


Errata:

p iii. The heading ‘Archaeological approaches to Materialities’ on p.
56 is missing in the list of contents.

p 63 The correct reference is: (Horden & Purcell 2000:80)

p 74. There are, of course, a number of exceptions to Kroeber’s
cultural relativism, because burial customs [can be] both
consistent over time and closely linked to religion and
cosmology.

p 89. Both images of Fig 3. needs to be rotated ca 20° CW.

p 187 The complete reference is:

Houby-Nielsen, Sanne 2000. Child burials in ancient Athens,
Children and material culture, Ed: Sofaer Deverenski, Joanna,
London: Routledge, pp.151-66.

p 189 The complete references are:

Kirk, Trevor 1991. Structure, Agency, and Power Relations,
Processual and postprocessual Archaeologies. Multiple Ways
of Knowing the Past, Ed: R. W. Preucel, Carbondale: Center
for Archaeological Investigations, Southern Illinois Univ. at
Carbondale, pp.108-125.

Lacan, Jacques 1977a[1966]. Écrits. A selection, Trans: Alan
Sheridan, London: Tavistock Publications.

Lacan, Jacques 1988b. The seminar of Jacques Lacan. Book
II, Ed: Jaques-Alain Millner, London: Tavistock Publications.

p 191 The complete reference is:

Lillehammer, Grete 2000. The world of Children, Children and
material culture, Ed: Sofaer Deverenski, Joanna, London:
Routledge, pp.17-26.

p 192 The complete reference is:

Meskell, Lynn 1999. Archaeologies of SociaI Life. Age, Sex,
Class et cetera in Ancient Egypt, Oxford: Blackwell.



The Materiality of Serial Practice
A microarchaeology of burial



The Materiality of Serial Practice
A microarchaeology of burial

PhD dissertation

Fredrik Fahlander

Gotarc Serie B, No. 23
ISBN 91-85952-83-4.

Department of Archaeology

Göteborg university
Box 200
SE-405 30 Göteborg

© Fredrik Fahlander 2003

English revision
Niel Tomkinson

Layout & Typography
 Fredrik Fahlander

Printed by
Bohuslän 5
Uddevalla 2003, 400 ex.



The Materiality of Serial Practice
A microarchaeology of burial

Fredrik Fahlander





iii

Contents

1. Introduction …………………………………………………………………………… 1
The small, the local and the insignificant 1

Boundaries 2
The structuration of space 4
Data and theory formation 5
Terminology and the outline of the text 7

2. Microarchaeology ……..……………………………………………………………… 13
General: Social theory

Microanalysis of practice 15
Agency and social subjects 17
The process of structuration 18
Corporeality and social subjection/subjectivation 20
Subaltern practice? 22
Mind the gap! 24
The sublime ways of ideologies 27

The logics of practice 30
Serial action and serial categories 31
Materialities and serial action 34
Temporal and spatial aspects of materialities and serial action 36

Structurating practice and structurating positivities 40
Fibres and threads 43

Summary of the general arguments 47
Particular: Archaeology

Beyond nodal points: analysing abstruse pasts 48
Us and them: emic vs. Etic perspectives 49
Models, fictions and analytical fields 51

Material evidence of structurating practice 55
On the social character of materialities 57

Space, time and context 59
Framing the object: social formations and microecologies 61
The long, the short and the situational 64

Summary of the particular discussion: 69
3. Burial as social practice ……………………………………………………………… 71
General: Death and burial

Graves as archaeological data 72
Comparative and intra-site studies 74
The living and the dead: same, same, but different? 76
A microarchaeology of mortuary practices 80
Analyzing mortuary variability 82

Summary of the general arguments 86
Particular: The Ajvide site

The burials at Ajvide 87
Context of deposition 88
Time 91
Space 93
Demography 97
Categorisation of graves and interments 98

Analytical strategies and operations 102
General tendencies and patterns 104
Serial practiuces at Ajvide: Tracing series of events 106
Peculiarities: the tooth, the whole tooth and nothing but the tooth 111

