Materialities
Enlightenment thinking

Marxism, Darwinian Evolution, Progressive Social Evolution

Marxism

Karl Marx born 1818, died 1883.

Studied law (Bonn) and philosophy (Berlin). Spent much of his adult life in London where he was both fascinated and horrified by the outcome of the industrial revolution in Britain. 

He produced the following model and identified contradictions in (a) between the interests of social groups (class) and (b) between the relations of production and the forces of production (made up of the means of production eg technology, and the organisation of production (eg the organisation of the work force). The relations of production would be the social relations which correspond with the forces of production (eg kinship, wage labour)
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Marx was interested in the formation and legitimisation of the power structures in society which upheld this new system. The working classes sold their labour, became alienated from their labour and the product of their labour. He argued that the wealthy classes, the owners of capital, kept the lower classes working for them by creating political and ideological structures (false consciousness, or ideology).  Ideological structures kept the lower classes in their place by “convincing” them, with lies, sweeteners, propaganda etc. that that was their place and they should be happy with it. One of the largest of these sweeteners being religion. 

Marx argued that society would change from a Capitalist system only when the working classes became politicised as the proletariat and brought about revolution, violent overthrow of the established structures of power. For Marx therefore social change was violent and rapid; it worked through the mechanism of class. The driving force behind the formation of the social system was the political economy.

 “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living” (The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte 1885)

Marxist ideas of the evolution of society were stagist in that they described dvelopment from the primitive communalist mode of production to the "ancient mode of production" to feudalism to Capitalism (and later the Asiatic mode of production was slotted in). This had developed from the ideas of Morgan who had described the transition as being from savagery to barbarism to civilisation (see Bettinger 1991:4). Morgan was interested in the mechanism which brought about social change. He defined it as the result of the subsystems of society stopping working together and coming into conflict. For this reason Morgan’s was a model that suited Marx and Engels (Bloch 1983:9). 

Use of Marxist idea in archaeological interpretations I (false ideology)
Faris (1983) made a Marxist analysis of Upper Palaeolithic cave art. He argued that it was all designed to create one of these “false ideologies”. He suggested that the power that was being wielded in Upper Palaeolithic society was by men over women. His evidence was in both the parietal and the mobiliary art. He argued that the parietal art was a celebration of hunting (what the men will have done) with no reference whatsoever to the plants (and small animals) that the women will have collected and hunted (contributing to 70% of the total diet in some modern hunting and gathering societies). Concomitantly, the mobiliary art (the “venus” figurines) are another misrepresentation of the total reality of womanhood because they emphasise the breasts and the abdomen and the buttocks and under-represent the head, arms and legs. These women are being represented as physically not fit enough to contribute to production in the form of gathering - giving the impression that women exist in the reproductive capacity alone. 

As Faris put it: “The subjects of the division of labour so signified [in the art] were constituted thus: men as pursuers of great Pleistocene animals, and women as nurses and reproducers…Men appropriated from the gathering and hunting activities of women, and small animals and plants so acquired probably formed the majority of subsistence” (Faris 1983: 107)

Use of Marxist idea in archaeological interpretations II (relations of production)
Bender, writing in 1979 used Sahlins' model of the Domestic Mode of Production to put forward an explanation of the origins of agriculture in prehistory. To redress the imbalance. Sahlins showed that contemporary simple agriculturalists are operating at well below the critical carrying capacity of the environments in which they live. He went on to outline the observations made in studies of simple farming groups that a greater degree of variation in terms of levels of production was to be found between households within the same village than indeed between villages. While some households were underproducing, others were, in fact, overproducing. Sahlins went on to show that underproductive households were subsidised by more productive ones through reciprocal gift exchange, tribute and kinship obligations. Sahlins’ invention of the term Domestic Mode of Production (Sahlins 1972:41-147) was an attempt to make Marxist theory more applicable to non-industrial societies than it previously had been (Bettinger 1991)
Bender suggested that overproduction by certain households which was necessary to maintain this type of mutual support system could be termed surplus production i.e. production to cover social obligations, and she went on to say that; "there are other social obligations which require surplus production; material flows associated with marriage, ceremonial and trade alliances" (Bender 1978:202).
Even though Sahlins' theory of the Domestic Mode of Production was developed from the study of simple farming societies, Bender said that the same will have held true for hunting and gathering groups because "there seems to be no justification [in terms of changes in physical dexterity and mental capacity] in the Homo Sapiens period, for formulating an evolutionary divide between gatherer-hunter bands and tribal food producers" (Bender 1979:210). She suggested that gatherer-hunter bands could not be completely autonomous, and there was a need to move around the landscape and have access to alternative resources in order to counteract the effects of fluctuations in the wild resource base. This makes the existence of extensive social networks of information and reciprocal obligation vital for survival. 

