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It is not enough to know the ensemble of relations as they exist at any given time as a given system. They must be known genetically, in the movement of their formation.

Antonio Gramsci

INTRODUCTION

Agency entered archaeology as a theoretical concern during the 1980s. It did so partly as a critique of processual archaeology, and it also accompanied the growing interest in archaeologies of gender and the attempts to build more self-critical approaches to archaeological practice in general (e.g. Hodder 1982). This is understandable; agents are accepted as ‘knowledgeable’ and this challenges archaeologies which treat people’s actions as if they had been fully determined by external conditions. Agency is the means by which things are achieved, it therefore has the power to act and human agency operates knowledgeably and reflexively. Agents are therefore accepted as monitoring their own actions as well as the actions of others in the construction of both their world and of themselves culturally and socially.  Agents do not appear upon the historical stage as a given, rather they make themselves within and through their own specific social and cultural conditions. The concern with agency therefore accepts the implications of the ‘double hermeneutic’ in which the social sciences come to recognise that their knowledge of social conditions must also accommodate the subjective knowledges of those who actually made those conditions (Giddens 1982: 7). I should add immediately that this is not a call for ‘empathy’ whereby the social scientist or indeed the archaeologist claims to think in the same way as those whom they study. Rather it is to accept the presence of knowledgeable agents within the operation of the social conditions which are before us.

It is not my intention to pursue the concept of agency through the literature of theoretical sociology. The task is too daunting and it would achieve little with reference to the aims of this volume. Instead I will argue the case that if archaeology is to employ the sociological literature then it must consider more fully that literature’s implications for archaeological practice. Theory can operate in two ways: it can facilitate the formulation of ideas about certain conditions, where those ideas then demand some kind of empirical investigation, or it can orientate our ways of looking at and interpreting certain conditions. Either way theory must be embedded into the practices of our discipline and must withstand an evaluation of its adequacy in dealing with particular problems and interpreting particular conditions. Admittedly many theoretical formulations are relatively abstract, but this is simply a feature of the theory building process. The point is not to be mesmerised by the elegance of the abstraction, but to critically evaluate the possibilities of its application. I therefore intend to do three things. First, review the main ground which sociological theory has mapped with reference to the ways archaeologists have attempted to deal with the issue of ‘society’. Second, reconsider what the object of archaeological study should be. Third, draw out the implications of an object of study which includes the presence of human agency.

ARCHAEOLOGY AND SOCIETY

Archaeologists approach their understanding of the past through the representational metaphor of an ‘archaeological record’. In other words, archaeological remains are treated as a present-day representation of certain aspects of the past. This perception of the material-as-record has directed archaeological thinking along some very specific lines of enquiry. The material record of the past is regarded as partial; at any one time there were a lot of things going on which either left no surviving record, or left a record which is not open to our interpretation. Consequently, whilst anthropologists have been regarded as entering richly contextualised cultural settings in which to encounter people who continue to inhabit their own material universe, the archaeologist appears only to pick up a few uninhabited fragments of a universe long since discarded. There seems little point in archaeologists trying to become like anthropologists given this ‘poverty’ of the former’s record compared to the first hand and detailed experiences available to the latter. But what the archaeological record lacks in contextual detail it gains in geographical breadth and historical depth. The broad spatial and temporal patterning visible in the material record seems to encourage analysis of the past at a similar scale, which explains the dominant archaeological interest in historical processes which operated over large areas and through long periods of time. This apparent difference in the empirical realities studied by archaeology compared with other branches of the social sciences such as anthropology also seems to question the extent to which archaeology and the social sciences can share common conceptual and theoretical categories.

One ‘strength’ of archaeology is therefore conventionally regarded to be its ability to generalise in terms of large scale spatial regularities and to trace long term historical trends and their transformations. These ‘regularities’ and ‘trends’ are represented by the material remains which cumulatively form coherent patterns traceable over time and space, partial and fragmentary though those patterns may be. This cumulative analysis depends for its efficacy upon accepting that material categories, such as artefact or monument types, maintain the same value wherever they are encountered; the material is tediously repetitive, another type A brooch here, another type B pot there, and so the patterns coalesce. But what do these patterns represent? On one level they obviously represent the material regularities of physical survival, taphonomic processes for example resulting in a Palaeolithic period which is considered almost entirely with reference to stone tools and animal bone assemblages instead of utilised wooden objects. But on another level the observable patterns would seem to result from, and thus to represent, regularities in the organisation of human behaviour, where the regularity of humans’ actions became fossilised in the regular form of a material trace. Observing the archaeological record thus, as the record of regularities of behaviour which extended widely in space and deeply though time, archaeologists appear to be presented with an unambiguous ‘object of study’, namely the characterisation and understanding of normative behaviour. But there is another way to understand the archaeological programme, and it is this alternative which I intend to explore here.