Summary: Life and death at Ajvide  115



iv

4. Making room for the dead ..………………………………………………………… 121

General: Social space
Materialities, landscapes and social structuration 122

Structuration of space: activities, movement and accessibility 124
Places of the living and of the dead 125
The social significance of natural features/materialities 128
The significance of waters as structurating media 131

Summary of the general arguments 132
Particular: Peleponessos

Asea and Tegea: Two microecologies 133
Surveying burials 135
Chronology: dating and typologies 137

The graves of Asea Valley 139
The ‘missing’ necropolis of paleokastro 142
Traces of extra-local, structurating practice 144

The graves of Tegea 146
The cairns of Papabela and Psili Vrisi 149
Adducing activities from surface scatters 153
Traces of ancient constructions and activities 155
Communications 157
Traces of burials 159
Domestic use of the area 160
Traces of cultic activity 160
Recent formation processes 161

Summary of the particular studies 161
5. Summary …………………….………………………………………………………… 165

The small and the local are significant 165

Appendix A  ………………..….………………………………………………………… 172

Comments and notes ……...….………………………………………………………… 173

Bibliography …………..…...….………………………………………………………… 177



1

1
Introduction

The small, the local and the insignificant

The finger-tip people invaded Yorkshire...
O.G.S. Crawford 1927

In 1998, a local farmer decided to construct a simple dirt road to the
top of the Tambouria hill. It was constructed according to local
practice, simply by letting a bulldozer cut through the rocks and
soil, zigzagging up the slopes and making a rough, but flat enough,
surface for pickup trucks or jeeps to pass. It is a fast but brutal
method, with little concern for the natural and cultural landscape,
that leaves a long, winding, open scar on the hillside. In the scarp of
the road in the lowermost area of Tambouria, slabs of stone are now
visible, along with smaller concentrations of bones and non-diag-
nostic potsherds. With or without knowledge of its past use, the
road was laid out straight through an ancient cemetery.

Some decades earlier, one or two ancient cist graves had been
recorded at the site. They were typical cist graves, constructed of
rough stones forming a rectangular cavity and sealed by one or two
larger slabs of stone. Such constructions are well known in the area
and elsewhere with no particular reference in time or space. The
graves were plundered many years ago and any bones or artefacts
have long gone. In their current state, they have not been regarded
as significant and have thus received little attention from the local
heritage management. Now those burials have gone, destroyed by
the new, ‘constructed’ road. Instead, however, a number of previ-
ously unknown graves are visible in the scarp or as depressions in
the road. In closer examination, traces of their original constructions
could be identified. In one case, a small (20x20 cm) hole in the scarp
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made it possible to look right through into an almost undisturbed
cist grave, including a complete human skeleton. Despite efforts to
seal the grave, it was found ruined by animals on being revisited a
year later. In one sense, the destruction of the ancient graves is a
tragic case of ignorance by the part of the landowner which also re-
veals gaps in the local cultural heritage management. Some
information about burial practices of an ancient social formation is
lost forever. From another point of view, the careless construction of
the road presents a case of ‘free’ information that could be retrieved
only by expensive excavation.

The destroyed graves at Tambouria illustrate a type of situa-
tion that archaeologists often come across. It may be small
concentrations of lithics, tiles or pottery, an area of scattered cooking
pits or regular formations of post-holes, which are small pieces of
information that are often categorized, described and fitted into the
general picture of the history of the area. It very seldom produces
new, grand narratives of prehistory, but the partly destroyed and
seemingly insignificant and mundane objects like the graves of
Tambouria could, however, make a difference, if studied in detail in
their local setting. Even such scattered information might under fa-
vourable conditions form the basis for a new hypothesis that might
provide a more diversified view of past social practices. The lack of
artefacts in the graves may prevent any traditional analysis of social
organisation or the social personae of the buried, but may yet be in-
teresting archaeological evidence, for example, as points of reference
in an analysis of the structuration of space.

