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The Role of Theory in Preparing
Archaeological Reports

Dystein LaBianca

hen the word “theory” is mentioned in biblical
archacology circles, what first comes to mind are
the various “theories” regarding the rise of early

Isracl as a people and, eventually, a nation. In this context, the
word is often used interchangeably with words like “proposal,”
“hypothesis” and “model.”t Most of us are familiar with these
different attempts at explanation: the conquest model, the
peaceful-infiltration hypothesis, the social-revolution theory
(also known as the peasant-revolt hypothesis), and, most
recently, what might be called the “nomadic-transition theory.”

Apart from this context, concern with theory is a rarity
among biblical archaeologists. Not surprisingly, the word “the-
ory” does not appear in the indexes at the end of six prominent
biblical archaeology textbooks.?

In light of this situation, it would appear that the topic of
this paper—the role of appropriate theory in planning for and
preparing archaeological reports—is one that many might
judge to be utterly irrelevant to problems in archaeological
publication. But that view is mistaken.

THE ROLE OF THEORY IN THE SCIENCES

Before discussing the role of theory in preparing archaeolog-
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ical publications, I would like to state my view on the so-
called processualist/post-processualist debate. As those who
have followed this debate in anthropological-archaeological
circles already know, one of its central issues is the extent to
which the Enlightenment ideal of cumulative understanding
through positivistic science is an ideal worth striving for.
Among post-processualists, it is not only not worth striving
for, it is an arrogance that has divided the world of archaeol-
ogy into elites and nonelites—elites who set the agenda when
it comes to deciding what should be published, and nonelites
who don’t meet the criteria established by this self-appointed
inner circle of elites.

In focusing attention on the political dimension of knowl-
edge production in archaeology, I am sympathetic with the
post-processualist position. I believe that there are many
good reasons for doing archacology, apart from the goal of
advancing understanding in the narrow sense of positivistic
science.

In the case of the project with which I am personally associ-
ated—the Madaba Plains Project—we have sought to accom-
modate a wide range of research agendas, some of which fall
within the traditional concerns of biblical archaeology and
humanities scholarship, some of which are social scientific in
nature and some of which belong to the realm of natural sci-
ence. I believe that most of us who participate in this project
have been enriched by the diversity of research interests and
perspectives,

Where I disagree with the post-processualists is in their
rejection altogether of the possibility of cumulative under-
standing through science. 1 firmly believe that such under-
standing is an ideal worth striving for and I am committed to
doing so in my own work. My reasons for being thus commit-
ted are several.

To begin with, I believe that, when properly adhered to, the
discovery procedures and protocols of science facilitate team-
work. This is especially important in archaeology where, today,
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teamwork is the name of the game. Were it not for the mod-

S0~
vho icum of agreement we have about the importance of the canons
rical . of careful observation and recording provided by science, we
't to % would surely have very little to show for our efforts.
ling g Furthermore, I am persuaded from our experience over
for. i the past three decades working in central Jordan that the
ving § methods of science do indeed lead to cumulative understand-
eol- f ing. I really do believe that we know more today about the
hen Madaba Plains Region than we did 30 years ago, and I really
lites | do believe that what we know today represents an advance in
ited : a fundamental sense over what we knew when we started. 1

attribute this advance in our understanding to several factors
wl- | inspired by our shared high regard for science as a means to
the : advance knowledge.
any The scientific approach to knowledge production on our
I of team has had important consequences for the final outcome of
stic | the Heshbon expedition. Tt lay at the root of Roger Boraas’s

insistence on rigorous excavation and recording procedures. It

oci- contributed to Siegfried Horn’s willingness, despite his per-
Hm- 3 sonal interests as a biblical scholar, to cooperate with and sup-
fall i port a program of excavation that produced far more data
and ! about postbiblical periods than it did about biblical times. It
cin inspired Jim Sauer’s masterful achievement in deriving a solid
sci- typological foundation for the pottery chronology not only for
ject ' Tell Hesban, but for Jordan as a whole. And it emboldened
and Larry Geraty to support overall reformulation of the project’s

| research design in order to bring it into line with the concerns
heir ' of social science. Such cumulative understanding as our team
ler- :é has achieved is due to the shared high regard for science
ler- " among its leaders.
1to
nit- SEVEN GUIDELINES FOR THE DEVELOPMENT