Before we proceed however, and because these issues are fundamental to what will follow, let me stress that the metaphor of an ‘archaeological record’ immediately poses the question ‘a record of what?’ (Patrik 1985). The answer to this question formulates the archaeological programme as a whole. The ‘what’ is usually identified tautologically as ‘that which created the material record’. The implication is that if we understand the formation of the record we will understand the operation of the past. The record is treated as a series of material patterns, each one of which can be characterised as a common corpus of forms and associations. The mechanisms which created each of these patterns are then discussed in general terms, that is in terms of general processes which recurred over time and space giving rise to the material corpora (types of pots, buildings, burials, and plant remains, for example) and their internal systemic organisation (settlement hierarchies, rich burials, and so forth). The material therefore appears to record normative processes, be they ‘natural’ or behavioural. Both types of processes appear to have been geographically extensive and to have been long-lived, and the processes which determined human behavioural regularities are those which archaeology in particular seeks to understand.

In the early part of this century normative behaviour was characterised culturally, a position classically associated with the work of Childe. The distribution of archaeological cultures was deemed to demarcate regions of commonly held conventions learnt by individuals in the process of becoming social beings. It was the existence of the social group which in some way determined the behaviour of its members. The logic of this reasoning was generally taken for granted and the theoretical issues which it begged remained un-investigated. Cultural behaviour was therefore accepted as being ‘socially determined’. Childe asserted that archaeology studied ‘the results of human behaviour, but not so much the instinctive behaviour, specific to Homo Sapiens - that would be a subject for zoology - but the patterns of behaviours learned from, and distinctive of, human societies’ (Childe 1956: 7). And elsewhere in that text Childe went on to cite his intellectual debt to Durkheim and to Marx. 

It is important to notice the way Childe drew apart instinct as inherent to the species, and behaviour as learnt from society. Notice also his re-affirmation that the materials studied were the results of human behaviour. Society, for Childe, therefore appeared as something essential to humanity and from which its individual members learnt as a way of gaining their social rather than their biological identities. Society therefore appeared to have an existence which not only extended beyond the life-span of the individual agent but also existed in some way outside that agent upon whom it acted. Presumably society was regarded as something which was entered at birth and in which the conventions of life were learnt. Society was quite simply an object. Childe also presented society as an organisation whose operation facilitated the satisfaction of human needs through the steady improvement of its technological capabilities (Childe 1944), but within which a distinction - indeed a contradiction - could be drawn between technological and material activity on the one hand (the realm of science) and the ideological beliefs of a society’s members on the other (Childe 1956: 159ff). Ideologies arose, as far as Childe was concerned, from the failure of a society’s members to understand their own social world to the same extent to which they understood the material or ‘natural’ world (Childe 1947: 1-5). Childe therefore drew a distinction between a practical mastery of material conditions, such as the physical knapping of a flint, and the ideological gloss or ‘delusions’ which surrounded the execution of such technical competence. He also recognised that the consequences of certain actions need not have corresponded to the motivations and intentions of those who instigated them (Childe 1956: 171). However much we might now question the distinctions Childe imputed between the individual and society or between material conditions and their ideological representations, they did raise profound issues concerning historical processes. They also raised issues concerning the relationship between the historical agent and the archaeological observer, for Childe clearly believed that the observer, albeit from the perspective of their own times, could see more fully the nature of the actually existing conditions of the past than could the participant. 

The move against cultural archaeology in the 1960s did not involve questioning the link between specific categories of material and behavioural norms, nor did it result in treating ‘society’ as a particularly problematic category. Indeed it reasserted that societies could be treated as whole ‘things’ but only in as much as those things were made up of parts, in the same way that a system is made up of subsystems. What was criticised was the tendency to treat all material variability as representative of behavioural norms which were socially determined at the level of the social totality itself. It also attempted to distinguish between style, as a way of doing things, and function, as the thing done, and it gave explanatory primacy to the latter. The material patterns in the record were certainly taken as representative of human behaviour and this behaviour was certainly regarded as being socially determined, but it was now argued that determination operated at the level of the sub-system. Consequently the material record had to be understood as resulting from human behaviour situated in various sub-systems. The role of each subsystem, what each actually did, was to contribute to the integration and stability of the entire system within its broader environmental context (Clark 1957: fig. 25, Binford 1962, Clarke 1968: 83ff., Renfrew 1984). Archaeologists could now consider the material record of ‘economic’, ‘religious’ and ‘social’ behaviour, and they could then proceed to analyse the inter-relationship which had once operated between different sub-systems. Ultimately the aim was the characterisation of the systemic organisation of a particular society. On a higher and a more general level it seemed reasonable to classify different social organisations into particular types and to seek the general logic by which such types functioned, as well as the logic of the historical processes which brought them into being or which transformed them. Throughout this reasoning runs the normally implicit assumption that the social system, situated within a particular environment and containing its own internal mechanisms for change, was the proper unit of analysis.

Processual archaeology therefore regards material categories as related to behavioural categories which were functionally determined by the social systemic contexts within which they operated. In understanding categories of behaviour primacy is given to the consequences of that behaviour in functional terms, that is to what it achieved either materially or in terms of social integration. Of secondary importance is the style of the action, the way it was executed or the cultural disposition through which it was executed, all of which need be treated as ‘no more’ than local colour. The motivations for action are also regarded as beyond recovery but of lesser significance compared with what those actions achieved. There is an echo here of Childe’s rationalism which sought to distinguish the ideological component of an action from its technical efficiency. Ethnoarchaeological fieldwork, for example, has not foregrounded the stories people tell about what they are doing but emphasised instead what they ‘actually’ do, as if the story telling is not part of that actuality whereas the physical consequences of people’s actions are.