Bender suggested that the role of powerful individuals within these systems would have been influential in ensuring the continued production of a surplus which in turn will have increased that individual's status and power by increasing his or her ability to redistribute the surplus and thus create social obligations through gift giving. The ever-increasing demand for the production of a surplus by the evolving social institutions of power promoted a switch to sedentism. This is because the production of a surplus involved delayed return, and the collection of surpluses of seasonally abundant foodstuffs, for example, made it necessary for nomadic hunter-gatherers to settle and create permanent storage facilities. Once sedentary, groups could no longer "vote with their feet" on contentious issues and thus conflict and dissent had to be dealt with face to face, leading to the further development of institutions of social control. Bender stated that, once sedentary, material goods could be accumulated and population increased as fertility rose. Another consequence of sedentism is that it tends to encourage increased productivity [by concentrating labour in a more circumscribed area and by] feeding back into the system and promoting hierarchisation.

Darwinian Evolution

Charles Darwin born 1809, grandson to Josiah Wedgewood

Studied Medicine then Divinity

A clear distinction should be made between 19th century ideas about social evolution and Darwin's ideas about natural evolution. Darwin stressed diversity and natural selection as the key mechanisms of evolution. He was concerned with the process of evolution and for Darwin the outcome, or the endpoint of evolution, remained an unknown. The driving force behind the evolution of animal and plant life was the natural environment.

“it may be said that natural selection is daily and hourly scrutinising, throughout the world, every variation, even the slightest; rejecting that which is bad, preserving, and adding up all that is good…we see nothing of these slow changes in progress, until the hand of time has marked the long lapse of ages” (The Origin of Species)

Many of these earlier writers were in daily contact with one another and frequently swapped ideas. For example Marx suggested to Darwin that he should like to dedicate Capital to him, but Darwin declined, shaken as he already was by the public and moral outrage that The Origin of Species was causing. It was Marx who suggested to Darwin that he substitute the term ‘natural selection’ for “survival of the fittest”. 

Progressive Social Evolution

Progressive social evolutionists, on the other hand, such as Spencer (1876, 1882, 1896), Morgan (1877) and Tylor (1871), were trying to explain, and to a certain extent, justify, the position of Western civilisation as an evolutionary end point, or high point. 

For the progressive social evolutionists, the overall consensus was that civilisation was an inherently better way of living than anything that had gone before, that all that went before would lead eventually and inevitably to industrial civilisation. Civilisation was seen as an, if not the, evolutionary pinnacle or endpoint (Bettinger 1991:4). 

“Of the lowest races, disregard of novelties is almost uniformly alleged. According to Cook, Fuegians showed utter indifference in the presence of things that were entirely new to them….where curiosity exists we find it among races of not so low a grade….that of the new Caledonians was remarked by Cook and that of the New Guinea people by Earl and by Jukes…..and the Tahitians are remarkably ‘curious and inquisitive’” (Spencer, Principles of Sociology I)

A major difference between 19th century social evolutionary theory and Darwinian evolution was that Darwin had stressed the importance of the natural environment in his ideas about natural selection. The world which was inhabited by the industrialists and political economists for which the progressive social evolutionists were writing, was not so much affected by the natural environment as by the prevailing political and economic climate. For this reason progressive social evolutionists substituted nature with political economy as an important factor in their models. Progressive social evolutionists saw anything pre-industrial as essentially inferior. These attitudes persist, however subtley.

Stagism (eg Fried; band-tribe-chiefdom-state)

Typology of artefacts

“The collection of implements and weapons arranged by General Pitt-Rivers, to show their relationship to a common original, suggests that primitive men are not to be credited with such inventiveness as even their simple appliances appear to indicate. These have arisen by small modifications; and the natural selection of such modifications has led unobtrusively to various kinds of appliance, without any distinct devising of them” (Spencer, Principles of Sociology I 73-91)
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