  Richard Evershed, Experimental Approaches to the Interpretation of Absorbed Organic Residues in Archaeological Ceramics, World Archaeology, Vol. 40, No. 1, Experimental Archaeology (Mar., 2008), pp. 26-4] 


The Convergence of the Humanities and the Sciences
It is crucial to recognise that the study of Ancient Civilisations and the humanities, more broadly, must incorporate the sciences. This integration remains essential for a comprehensive understanding of the past. The separation between the two disciplines is a relatively recent development, originating in the 19th century with the professionalisation of academia and the formalisation of scientific knowledge, resulting in the establishment of the empirical method. Before this period, many scholars operated within a framework where disciplines were less rigidly defined. For example, figures like Leonardo da Vinci and Isaac Newton engaged in what we would today call both scientific and artistic or philosophical inquiries without the sense of disciplinary boundaries that became characteristic later on. Thus, the division between the two fields is not absolute and continues to evolve as interdisciplinary collaboration becomes more common in both research and academic teaching.
For example, Archaeology, a subfield of Anthropology, relies heavily on the methods and techniques of the natural sciences to collect and analyse material remains. As stated by Renfrew and Bahn, Archaeology ‘extends across many disciplines: the natural sciences for the collection and analysis of the material remains of past human activity; the social sciences for questions about human behaviour.’[footnoteRef:3]  The analysis of ancient human activity often involves collaboration with specialists in disciplines such as biology, chemistry, and environmental science. Techniques such as radiocarbon dating, DNA analysis, and isotope analysis, drawn from the natural sciences, are essential for establishing timelines, tracing human migration, and the origins of materials used in ancient trade networks, to name some examples. Similarly, tools from the social sciences, such as ethnographic comparison, are crucial for exploring questions about human behaviour and social organisation.  [3:  T. Douglas Price & Kelly J Knudson, Principles of Archaeology, 2nd edn. (Thames & Hudson 2018), p.24] 


Material Culture and Historical Methodologies
Defined as the 'study of our human past using the material remains that have survived'[footnoteRef:4], Archaeology involves the excavation and analysis of structures, artefacts, ecofacts, and features and activity areas, with a key focus on understanding them within their original context. Material culture, which includes objects made, used, or modified by humans, provides critical insights into ancient peoples' everyday lives, economic practices, and social structures. By examining these artefacts within their specific cultural and historical context, archaeologists can build a picture of how ancient societies functioned. [4:  Price and others, Principles of Archaeology), p.23] 

The study of Ancient Civilisations also draws on various historical methodologies, including diplomatics (the study of documents and archives), epigraphy (the study of ancient inscriptions), historical geography, and chronology (the establishment of historical timelines). Scholars of Ancient Civilisations integrate these methodologies with archaeological findings to create a more comprehensive picture of past societies. For example, scholars use aspects of Classics and Literary Studies to interpret the epics of the Ancient Greek poet Homer, using neoanalysis to ‘study the genetic aspect of the Homeric poems…to identify source material from other poems that preceded the received Homeric epics.’[footnoteRef:5] This approach highlights the intertextuality of the Homeric poems, revealing how they draw upon pre-existing traditions and sources to create a unified narrative. By applying such interdisciplinary approaches, scholars utilise evidence from various fields to deepen their understanding of ancient texts.  [5:  Christos Tsagalis, neoanalysis. Oxford Classical Dictionary. (2021, November 29).  Retrieved 17 Oct. 2024, from https://oxfordre.com/classics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefore-9780199381135-e-8250.] 