All this is familiar enough ground. So too is the criticism that all these approaches pay scant regard to the active participation of the inhabitants of the social system. Such inhabitants appear to have been fully determined by their conditions - social and environmental - and to have operated as ‘dopes’ who simply followed the requirements of those conditions. According to cultural archaeology the people who created the culturally ordered worlds of the past did so as bearers of conventions and values learnt from their social contexts, and in the case of processual archaeology the outcomes of their actions were determined by the functional requirements of the social system. We must now find ways to allow human agency to bear its role in the creation of history, a challenge which will change the object of archaeological study.

THE OBJECT OF STUDY

The archaeological study of human society is deemed to be possible because extinct societies have left a material trace. Societies are treated as if they were real things which can be studied independently of the agencies which inhabited them. It is as if the extinct social totality could be conceived of as a series of rooms which existed whether or not they were inhabited; when the rooms were inhabited however, their shape determined the behaviour of the inhabitants who in turn left behind a record of that behaviour. The record is regarded as secure by us because it is unambiguously material and because it derives directly from the socially determined actions of people. In short, society wrote its identity upon the archaeological record through the actions of its members. 

To study anything involves us in a process of objectification. The object of study must be defined, however provisionally, and a context for its analysis established. We remake the world through our study of it, where things which are taken to exist independently of us are defined with reference to our analytical programme. These things are held in place by our definitions of them, and our knowledge of them is communicated by language and by representation; they do not appear in our discourses in an unmediated form, they appear in the forms by which we speak of them. In this way the world is constituted through our discursive practices, a process which makes an object of study out of our ways of looking at the world, of working on the world, and of talking about the world. This of course does not deny that there exists an external world beyond us, a world which we seek to know and upon which we can work, but our discourse makes the world available in terms of a particular perception. It also structures us as observers for it constructs a relationship between us and those things that we study. Our practices define the categories through which we will experience the world and they bestow values upon those categories as a consequence of our chosen methods of examination. In short, study involves not the revelation of the world as it is, but rather the building of an understanding which is achieved from a particular perspective.

It is hardly a radical proposition to state that the world does not reveal itself, but that we seek it out using traditions of observation and description. The active part played by the ways we frame the object of analysis, grounded as they are partly upon conventional social practices and partly upon our assumptions regarding the characteristics of the object of study, means that all forms of knowledge require self-critical evaluation. That evaluation must expose the ways the object has been formulated and the assumptions and values which are embodied in that objectification. Obviously this self-critical evaluation is another form of objectification, where the process of knowledge building is turned into a thing to be studied. The significant point is that the process of objectification is a discursive practice where practitioners deliberately strike a position outside of, or in opposition to, that which has been selected for study. We will return to this point again. For the moment I want to propose that archaeology has built an object of analysis which is inadequate for our purposes. 

Human Agency in History

One of theory’s roles is to illuminate, and thus critically evaluate, those processes which are the object of study. Up until the early 1980s archaeological theory was directed towards the recognition of past social organisations through their material record. To reject social organisation as the object of study demands a rebuilding of the theoretical programme. This programme must be realisable in practice, it must drive us towards a reworking of the intellectual and the physical means necessary to build new understandings of the conditions of history.

Current perceptions treat history as structured by the relationship between given conditions including material conditions, conventions, values, systemic organisation, and the subjective understandings, desires, motivations of agency and its consequences. Stated thus the relationship echoes the classic dualism which has haunted the long struggle to build social theory, namely the relationship between ‘society’ and ‘individual’ or between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’. Archaeological practice seems to have been to accept the dualism as given, assuming that a real opposition existed historically between something called society and the agents whose actions and whose understandings were in some way determined by society. Yet the dualism is questionable; societies have never existed without the people who made the conditions of a given society possible, and these people were themselves social beings. Both ‘social conditions’ and ‘social agency’ are constructed through a relationship in which each has a presence in the other. Social facts must always include the actions of agents, and agents through their actions become categories of social being. None the less, both we as outside observers of other social conditions, and the agents who reproduced their own social conditions do at times create a distinction between external conditions, including social institutions and material environment, and the agent’s subjective experiences of those conditions. Childe, as we have seen, did exactly this, and we must recognise our own role in constructing the analytical distinction between objective conditions and subjective awareness; it is not a given.

Giddens writes that ‘the basic domain of study of the social sciences, according to the theory of structuration, is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence  of any form of societal totality, but social practices ordered across time and space’ (Giddens 1984: 2). The emphasis upon ‘practices ordered across time and space’ is an attempt to transcend the analytical dualism separating subjective experience and social totality. Whether Giddens has been successful in his reworking the fundamentals of social theory is now an issue of sustained critique (Holmwood and Stewart 1991, Mouzelis 1991 and 1995) and my own treatment of Giddens’ work is written in the light of my understanding of these critical works. Giddens has not only achieved a substantial output of publications, he has also stimulated a considerable secondary literature (cf. Cohen 1989, Clark, Modgil & Modgil 1990, Bryant and Jary 1991). I do not intend to produce another summary of the theory of structuration, Mouzelis (1995: 118) has after all managed to do this in less than a page! Instead I want to think through the quote offered above in order to pave the way for a critical review of Giddens’ concept of the ‘duality of structure’ which I hope will be useful archaeologically. 