Boundaries
The graves in question are located on the lower, western slopes of
Tambouria; one of many hills in the Asea valley, a high plateau in
Arcadia in the midst of the Peloponnesian peninsula of Greece. The
geographical location of this particular case is not necessarily im-
portant, but a brief description of the area will be in place. The Asea
valley is a fertile plateau, c. 650-660 m.a.s.l. and surrounded by
mountains reaching 1252 and 1086 m.a.s.l. respectively. Topographi-
cally, the valley is a relatively sealed-off area, only accessible
through three passes. It has, for all we know, never been a centre of
innovation or played any major part in the history of Greece. It has
been populated since the Palaeolithic by small groups of hunter-
gatherers, who exploited the area using the local chert and other
lithics for tools, along with non–local flint and obsidian that was
obtained from outside the valley. During the Bronze Age, houses
were constructed on top of the Paleokastro, a flat-surfaced hillock
situated in the centre of the valley. The acropolis was later the centre
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of the city-state of Asea, known from historical sources, which de-
veloped into a polis in the Classical and Hellenistic periods (Forsén
& Forsén 1997, but see Drakopolous 1997). The Asea valley suffered
a typical decline in population during the early imperial period and
was sparsely populated during Roman to medieval times (cf. Alcock
1993). In modern history, the area has suffered much from emigra-
tion and urbanisation, which has left the valley sparsely populated
and relatively little exploited. At present, a small number of farmers
occupy the area, scattered in small villages, and occasionally visited
by expatriate-Arcadians on weekends and holidays.

In the mid 1990s, the valley was surveyed by the Asea Valley
Survey Project, an intensive, multi-period survey, which provided a
relatively detailed picture of past activities in the area (e.g. the ex-
tent and locations of the polis, small hamlets, Roman villa rusticae,
cult places, temples and graves, etc.). The special topography of the
valley seems at first to form natural boundaries for a study area, but,
of course, it has never, regardless of the restricted accessibility, been
a cut-off and isolated ‘social unit’. The written sources tell us about
its inhabitants’ involvement with other poleis in wars etc. and the
material culture found in the valley reveals evidence of trade and
other frequent contacts with people outside the valley. Thus, even
under these seemingly favourable conditions, topography seems to
be a poor factor for limiting social analysis (cf. Butzer 1982; Hodder
& Orton 1976, Cornell & Fahlander 2002b).

The particular circumstances of the Asea valley raise a series
of questions on how to find any proper spatial boundaries for social
studies. There is a general trend in social theory today to move
away from the ideas of homogeneous cultures and ethnic groups,
pointing instead to the heterogeneity and complexity of social life
(e.g. critical anthropology, post-colonial theory, queer theory, etc.).
Archaeology has been slow to explore this approach, perhaps be-
cause of the fragmented and ‘mute’ nature of the archaeological re-
cord. How can we possibly reconstruct the practices carried out at a
certain time and place if we dismiss the idea of nice and neat clus-
ters and spatial entities? What about the small cemetery on the
slopes of Tambouria? Why was this particular location ‘chosen’ for
burial? What factors (material, practical, economical, aesthetic, so-
cial, etc.) were involved in that decision? Can we presume that
cosmology or religious apprehensions in relation to practical (func-
tional) considerations were the principal guiding factors? Should we
settle by trying to associate the graves with the closest contemporary
settlement or should we search for relations that are more intricate?
A crucial question is how we can relate the particular information to
the general picture without violating the local variability of the em-
pirical information.
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Fig. 1. The Asea valley, situated in the heart of Arcadia in the midst
of the Peloponnesian peninsula of mainland Greece.