Technological Advances in Data Collection and Analysis
In recent years, the study of Ancient Civilisations has been transformed by the introduction of cutting-edge technologies. New data collection tools, such as LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging), GPR (Ground Penetrating Radar), satellite imagery, and DNA and isotope analysis, have revolutionised how archaeologists and historians gather information. These technologies allow researchers to uncover previously hidden structures and features, analyse human remains for clues about diet, migration, and health, and map out ancient landscapes with unprecedented precision.
On the analytical side, 3D modelling, GIS (Geographic Information Systems), AI for pattern recognition, and technologies such as VR (Virtual Reality) and AR (Augmented Reality) enable scholars to reconstruct ancient sites and artefacts, simulate ancient environments and visualise complex data in new and innovative ways. These advancements are not merely about technological progress; they are reshaping our understanding of the ancient world by revealing connections and complexities that were previously inaccessible.

Decolonisation and Inclusivity in Ancient Civilisations
Another significant development in the study of Ancient Civilisations is the growing emphasis on decolonisation and the inclusion of lesser-studied regions and civilisations. Traditionally, Ancient Civilisations as a discipline has focused heavily on the Greco-Roman world, often excluding other equally complex and significant societies. Today, there is a concerted effort to broaden the scope of study to include civilisations in regions such as sub-Saharan Africa, Central Asia, and the Americas. This shift reflects the increasing globalisation of scholarship and a recognition of the colonial biases that have shaped the discipline's focus in the past.
This new perspective not only enriches our understanding of the diversity of ancient civilisations but also challenges long-standing assumptions about the progression of human societies. Decolonising archaeology and history involves rethinking how we classify and value different cultures and questioning the legacy of colonial-era narratives that portrayed non-European civilisations as 'primitive'. Scarre, Fagan and Golden write in Ancient Civilisations, ‘The notion that “civilization” is a condition superior to “barbarism” underlay nineteenth-century doctrines of racial superiority of more than a century ago…Such a value-laden contrast has no place in Archaeology’[footnoteRef:6]. They go on to explain that Sir Edward Taylor, a prominent anthropologist in the 19th century, promoted a well-established three-tier system when defining human development, from ‘simple hunting “savagery”’ to early agriculture and settlements ‘“barbarism”’ to complex ‘“civilisation”’. These terms pushed the colonial narrative, justifying the domination and “civilisation” of various ethnic groups, and today, are no longer acceptable.  [6:  Chris Scarre, Brian M. Fagan, and Charles Golden, Ancient Civilizations, 5th edn. (Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group 2021), p.6] 


Preservation and Conservation of Ancient Sites
A crucial aspect of the future of Ancient Civilisations studies is the preservation and conservation of ancient sites in the face of growing environmental and human threats. As sites continue to degrade due to climate change, urban development, and tourism, scholars and policymakers are increasingly focused on finding sustainable ways to preserve these important cultural landmarks.
Modern technologies such as digital preservation, which involves creating detailed 3D models of sites and artefacts, and climate change adaptation strategies are becoming essential tools in these efforts. Furthermore, sustainable site management and stronger legislation protecting cultural heritage are critical for ensuring the long-term survival of ancient sites. A vital element of these conservation efforts is the involvement of local and indigenous communities, who often possess invaluable traditional knowledge about the land and its history. Engaging these communities helps preserve sites and maintains the cultural significance of these locations for their descendants. 

In conclusion, the study of Ancient Civilisations is undergoing a significant transformation shaped by interdisciplinary collaboration, technological advancements, and a commitment to inclusivity. As scholars increasingly integrate methodologies from the humanities and sciences, they are uncovering the complexities and interconnectedness of ancient societies previously obscured by traditional narratives. The ongoing emphasis on decolonisation and the inclusion of diverse civilisations enriches our understanding of human history and challenges outdated perspectives that have long dominated the field.
Furthermore, as the discipline faces pressing challenges related to the preservation of ancient sites, it is crucial that scholars engage with local and indigenous communities to ensure that these cultural legacies are protected for future generations. The future of Ancient Civilisations studies lies in reconstructing the past and fostering a more equitable and comprehensive understanding of the diverse tapestry of human history. By embracing these interdisciplinary and inclusive approaches, scholars can pave the way for a richer, more nuanced exploration of the ancient world, highlighting its relevance to contemporary society.
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