The phrase ‘practices ordered across time and space’ contains all the elements we will need to chart our way into the heart of Giddens’ project. Practice necessarily requires the presence of an agent, the active participant, although reference to the agent is not necessarily reference to the individual. Certainly individuals act as agents and certainly agency operates through the bodies of individuals, but agency must also include the operation of collectivities extending beyond the individual’s body and their own life-spans. A concern with agency therefore neither marks a return to the individual in history, nor a return to methodological individualism. The individual does not now become the basic unit of our analysis, nor are we primarily concerned with individual motivations, nor do we begin analysis with a consideration of an individual action, nor do we see societies as being nothing more than the cumulative product of individual actions.

Agency is always situated in structural conditions which facilitate its actions because agency requires a medium through which to work. Practice is therefore structured by the resources which are its medium and its outcome. These resources extend from material and symbolic resources to traditions of execution and expression. The effectiveness of the mobilisation of such resources in practice depends partly upon the degree of control and knowledgeability exercised by the agent, partly upon the power of the agent over those resources, and partly upon the agent’s expertise to communicate effectively. The structuring of practice is enabling, it empowers the agent because it facilitates effective action, it makes possible actions which are socially comprehensible and to various degrees are regarded as legitimate by the agent and by others. There is a twofold use of the concept of power in this context. The power to act, where power is defined positively as enabling, is distinguished from the traditional emphasis placed upon the more negative definition of power as domination, that is power over something. Obviously the distinction is not sharply drawn but hopefully it will be clear that power-as-domination is likely to be linked quite directly with strategies of objectification because the thing to be dominated requires an initial definition as a thing, named and categorised.

Structures should not be regarded as simply constraining or determinate, but rather as being reproduced as a field of possibilities within which the practices which occupy and maintain that field draw. The comparison often made is with language and talk, where language as a structure of communication is reproduced through the practical and inventive acts of talking. Language is both medium and outcome of the practice of talk. Social practices cannot therefore be explained as the product of structural conditions in the traditional terms of cause and effect any more than conversations can be explained as a consequence of grammar. Structural conditions are reproduced and transformed through the various outcomes, both intended and unintended, of the practices which they facilitate. This is what Giddens means by the ‘duality of structure’; the concept does not re-establish an opposition between structure and agency (the dualism which Giddens rejects), rather the duality is embedded in ‘the structural properties of a social system [which] are both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organise’ (Giddens 1984: 25). This duality necessarily occupies the passing of time, and given that we are concerned with embodied practices, it also occupies space.

The practices of agency are therefore structured in as much as agency vitalises those structures, carrying them forward and transforming them through time and over space. The recursive relationship between structure and agency is crafted from the agents’ abilities to monitor the conditions under which they act, a monitoring which is knowledgeable as to how to proceed drawing as it does upon experience and upon pre-expectations to inform that agent about the conditions it confronts. Significantly we must recognise that the range of such knowledge encompasses both the practical knowledge of knowing ‘how to go on’ and the discursive knowledges which are brought to mind, objectified, and spoken about. This is to recognise both an ability to live in the world ‘as it is’, recognising its order to be so unremarkable that it ‘goes without saying’ (cf. Bloch 1992), and the ability to stand apart from the world and examine it ‘objectively’. The former needs emphasis - it is the embodied ability to inhabit the world, represented by the agents’ security in their movement into the world, finding through their own embodied experiences a sense of place and of being. In this expression of the duality of structure the world re-makes the body as the body works to claim a time and a place for itself (a ‘being-in-the-world’). The world is thus present in the sensuality of the body, and is transformed by the presence of the body’s awareness of itself, its desires and its actions. 

The need to grasp the practical logic of such non-discursive knowledge and the need to distinguish it, if not actually rescue it, from our traditional academic obsessions with discursive knowledges is one issue which lies at the heart of the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977 and 1990). His task is hardly an easy one, for working in the tradition of an objective academic discourse Bourdieu seeks to evoke those practices which would never seek discursive expression. The fact that they are so expressed is a product of their appropriation by academic practice which turns the embodied practices of others into the object of analysis. Bourdieu therefore seeks to express the logic of non-linguistic practice through language, demonstrating that by objectifying the practical discursively the anthropologist gains insights unavailable to the practitioner whilst simultaneously risking the loss of the very thing which these insights seek to capture. There is a certain irony in this intellectualised study of the embodied sensualities of others, though whether or not Bourdieu fully recognises that irony is another matter (Jenkins 1992: 152ff.).