OF APPROPRIATE THEORY
the ; What, then, is appropriate theory for preparing archaeological
un- ? publications? T would like to propose seven points to consider—

day, guidelines, perhaps—in coming to grips with this question.
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(1) Avoid reinventing the wheel: Whenever possible, select su
a preexisting theoretical construct, m
This allows us to avoid multiplying labor needlessly. It also th
allows scholars to become plugged in, so to speak, to the ongo- _‘
ing discussion about this construct within particular communi- pt
ties of researchers. : ol
In considering the question of the emergence of Israel, for i
example, the current theoretical construct of choice appears to pe
be that of “sedentarization.” Others have been used in the past, | e
such as the Marxist constructs of “class conflict.” * oI
‘The point here is not to advocate a particular construct or
model but to urge that, when preparing archaeological reports tk
on sites that contain materials from this period in Israel’s his- al
tory, archaeologists should be explicit about any possible rele-
vance of their discoveries to this widely discussed question. p!
They can best do so by referring specifically to the constructs E; ré
that have previously been employed. ﬁ o:
(2) Be explicit about the fit between your theoretical con- ta
struct and the evidence at hand. li
Once a construct has been selected for use in interpreting a A
particular body of data, every effort should be made to make b
explicit exactly how the construct helps to make sense out of the
evidence at hand. Ideally, an attempt should be made to make p
explicit how each different line of evidence reported in a given I
publication fits with the construct. p
The implication of this requirement is that site reports | S|
that are organized into chapters according to types of arti-
facts—small finds, inscriptions, animal bones, carbonized i
seeds and so on—should aim to revisit the construct in ques- | I

tion in each chapter. Not to do so is to publish laundry lists of a

undigested data. :_ p
(3) Call attention to instances where the fit between the the- F

oretical construct and the evidence at hand is not good. | 0
At some point, either in the introduction or in the con-

clusion of an archaeological report, it is a good idea to call i

attention to instances in which the data do not seem to d
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2t support the theoretical construct. Such instances should not
: merely be briefly noted, but deserve to be discussed
lso : thoroughly.
0~ If, on the one hand, the discrepancy can be attributed to
1~ problems in data collection or recording, this should be pointed
out. If, on the other hand, no such shortcomings apply, alterna-
‘or tive interpretations of the data should be advanced. Whenever
to possible, such alternatives should be discussed with reference to
St | competing interpretive constructs. Such openness is essential in
order to promote cumulative understanding in our discipline.
or ‘ (4) Embrace the challenge of the long term: consider
rts theoretical constructs relevant to understanding data from
is- all periods.
le- : In publications reporting on discoveries from multiple
. ] periods—a situation that is usually the case with most tells and
cts regional surveys—an effort should be made to make sense out
of the data in its entirety. If, for some reason, such an under-
n- taking is beyond the scope of a particular archaeological pub-
lication project, the reasons for this should be clearly stated.
ya Any future plans for remedying this shortcoming should also
ke ' be stated.
he | In the case of the Heshbon expedition, the solution to this
ke problem was the development of the food-system construct. As
en : I have explained clsewhere, this concept facilitated our
progress toward final publication of our materials—which
s 5 spanned over three millennia—in two important ways:
ti- | The food-system construct provided a heuristic method for
ed | fitting together data from a wide range of different lines of
28~ | research: regional survey data, bone data, carbonized seed data
of and so on. The construct was also equally applicable to all time
periods. It thus helped to broaden the scope of coverage of the
e- Heshbon Final Publication Series to a concern for all the peri-
: ods represented in the data.
n- : Pivotal in this regard are several related constructs, namely
all 'f intensification and abatement, which over the long term pro-

to | duce cyclic episodes of change. Such oscillations, in turn, are
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reflected archaeologically in the processes of sedentarization .
and nomadization. Whereas sedentarization is reflected in the : tern
build-up of villages and towns and in increasing investment in goir
field crops and fruit tree production, nomadization involves a neet
return to more migratory, animal- and forest-based patterns of stru
food production. Once the decision has been made to attempt ‘:_ rura
to address a site or regional survey database in its multiperiod ‘ '
complexity, the possibility that more than one central theoreti- . mal
cal construct may be needed in order to account for the pat- Nec
terning in the data should be anticipated. To account, for exam- any
ple, for the oscillations over time in the intensity of the local stra
food system at "Tell Hesban, we have found the world-system esp |
construct to be a useful one. | ani |
World systems are intersocietal and intercultural networks : mil
by means of which local regions are impacted by and them- | '
selves impact other local regions. Such systems are particularly sen:
important in understanding how empires are formed, Mic
expanded, consolidated and destroyed.$ dea
World systems typically involve some sort of hierarchical Age
relationship involving center and periphery regions. Over time, | dea
as empires rise and fall, centers shift from one region to another, ods
resulting in a cyclic pattern of expansion and contraction of ‘
power and influence. In the Old World, such centers have wit]
included Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, Rome and Byzantium, . craf
When the food-system and world-system constructs are var:
combined, we gain a much deeper understanding of the forces asst
that shaped the cultural histories of places like Israel and Jordan not
over the long term. For example, in both countries cyclic inten- one
sification and abatement of settlement and land use have been mit
documented, involving complex interactions between the local
food system and the wider world system.” What remains is for ces
these episodes to be systematically modeled, compared and ana- | Brc
lyzed in terms of persistence, patterns of change, evolution, % Pa]é
scale and energy. Suf
(5) Seek out and put into service theoretical constructs that wh