The structuration of space
A typical aspect of the Arcadian countryside is the multitude of ter-
races. Even the smallest patch of soil on top of the hills is normally
terraced, a clear sign of the intensive use of arable land for cultiva-
tion or grazing. It is difficult to date these constructions; some are
surely ancient, while others are later, e.g. Byzantine, medieval or
perhaps relatively recent constructions (Foxhall 1996:44). The ques-
tion of who owns which piece of land is both fluid and straight for-
ward. Most farmers and landowners claim to have quite good ideas
of which parts belong to them. On the other hand, a recently
launched government project aimed at formalising the validity of
these claims has had problems, as few legal documents are avail-
able. When I was working in the valley, there was one incident that
struck me as odd and interesting. In a certain part of the valley, we
frequently met an old lady riding a donkey and bringing a herd of
sheep for grazing. This is not an odd sight in the rural Greece of to-
day. The peculiar thing about this particular lady was that she
herded her sheep quite far away from the village in which she lived.
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This daily trip was undertaken, despite the fact that there are plenty
of uncultivated areas suitable for grazing closer by. The reasons why
she made this extra effort are many, and it is not necessary to ac-
count for them in detail. Yet the incident was striking. As
archaeologists, we walked the fields and slopes recording concen-
trations of artefacts (sites) which ended up as dots on a map. It
became apparent to us that our assumptions of hamlets and villas as
central nodes of a circular sphere of activity would not always be an
accurate model for the various ways of past land-use and other ac-
tivities. The uses of individual and collective ‘sub-areas’ are not
simply anomalies but are likely to be more frequent than we nor-
mally acknowledge. An attempt to describe the daily patterns and
relations between people, their land, their places of residence, etc.
would certainly prove interesting; perhaps illustrated in access dia-
grams or in time-space diagrams á la Hägerstrand (see Fig. 3,
Chapter 2). Locations, paths and daily movements can also be dis-
cussed by relating hard-data circumstances (material topography) to
cognitive maps (e.g. Lynch 1960; Soja 1996).

Such analysis would probably reveal much seemingly irra-
tional behaviour far from the point of view of rational-choice theory.
Here, we should not forget the aesthetic or affectual vectors in-
volved. Some paths and places are certainly experienced as better or
worse with different material or social qualities. The idea of the
small village or hamlet where the farmer kept the animals in stables,
cultivating the neighbouring land, is only an assumption that covers
only one of many, more or less simple ways of utilising and move-
ments in a microecology. Two-dimensional maps and three-
dimensional GIS data can thus sometimes be misleading in analys-
ing social spatiality, and various aspects are perhaps better grasped
by the personal (bodily) experience. The structural relations be-
tween the inhabitants and their milieu (daily routes, paths, working
and dwelling areas) are probably better seen as an ongoing structu-
rating process. It is structural yet individual, temporal yet recurrent.
It has a past, a present, and a future. Obviously, such considerations
must occupy an important place in our analysis of material culture.
For instance, where did they actually live and work, those who
buried their dead on the slopes of Tambouria? Can we really as-
sume that they lived somewhere close by or are other aspects
(material and social) involved? These are surely matters worth in-
vestigating further.

Data and theory formation
So why do I want to share these personal experiences and observa-
tions made during fieldwork? I do this because they highlight a
number of important issues. This thesis is mainly about social the-
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ory and method, which may seem abstract to some readers. But the
text is not simply about elaborating social theory. The experience of
the Asea Valley Survey initiated a process of thought, quite heavily
influenced by the special geomorphic and historical conditions of
the area. The formation of such knowledge is often continuously
adjusted, elaborated, complex or simplified. This text is only one
example of such a process. Like any process of learning and experi-
ence, it is socially and embodied constituted, ongoing and never
finished. Texts like the present are only temporary halts, points of
reference to which forthcoming works may be related. The impor-
tant issue at stake here is that the formation of any ‘scientific’ work
cannot simply be restricted to the reference of texts or empirical
data. It is also a social process involving less scientific issues like
personal history, fiction novels, movies and everything that, in this
case, comes out of a middle-class European, male experience. It thus
seems difficult to draw any distinct line of demarcation between
empirical studies and theory-building; it is rather a mutual process.
There may be a difference in learning from a text than from actual
experience, and indeed there are pros and cons to both. I shall not
dwell further on the issue of theory-building here, but, as this work
is in some respects abstract and theoretically advanced, I want to
emphasise the role of fieldwork and data. The theoretical approach
advocated here is thus not simply a result of elaborating social the-
ory; on the contrary, as I have tried to show, the field experience of
the local material circumstances of the Asea valley seems to have
initiated ways of thinking about the particular data. The basic ques-
tions that are considered roughly correspond to the themes I have
introduced here:

(a) An interest in exploring the possibilities in the small
         and the ordinary, the ‘subaltern’ objects of the past.
(b) To point to social heterogeneity and find means to

                     do archaeology without confining the analysis to
                     general cultural traits or regional traditions.