One of the ways in which Bourdieu illustrates the nuanced and strategic components of practice, emphasising that the competence of practice is not a matter of knowing the rules discursively but concerns rather a practical mastery of knowing ‘how to go on’, is with reference to the circulation of gifts. We ‘know’ that gift giving demands reciprocation, but the skill in executing the reciprocal act is not simply a matter of knowing what to return but when to return it; it lies in knowing instinctively the ‘right moment’ to avoid either disrespect or dishonour and instead enhance the status of the respondent. Reducing gift circulation to its rule would be to state merely what to return, whereas the practical skill lies in the timing. It is this practical skill which Bourdieu seeks to uncover (Bourdieu 1990: 98ff). A consideration of gift circulation establishes not only the context of its practical mastery but also its materiality. Mauss’ original essay on the gift explored the way human identities were carried in the value of the things circulating between people (Mauss 1970). But human identities are not only objectified in the things exchanged, they are also objectified in the labour of making those things in the first place. The artefact thus objectifies both the labour of craft production in the making of things, and the relationship between gift partners in the making of exchanges. Throughout these processes human agency can recognise itself becoming externalised in the materiality of its existence (Miller 1987). For Bourdieu therefore the effectiveness of the practice lies in its tempo. This is a practice which inhabits time, knowing the moment when to act as an expression of its skill, as well as the distances between the respondents; the circulation of gifts helps structure both. Archaeologists wedded to the analysis of a record will have little to contribute to the study of such practice, being able only to note a cumulative record of gift giving in the final distribution of things deposited. The point however is not to recognise that an action has occurred because we find the record of that action but to understand something of the performance of that action, the means of its execution, and its historical context.

The full significance of the materiality of practice is perhaps not fully enough recognised in Bourdieu’s work. Bourdieu is obviously aware of the ways material culture is drawn strategically into the reproduction of social practices (cf. Bourdieu 1986), but the point which needs stressing is that practices make reference to conditions and values which are absent and that material conditions are part of the media which structures that referential process. We rely upon clues to guide our actions, finding a familiarity and security by recognising our place in the world, and to this extent material conditions can be regarded as ‘both medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organise’. Material conditions are therefore an active component of the structural properties of the social system. We know, for example, something of the way to enter and inhabit a place because the body is able to read and to act upon the signs of that place. 

The practicality of life, lived as the embodiment of knowing how to move into the world, is therefore built with reference to the material components of that world rather than being merely recorded by them. At the same time practice draws upon memory, past experience, expectations and desires and a communicative engagement with other co-inhabitants. Practices work on the material world, recognising its malleability and resistances. Agents therefore recognise a coming into being of their own existence in an engagement with the remaking of the world itself. The tempo of practice, the feature emphasised by Bourdieu, is never an abstraction but is experienced, for example, by reference to the changing seasons, the movement of the sun, and by the service of food, where one temporal practice might mark out the timing of another. The development of commonly understood and habitual practices (Bourdieu’s habitus) of what is possible and proper to the occasion, or of what pushes against the acceptable and transgresses convention, is gained by monitoring the reactions of others; practices are worked through with reference to interrelationships in a complex material universe and in the co-presence of others. The historical translation of values or of symbolic and material products from one field of practices to another, in the way for example a tomb may have facilitated death rituals as well as ancestral veneration, was achieved in part by the sharing of a common architectural frame of reference, where the tomb, for example, carried symbolic resources from one field (the corpse involved in burial rites) into the other (the venerated ancestral remains) (Barrett 1988a and 1994). Notice here the directionality involved in this transformation, where the corpse is carried to the tomb and the ancestral presence is drawn from the tomb. Notice also that the movement from one field to another describes a particular biography of agency in terms of a path through space and time and between places of different value. My point is simply that a theory of practice must understand the materiality of practice in order to explore how that materiality is engaged in the very structuring of practice. Materiality cannot be reduced merely to an archaeological record of the practices which once inhabited it. Consequently the archaeology of practice examines not the material traces of such practices but rather the material facilities which were inhabited. What point is there after all in the archaeological depiction of a building plan if one never understands what is involved in pushing open a door to enter a room?

Through the embodied and materially situated practices of the habitus, social practices appear ‘ordered across time and space’. As we have seen those practices are structured recursively through agency’s empowered occupation of certain material and symbolic resources. We must now consider the distinction Giddens draws between structure, which is carried forward in situated practices, and the social system which describes the consequent patterning of those practices over time and space. The distinction is important. The arrangement of different fields of structured practices gives rise to a certain recognisable systemic patterning. We must be interested in the form of this pattern and in examining the systemic integration between certain fields in a particular historical case. Understanding each particular case of systemic integration must involve a return to an analysis of the structuring of social practices. It is at this point that Mouzelis (1991, 1995) detects Giddens’ failure to adequately address mechanisms of systemic integration through the theory of structuration. Structuration theory, so Mouzelis asserts, addresses the local or micro situation concerning the practices of agency, where systemic integration arises as a direct consequence of the intercutting of different fields of social practice. However the theory does not say much about hierarchically ranked systems in which certain agents wield considerable power to act directly upon the lives of others. This issue is of central importance in the understanding of large scale and hierarchical political systems which emerge in the complex interrelationship between localised practices and the vertical and widespread control achieved by political, economic and military elites.

