WEEK 5: Theory & Method

Purpose of the week
This week focuses on theoretical and methodological considerations. Archaeoastronomy has suffered from lack of epistemological reflexivity, that is of thinking about how knowledge is attained: how the data is collected, how interpretations are done or what assumptions, presumptions and anachronisms are being imposed by the scholar? The aim of the week is to consider Theory & Method in skyscape research.

Other tasks this week
· Write your critical review for the first assignment.

Class Description
As you’ve read in weeks one and two, after the rift with the Thomist paradigm, archaeoastronomical methodology has split in two very different “flavours”: brown and green, focused on statistical and ethno-historical argumentation respectively. However, scholars are very rarely reflective and self-critical, rarely engaging critically with the theoretical and methodological aspects of their work.

And yet, researching skyscapes is full of theoretical and methodological assumptions that, if one doesn’t tread carefully, one might fall into. Interpretations are marred by anachronisms such as talk of “prehistoric astronomy”, “megalithic science”, “astronomer-priests” and “ancient observatories”, whereas fieldwork and data analysis are also riddled with assumptions that constrain the identification of patterns and their interpretation. 

This week focuses on works that either consider the more theoretical side of skyscape research or take a decidedly (self)critical take on research methodologies, for instance by contrasting how landscape archaeologists and archaeoastronomers approach the same, or similar, primary sources.


Thought for the Week
What constitutes ‘evidence’ in Archaeoastronomy?

Hands-on exercise for the Week
What is the azimuth of the setting moon? 

Use a compass or a smartphone/tablet app to measure the azimuth where the new moon is setting.
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