(c) To discuss the social structuration of space.
(d) To discuss graves as sources of social information
(e) To draw attention to the obvious links between data
         and theory-building.

These basic questions are, with the exception of the last, what the
reader will find discussed in the remaining text. These objectives
may perhaps seem dispersed at first, but throughout the text it will
be apparent that they are in fact closely related. I do not, however,
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claim to cover all the options and angles of these fields. This said, I
shall give a brief outline of the remaining text.

Terminology and the outline of the text
The structure of the thesis is generally organised in three blocks; be-
sides the introduction and a summary, the first block is a quite
extensive theoretical chapter (Chapter 2), while the later two
(Chapters 3 and 4) introduce some empirical data as examples of
operations. The theoretical block discusses social practice in general,
but I have chosen to limit its ‘application’ to the social analysis of
burials as a common theme. The second block concerns the social
analysis of a small, Neolithic, burial ground, while the third block
discusses the structural relations of the places of graves in their local
microecology. The main chapters of the text are subdivided into gen-
eral and particular parts. This is simply a loose orientation of the
contents, in which ‘general’ refers to discussions valid for more or
less any social study, past or contemporary, whereas ‘particular’
concerns aspects related to archaeological analysis. This is one way
of dealing with complex social theory and the problem of linear
writing, as some matters are difficult to discuss without dealing
with others in advance and vice versa. Consequently, the first part
of Chapter 2 concerns general social theory, while the second, par-
ticular, part concerns theoretical and methodological aspects that are
particular to archaeological circumstances. Matters of social hetero-
geneity, boundaries, structuration of space and relation to the
material world are highlighted. As the title suggests, I advocate a
microarchaeological approach, which consists of a bundle of theories,
concepts and operations. Microarchaeology is not simply about de-
tailed studies on a micro-scale. The particular is emphasised, but
also relations to more general ‘structures’ on the meso- and macro-
levels. It is suggested that executed social practice is an appropriate
object of study, as it mediates individual experience and extra-
individual facets (general structures), as well as the relations be-
tween the particular and the general.

The outlined microarchaeological approach provides a general
perspective, nomenclature and tools with which to analyse social
practice. As a major part of the text is devoted to quite complex so-
cial theory, it may be appropriate to dwell for a moment on some
theories and concepts that may not be familiar to all archaeologists.
One quite well-known concept is the process of structuration. It re-
fers to the basic process of sociality outlined by Giddens (1984), who
argues that individual action and general structures are mutually
constituted. Social structures (or discourses) are thus both a medium
and an outcome of social practice. The central figure in this process,
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the individual, is a complex character and cannot simply be referred
to as a homogeneous mass of ‘knowledgeable’ agents. The different
approaches of the social sciences have produced a varying and
sometimes confusing nomenclature of this intricate character. Fre-
quently used terms are, e.g., actor, member, agent, person, subject,
etc., all carrying different connotations, deliberate or arbitrary, of
what an individual is and its capabilities in relation to materialities,
social structures or discourse (cf. Fahlander 2001:68ff).