In the consideration of practice offered above I have placed emphasis upon actions which were constituted through non-discursively ordered forms of knowledge. Such forms of knowledge were reproduced as the practical recognition of an order in the world, they did not make either that order, or their own traditions of knowledge, objects of enquiry. Indeed their very effectiveness lay in the fact that the practitioner did not stand opposed to the world experienced but worked within it (Taylor 1993). Here practical knowledge was validated not by critical enquiry but by the simple empirical fact that it worked. But there were moments when practitioners stood apart from the world of their actions and looked in upon that world discursively. They objectified certain conditions as a strategy for acting upon them. Such moments of analysis may have arisen when things did not work, at moments of personal or social crisis, or at moments when political authorities sought to extend their authority, to objectify, and thus to act upon, the lives of others. In such situations the dominant social agents concerned became akin to social theorists, formulating a ritual or a political theory of their own world in an attempt to control and analyse that world through their own actions. They ascribed an identity for others, objectifying such communities in the legislative schemes of political control. Hierarchically structured forms of systemic integration may therefore be expected to contain agents who objectify some aspects of the social system upon which they might then act.

Structure always reproduces, through its duality with agency, different qualities of knowledge which operate through different forms of social practice. The rather simple distinction in the modes of knowledge identified above, between forms of knowledge which work empirically as the sensuous affirmation of the given order of the world, and those which objectify the world discursively as something deemed worthy of explicit examination, also demarcate different forms of power. Bloch distinguishes between ‘psychological’ and ‘anthropological’ theories of cognition as a way of capturing this difference (Bloch 1985), and we need to investigate the ways the shift from practical knowledge to the latter schemes of objectification involve different levels of empowerment and operate towards achieving higher levels of systemic integration. In some cases we might see ritual practices as objectifying certain principles of social integration and thus understand more fully the ways ritual practices and ritual elites operated to secure systemic integration at the ideological level (Barrett 1991).

ARCHAEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

The social totality should not form the basic domain or unit of archaeological study. In Childe’s argument individuals learn from society. From our perspective, as individuals learn so they make society. Historically, social systems were continually brought into being, gaining their reality out of the systemic integration arising between different fields of social practice, but these were never closed systems, functioning as autonomous totalities (Friedman 1994). We must certainly trace the degrees of systemic integration between different fields of practice, but that is not the same thing as assuming closure within the bounds of a single social totality. 

The emphasis upon practice negates attempts to divorce the mechanical, instrumental, or functional aspects of actions from the style of their execution. The cultural particulars which processual archaeology has tended to dismiss as being the superficial components of action, now re-emerge as expressive of the ways the embodied presence of the agent found its place in, and acted effectively upon, its own world. Without such knowledge, organised either practically or discursively, effective action would not have been possible. The implications for archaeological practice are profound. For example, Childe distinguished the technical competence which harnessed physical properties from the unnecessary ideological delusions which accompanied the agent’s knowledge of them (Childe 1956: 171). History, for Childe, included the steady development of that technical competence which, by its increasingly self evident logic, stripped away the redundant ideology. However a history of practice cannot be treated in this way, for all the components of knowledge work to sustain and transmit that practice through time, including the style in which the practices were executed and the various symbolic guides which supported the reproduction of that knowledge. The histories of those performances which we characterise as technological now become far more complex issues which are historically and culturally specific and which eschew the simple application of uniformitarian principles (Dobres and Hoffman 1999). The making of a copper axe was thus also the making of the agencies, knowledgeable and empowered, which converged upon that process. The subsequent development of the alloying of bronze was achieved as a transformation in that agency’s practices and cannot be reduced to the decision merely to change the composition of the alloy.

At this point we would do well to abandon the concept of the archaeological record. Material conditions must be conceived as an element of the structural properties of a social system. Such conditions cannot be taken to have recursively organised the structural properties of the social system while at the same time forming a record of that system’s existence. In the latter case, the material conditions appear alienated from the very processes of which they were an active component. The material conditions orientated actions but they did so along a number of trajectories traced by the biographies of different groups of agents. Different agents may have arrived at the same place, but they will have seen it from a number of different perspectives which will have informed the ways in which they then acted at that place. Those actions may have left a material trace, but between the material conditions and the material trace stood the knowledgeablity of that agency. It is these inhabited conditions which the archaeologist must investigate. We can no longer follow Childe and treat material culture merely as the results of human behaviour. Rather we should regard it as the material condition which necessarily and actively facilitated certain strategies of social practice. The historical significance of the material is therefore not represented by its form (the same categories of material do not have the same meaning wherever they are encountered) but lies in the diverse contexts of the social practices in which it was situated. It is important to note that this lays to rest once and for all the facile distinction often drawn between ‘environmental’ conditions which supposedly acted as a stimulus on a human population, and ‘material culture’ as the ‘extrasomatic’ means of that population’s adaptation to the environment. No such distinction may be erected between a pre-existing ‘natural’ state and the subsequent creation of ‘cultural’ conditions, and in its place the more complex and dynamic totality of an inhabited materiality now needs to be addressed.