illuminate selected periods and places only. his
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ion 3 As a consequence of embracing the challenge of the long
the ﬁ term, we must face the possibility that in order to grasp what is
tin going on during certain periods, theoretical constructs may be
:s A needed that do not apply in all periods. Examples of such con-
5 of ﬁ structs are domestication, urbanization, bureaucratization and
npt : ruralization.
iod That a push toward the domestication of plants and ani-
eti- mals began during the Mesolithic era and took off during the
at- : Neolithic is a well-known fact. To speak of domestication of
- _ any. sort during the Ottoman period, however, would be
real strange. Another example: the construct of extinction may be
-em especially appropriate for understanding changes in plant and
| animal communities during the recent past (as well as over the
ks millennia).
2m- The construct of urbanization has been widely used to make
arly sense out of data from the Early Bronze Age IT and IIT and in
ed, Middle Bronze Age IIB and C. It appears not to be as useful in
| dealing with other periods, such as the Middle and Late Bronze
ical | Ages. Tt appears to be appropriate, however, as a framework for
me, dealing with the Late Iron Age, the Roman and Byzantine peri-
her, ods and the modern period in our region.
\ of The construct of bureaucratization is often used in tandem
ave __ with that of urbanization. It refers to the creation of bureau-
1. : cratic institutions by means of which administrative assistants of
are | various kinds execute the agenda of some leader. It is not safe to
rces assume, however, that bureaucratization is an inevitable phe-
dan | nomenon involved in the growth of cities. This relationship is
en- - one that biblical archaeologists might well be able to help illu-
cen minate through their research.
heal Recently, the construct of ruralization has been applied suc-
for cessfully to understand what happened during the Farly
na- Bronze Age IV and at the end of Middle Bronze Age IIC in
ion, Palestine. It has also been used with reference to later periods.
_ Suffice it to say that there are many such constructs from
that which to choose in making sense out of data from a particular

historical period or place.
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(6) Make explicit the scientific dimensions of your theoreti- | con
cal construct, | full
A recent publication by the American Association for the the
Advancement of Science (Project 2061) provides seven key con-
cepts that are worth keeping in mind as we put various theoret- not
ical constructs into service to help us interpret our finds. These
represent ideas common to all attempts at understanding in the | aid
sciences: 3 fiel

Systen: Any collection or organization of parts that function to
or interact together, that have some influence on one another, | pre
and that appear to constitute a unified whole. bei

Model: A simplified imitation or example that can exist in a cat: |
physical, mathematical or conceptual forny. effc|

Persistence: Refers to ways in which systems do not change,
including stability, equilibrium, conservation or symmetry. st

Change: Various forms of change exist that help to explain use
natural phenomena, such as trends, cycles or irregularities. tor

Evolution: Refers to the fact that the present arises from it
materials and forms of the past. i: fac

Seale: A reference to ranges in magnitude that include such wh
dimensions as size, duration and speed. dis

Energy: "The basis for growth and function in biological and tro
other systems,

All theoretical constructs represent systemus of various ;: N
kinds, be they the solar system, the ecosystem, the immune ' Al
system or the systematics of subatomic particles. In order to
get a mental grasp on how these various systems work, sim- g:‘;
plifying concepts that we call models are sometimes used.

Such models leave out the trivial details and focus attention 19¢
on the crucial features of the thing modeled—the features ;gi
that make a difference. We

Models, in turn, are used as a means of generating hypothe- i)g}
ses. As these are tested, they provide information that leads to Int
refinement of the model, and so on. Persistence, change, evolu-
tion, scale and energy are concepts that can help to describe the | Ar

interactions of the parts of systems. Whatever the theoretical (M
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oreti- : construct(s) we may use, these are dimensions that should be
fully explored in order for us to learn as much as possible from
i the | the data we have.
con- Ef (7) Use theoretical constructs to grasp and communicate,
‘oret- r not to obfuscate or impress.
Chese Regardless of which theoretical construct(s) is adopted to
n the aid the task of synthesizing and publishing the results of our
4 fieldwork, the ultimate aim is not to impress or obfuscate, but
cton to offer as unambiguously as possible our best effort at inter-
ther, ; preting the finds. The scientific enterprise is not about never
| being wrong, but about doing our best to grasp and communi-
fina cate the meaning of the findings from our field and laboratory
efforts.
! . - .
mnge, Finally, we seek out and put to use various theoretical con-
structs in order to grasp and understand. When appropriately
plain used, these constructs help not only us, as primary investiga-
tors, to understand, they help our colleagues to grasp and
trom understand as well. Thus, appropriate theory sets in motion and
facilitates the process of peer evaluation and debate by means of
such which knowledge production becomes cumulative in our own
discipline and beyond. Isn’t this, after all, why we go to the
~and trouble of publishing in the first place?
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