I have chosen to employ mainly the term social subject here to
denote its dual constitution as both a material (corporeal) body and
a flexible social constitution. A subject might simply be equal to an
individual as a thing (a body) or signify the socially constituted
mind. Related terms here are subjection and subjectivation. By subjec-
tion, I refer to the various ways in which a subject can be subjected
with reference to something, i.e. a despot or social structure
/power/materialities. The term subjectivation (assujettissement) is
more ambiguous and differently defined. I use the term to denote
less conscious, social categorisations and distinctions, like the way
many of us semi-unconsciously distinguish between a person in a
suit and another in working clothes, as well as between non-
subjective distinctions between other individual characteristics etc
(cf. Zizek 1989:174; Foucault 1990:91; Braidotti 1991:48). There may
also be a need to clarify the concept of the actant. The concept was
originally a linguistic term (Cornell & Fahlander 2002a:62) but is
perhaps better known from the work of Bruno Latour (e.g. 1991).
Latour argues that material objects often functions as social actants
similar to a human agent; they can potentially play an important
part in social events and chains of actions. The term is also em-
ployed here to denote the socialness of the corporeality (i.e. physical
constitution) of living or dead human bodies.

From Sartre, I have taken a very useful notion of serial action.
Sartre invented this notion in his attempt to grasp the core of a dis-
persed and fluid, working class (1991[1960]). It suits the micro-
archaeological approach like a hand in a glove, as such a serial col-
lective is defined by individual actions and relations to similar
materialities rather than by predefined social categories. It is thus
very useful in trying to make sense of plural and multivocal pasts.
To make Sartre’s concept of serial action even more useful, I have
added the notions of serial categories and serial routes. Serial catego-
ries are defined from a number of serial collectives that some
individuals are regularly participating in. The concept of serial
routes is simply a way of adding a time-space dimension to the con-
cept of serial categories. Different individuals tend, for various
reasons, to move regularly in similar paths in time and space (going
to work, leaving work, stopping at a store, going home, herding
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sheep, etc.). The intricate and complex relations between the indi-
vidual and social structures (ideology) are approached in depth
from a psycho-social viewpoint. Important concepts here are Jaques
Lacan’s notion of the Symbolic, the Imaginary and the Real as well
as Slavoj Zizek’s (1989) unorthodox use of the term ideology. Except
for the last, these concepts are not normally adhered to in archae-
ology, but they are very enlightening in grasping the complex
relations between individual experiences/agencies and seemingly
extra-individual, social structures (ideology). The focus is thus on
the social implications of Lacanian theory rather than on the clinical
aspects. In my ‘awry’ reading of Lacan, the social dimension is seen
as the remnants of our socialisation processes as corporeal and social
individuals; it is a matter of both cause and effects. The process is
structurating that generates general symbolic references and ideolo-
gies with many individual ‘deviances’ from an imaginary ‘norm-
ality’. It is not a closed, anti-humanist perspective; on the contrary,
the resulting social conditions are likely to vary under different so-
cial and material conditions. Lacanian theory thus implies that past
experiences and practices, individual or collective, may be very dif-
ferent from what we know and thus impossible to understand in a
hermeneutic sense. The very same processes also imply that social
heterogeneity is a more likely result of collectiveness than homoge-
neous, collective experiences and representations. I shall return to
these issues in greater detail in chapter 2.