Material conditions can not simply be taken to represent the social system, and neither can they be taken as representing the knowledges mobilised by different groups of agents in their actions. Material facilitated practice through the tempo and order with which that materiality was encountered and worked. Practices also modified the world according to certain schemes and certain strategies, traces of those material modifications being recoverable archaeologically. Different knowledges were deemed competent because they worked under given conditions. If we treat material residues as representing rather than having facilitated agency, or if we treat the residues of actions as the material manifestation of that agency’s knowledge (or indeed of ‘the ideas in people’s heads’), then we lose sight of the situated nature of practice over time and space. As a consequence, archaeological approaches concerned with representation will objectify knowledge in terms of a material pattern and treat that knowledge as if it were simply the expression of  a series of rules which demanded application. A great deal of so called ‘structural’ archaeology can look just like this, where the pattern of material deposits is taken as representing the structural template which people were once supposed to have followed in their activities. There is little difference between Childe’s concept of culture and reasoning such as this, and both are open to similar criticisms. Both objectify knowledge into rules, a move which in turn maintains the analytically false separation between ‘mind’ and ‘body’ and between ‘agent’ and ‘society’. Knowledge is made in the embodied practices, the performances, by which agents find a place for themselves in the world. By moving into the world agents make both themselves and the social conditions of their time through those practices.

The archaeological programme now looks very different from that to which we have grown accustomed. The material conditions we study cannot be explained with reference to a historically generative condition known as the social system because social systems were reproduced through people’s inhabitation and working of that materiality. Consequently archaeology needs to investigate the historical realities of human agency, a confrontation with the lives of people and communities, rather than simply invest labour in the cataloguing of material remains in the hope that the burgeoning catalogue will someday represent something that we recognise as ‘the past’. Beyond the accepted procedures of stratigraphic excavation no standard methodology can therefore be offered to realise this new archaeological programme, and in its place we must develop ways of thinking and working to guide our historical enquiries.

We need to encounter the ways agencies  worked within the structural conditions of their time. The archaeological understanding of any particular historical condition hinges, I would contend, upon the investigation of three fundamental questions which operate at different levels of analysis. First there is the definition of the material structural conditions which were variously inhabited along with the fields of social practice which inhabited and reworked the material conditions. Second there is the question of the mechanisms of systemic integration which linked different social fields.

Material structural conditions were the conditions of an agency’s environment in terms of all its material facilities. Such structural conditions are not the same thing as the corpus of all contemporary physical conditions which archaeologists can assign to some arbitrary period. Such a compilation would be a pointless exercise. Rather, structural conditions were the inhabited conditions which acted partly as medium and partly as outcome of that agency’s existence. They are therefore the spaces and facilities once inhabited by particular fields of social practice, and their definition is relative to our investigation of those various fields. Fields are the regions of time/space which were occupied by social actors engaged in particular tasks which were likely to have involved certain exchanges between those participants and to have effected transformations in the nature and the values of the materials involved (Barrett 1988b). Here we find both the remaking of the world and of categories of agency. These fields are not given to us as investigators, we do not dig them up, rather they are reconstituted through our own enquiries. Thus we might explore the annual cycles involved in the management, processing, storage and consumption of plant and animal resources, or we might investigate the daily cycle of food preparation and consumption. In addition we might distinguish between fields such as these which were often reproduced through routine practice and those fields which were more formally and discursively organised, such as the ritual paths traced in burial rites.  

The analysis proposed here operates by situating certain chosen fields of social practice within the material conditions which those fields once inhabited, thus constituting a ‘duality of structure’. An archaeology of inhabitation differs from recent more phenomenological approaches because it does not begin analysis with an individual’s reading or experience of certain material conditions (cf. Tilley 1994). The possibilities of such individual readings can certainly be accommodated in what I am proposing but I am more concerned to locate agency firmly in a field of productive relations than in the isolated presence of an individual’s experience. This is not an archaeological programme which is concerned with the abstract modelling of ‘social processes’, but it is one whose objective is to confront the historically specific ways social practices may have operated within, and thus have transformed, certain given material conditions. 

Our enquiry will now bring us to a more detailed level of analysis concerning the duality of structure which explores the ways particular fields of social practice were regionalised. Regionalisation simply refers to the subdivisions of time/space within a particular field, a regionalisation effected by the movement and the orientation of particular groups of people and by the physical intervention of paths, barriers and doorways. Regionalisation structured the field, providing sequences of activities or the focal points for action. It may have ranked participants, and in the experiences of those participants it distinguished such areas as ‘front’ and ‘back’ space. These terms are borrowed from Goffman (1969) and do no more than contrast areas open to view with those which were hidden, or the areas before the agent with those behind. All these terms are value laden; regionalisation and orientation, like the exchanges which took place, reproduced values through use. Those who inhabited these regions understood something of those values, their basis, and the means of their transformation. We might select here three themes as being of particular importance in the development of this approach. 

First, the material context will have offered a series of framing devices and focal points. These may simply have enclosed particular spaces or have orientated actions towards a particular place. However, such devices will have done more than provide physical orientation or closure for a regionalised space, their fuller significance may have lain in the references they made to other places and to a wider horizon of values. We might consider here Hodder’s analysis of the rooms at Catal Huyuk the symbolism of which would have referenced a suite of cosmological values within which agents were situated and against which the activities taking place in those rooms were played out (Hodder 1987 & 1990). Such activities need not have made those values explicit, but rather have worked with them as a background of distantly located cosmological security. At other times however those references could have been foregrounded in a more explicit exegesis. In either case we must recognise that the range of interpretations and understandings of that cosmology may have been considerable, depending upon the experiences and expectations of the various practitioners, as well as upon various political attempts to close down that diversity towards a single authoritative reading. 