The microarchaeological approach also brings about a few ne-
ologisms. Central are the concepts of structurating practice and
structurating positivities. The first term concerns monitored and
regular social practices that may have a potential of being structu-
rating. It is generally akin to concepts like tradition or ritual, but,
contrary to those, the term ‘structurating practice’ represents only
unconsciously or consciously executed practice, that is, not concern-
ing the assumptions and representations that often lie behind
traditions and rituals. The second term, ‘structurating positivities’,
denotes more general, often cross-cultural or intersocietal, ways of
thinking and acting. It thus concerns a higher level of regularity in
social practice that often cross-cuts social boundaries and which is
generally opaque to the individuals who by their structurating
practices sustain or alter them. These terms may seem abstract at
this point, but I hope that their usefulness will be evident through-
out the text. The microarchaeological approach also includes two
metaphorical concepts, fibres and threads, which may help to clarify
the relations between structurating practices and structurating posi-
tivities. These are, however, abstract metaphors which should not be
taken literally but may prove useful in more general discussions.
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The ways of operationalisinge social theory on past practice are vast.
I touch upon a number of aspects in the first block, but the following
‘case-studies’ are, for obvious reasons, limited in scope. As the title
suggests, the focus is on graves as a source of social information. I
discuss graves from two general viewpoints: in the second block, I
turn to account their potential as sources for the social analysis of
subjectivation and social practice, while the next concerns their po-
tential roles in the structuration of space. The general part of the
third chapter is devoted to the archaeological study of burials. I re-
capitulate some general themes in ‘burial archaeology’ or ‘the
archaeology of death’ and outline the general aspects of the mi-
croarchaeological approach. The particular part concerns a case-
study of the Neolithic burial ground of Ajvide, Gotland, Sweden.
The example is more or less randomly chosen, that is, not because of
its great potential, but as an example of a burial ground that is mod-
erately sized yet complex enough for elaborated analysis. The study
starts from a view of graves as being traces of social practices rather
than as manifesting religious ideas of death and the afterlife or indi-
vidual social identities. The burial is viewed as a manifested
‘statement’ (énoncé) of social practice, which means that we do not
need to relate the properties and interments of the grave to any par-
ticular individual. Instead, I discuss associations between corporeal
attributes (stature, sex, traces of wear, etc.) and elements of the
grave type and interments, in order to identify changes in structu-
rating practice and social subjectivation processes. It would be a
great advantage if we could bypass the awkward question of indi-
vidual identity and status in burial analysis and instead focus on
identifying subjectivation parameters and social categorisation
processes. Here we shall find that Sartre’s concept of series has
many advantages in discussing such correlations and categories.

In Chapter 4, I return to the burials of the Asea valley. The
general part concerns the social structuration of space, that is, social
practice in relation to topography and the material conditions of ac-
tion. Graves are also in this chapter the main objects, but here the
focus is set on their location in the ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ landscape
(e.g. microecology). The particular part of the chapter seeks to elabo-
rate and exemplify the general discussion, drawing on data acquired
from surveys of the Asea valley and the Tegea valley of Pelopon-
nese, Greece, in which I participated during the period 1995-2001.
My personal knowledge of the local conditions of the area makes
these locales a natural choice. In dealing with the social structura-
tion of space, I employ the term signifiant for material elements,
natural or cultural, which have a potential function as ‘nodes’ in the
process of structuration. The name originates from French linguis-
tics and is used to emphasise the arbitrary significations of such
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objects. Material elements functioning as signifiants are assumed to
be loaded with social content (a hermeneutic would use the term
‘meaning’), which may impute agencies and interfere in the social
structuration of space. An example of a signifiant can be a conspicu-
ous element of the landscape that may evoke images and ideas of
metaphysical powers or mythical origin. In this third block, I argue
that the choice of location for burials can be utilised in two respects.
The first is the social information that can be extracted, which may
be informative about local structurating practices, as well as the so-
cial organisation of space in a specific microecology. The second
aspect of the study concerns methodology. In the Mediterranean
area, domestic sites are relatively easy to locate, since concentrations
of tiles and sherds are commonly visible on the surface, while sub-
terranean burials demand more thorough efforts for their discovery.
If some structurating parameters involving the placing of the dead
can be identified, the known positions of settlements can be used in
combination with the properties of the local environment to predict
possible locations for burials. The data of Asea and Tegea are gener-
ally fragmented and limited in scope, apart from their position in
time and space, but they will nonetheless reveal something about
what happened to the preliminary observations after theoretical
considerations.