Second, the material context will have offered a series of paths between regions, facilitating certain lines of access and perhaps foreclosing others. Again this was more than a material facility for movement; paths linked certain places rather than others, and the practice of movement linked those places in certain value laden sequences allowing the practitioner to rework those values into their own biographies through the movement of their own bodies.  Thus practice literally re-lived certain basic values of place, movement, and orientation in the way, for example, that the leaving of a house may have been a walk towards the rising sun at the opening of the day and a return to the building followed the path of the evening sun. The point of reference here was the body of the practitioner and this point is important. Later prehistoric round houses in Britain for example normally operated around the solar axis just described, but this was not a matter of a rule that ‘the house should face south-east towards the rising sun’, rather it was framing a dual axis of easterly-westerly movement separated by time and presumably by the activities of the day (cf. Fitzpatrick 1994; Giles and Parker Pearson 1999). But not everyone may have experienced so clear a mapping of their day against this presumed cosmological norm, or they may have seen it otherwise as they faced out from the house to confront those who returned at the end of the day. This brings us back to the point I made earlier with reference to Bourdieu’s discussion of the temporality of practice. Archaeological analysis should not be about the mapping of a static spatial order as if it represented some spurious cosmological or structural rule, but rather about considering the ways agencies found places for themselves in the contexts of their own world. This point can be illustrated by continuing with my chosen example. At the time when round-house architecture had begun to work within the axis of movement already described a number of cremation cemeteries in southern Britain developed in which the cremated remains were deposited outside and to the south-east of circular burial mounds. But again it was not that these cemeteries ‘faced’ south-east in a similar manner as the contemporary houses, but that the mourner’s movement from funerary pyre to the site of burial was towards the mound and towards the setting of the sun. If a homology existed in the practices which inhabited the house and the cemetery then it was one which described the westwardly path of return, with each path structured by a different architectural frame and a different dominant symbolism. 

Third, the material context will have structured the various acts of exchange and transformation. Such actions will have been situated within particular regions of the field, whether it be the location of the funerary pyre just discussed, around the pottery kiln, or around the hearth for the cooking of food accompanied by the vessels used for its service and consumption. Situated at particular places and at the intersection of different paths, these various acts and the objects which helped facilitate them did not merely serve the material or the bodily requirements of the process but worked referentially to situate those actions meaningfully.

The analytical process outlined above is designed to explore archaeologically the structuring of social practices. We have treated these practices as constituting fields of time/space which inhabited particular sets of material structural conditions and we have considered the ways these fields were regionalised in terms of the architecture of the fields, the movements of agents within the field, and the transformative practices which occurred. Throughout, the aim is to return us to the detail of archaeological materials and to their historical interpretation with reference to the lives of people. 

Social systems arose in history as a consequence of the distribution of different fields of practice over time and space. However, mechanisms of systemic integration involved more than this. Historically it will have involved the transference and transformation of resources between fields where these resources could be conceived of as forms of ‘capital’ accumulated in one field of practice and re-invested in another. This implies a degree of ‘vertical’ differentiation between different fields and thus between the agents who mediated such exchanges and those excluded from them. These processes of systemic integration therefore involved agents differentially empowered, for example as a ritual elite may have mediated exchanges between the secular community and the sacred. This vertical integration was taken a stage further when certain agents were able to objectify the social system itself as a resource upon which to act. Here we encounter the structuring of large scale and vertically ranked political systems within which certain elites worked explicitly to define the conditions under which other forms of agency could operate. The qualities of power in this case were forms of domination which were mobilised to a certain extent through discursive practices. We might expect to encounter increasing interest in the explicit recording of forms of knowledge which monitored and demarcated as legitimate the actions of those subjugated. It is perhaps unsurprising that discourses on geography, ethnography, and military strategy emerge at these particular points in history. The technologies involved - forms of administrative, political, economic, and military control for example (cf. Mann 1986) - required (indeed, still require) massive capital investment. It  becomes a central archaeological concern to explore the ways such material structural conditions were strategically controlled, and the extent of their reach into the fields of social practice which were operating within the realm of their claimed hegemony.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this contribution has been to get beyond a review of current theories of agency and offer a redesign for archaeological practices which is informed by those theories. Archaeologists are too often obsessed with what they perceive to be the weaknesses in their empirical data where those data are regarded as the fragmented and often inadequate record of the historical processes. The traditional presumption has been that we must treat the material recovered archaeologically as the consequence of past actions and processes, in other words as a record. It is my contention that theories of agency demand a reconceptualisation of the relationship between material conditions and human practice which, drawing upon Giddens’ ‘duality of structure’, situate human agency within the structural conditions of its actions. From this perspective archaeologists must confront the ways agencies operated through the materials which have survived for our study, a confrontation which requires new ways of thinking about the significance of the material and new ways of writing these agencies of history into being (cf. Andrews, Barrett and Lewis 2000). Field practices in archaeology are well designed to deal with the details of the recovered material conditions, a detail which is often abandoned in face of the need to write general histories of social processes. However, if we were to consider instead the ways agencies were created and transformed through their inhabitation of complex material conditions, archaeology would not only re-affirm the historical significance of the material details it recovers, but it would also contribute significantly to the development of the social theory which it has chosen to employ.
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