These three ‘blocks’ form the general outline of the thesis: the
elaboration of social theory and method in general and two par-
ticular examples of how it can be ‘applied’ to the analytical field of
burials. I am confident that this first attempt will foster an interest in
the great potential of microarchaeological studies.
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2
Microarchaeology

Serial practice and materialities

If a lion could talk, we could not understand him.
Wittgenstein 1953:223e

In Spike Jonzes’ film Being John Malkowich (1999), the leading char-
acter Craig Schwartz (played by John Cusack) manages to get inside
the head of the famous actor John Malkowich. Cusack plays an un-
employed puppeteer who gets work as a filing clerk in an office (on
floor seven and a half), where he stumbles across a portal into John
Malkovich's head. When he enters the portal, he can for a short pe-
riod of time see and feel what Malkowich experiences before he gets
thrown out. The film is, suffice to say, quite surreal. The ability to
get into someone else’s head, if only for a moment, may seem in-
triguing but is, of course, not feasible. Still, this is what many
archaeologists seek to do when they interpret material evidence.
Hodder (1987:7; 1992:17) claims never to have read an archaeologi-
cal text in which the interpretation did not to some extent depart
from the experiences of  ‘them’. “In my view, the idea that archae-
ologists can get away without reconstructing ideas in the heads of
prehistoric people is pure false consciousness and self-delusion”
(1992:18). Of course, Hodder is correct in a basic sense. On the gen-
eral level, we relate social agency to the material situation in which
social practice are conducted and we often do this from a general
human point of departure (i.e. our personal experiences as human
beings). This is, however, not the same as attempting to understand
social practice or localizing its meanings. In Jonzes’ film Schwartz
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actually experienced what Malkowich saw and felt through his eyes
and body. Still, his mind was his own, in which he processed and
related Malkowich’s sensory input. If he really was John Malkowich,
he would not have experienced it as different and thus not remem-
bered it. The same must, of course, also be true for archaeologists,
with or without secret portals into the past.

Morris (2000:24) has discussed the questionable development
in archaeology from ‘being fact-grubbers to mind-readers’. He
stresses that archaeological theory is curiously inert in comparison
with other historical sciences. Indeed, post-processual archaeology
inherited much of processual and culture-historical archaeology and
has in some respects failed to develop more elaborated, social mod-
els. One example is the failure to deconstruct the traditional frame of
reference, culture and culture areas. A majority of archaeologists
would argue that archaeological cultures, like the Bell-beakers, are
nothing but heuristic tools that do not necessarily correspond to
‘real’ ethnic, social groups (cf. Malmer 1975:48). Still, the focus on
hermeneutics as the prime methodology requires a common frame
of reference to make the concept of meaning meaningful. It is cer-
tainly true for most social formations that there are to some extent
cognitive kernels, representations (at least on an imaginary level),
which make social cooperation possible. As Barth (2002:31) puts it:
“… let us expect some functional imperatives, some normative pres-
sures, some deep structural patterns, some effects on the relations of
production on life chances, and some shared cultural themes in
ranges of local institutions.”

The rate of social homogeneity and intersubjectivism should,
however, not be exaggerated. On the contrary, much contemporary
social theory rejects such simplistic viewpoints, pointing to the het-
erogeneous, contradicting, plural and multivocal aspects of social
life (Braidotti 1991; Moore 1994). A reason why the idea of social
units is still so persistent in social theory may be found in the spe-
cific circumstances of European history. The Spanish sociologist
Lamo de Espinosa (2002) has recently questioned the ideal image of
homogeneous nation-states by relating their composition in a global,
perspective. He concludes that, of 160 states throughout the world
only 28 are homogeneous (in the respect that 90% of the population
within the national borders share ethnic identity). European nation-
states, however, differ from nations of other continents, since they
include only 4.6 languages per state and the average number of
speakers per language is 4.4 millions (world-wide, the average
number of speakers of a language is 700.000 and the average num-
ber of languages within nations is 30). It is thus not surprising that
western European discourse tends to exaggerate homogeneity and
cultural understanding in social studies.
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In recent years, post-processual or interpretative archaeologists have
acknowledged the open and fluid character of social formations,
stressing buzz-words such as plurality, heterogeneity and multivo-
cality. The problem for mainstream, post-processual archaeology is
that social multiplicity can hardly be analysed by hermeneutic in-
terpretation/understanding of meaning. The hermeneutic approach
has thus been criticised for its inconsistency in assuming a general
understanding within social groups, while ‘mouthing varieties of
liberal pluralism’ (Spivak 1999:9; cf. Gero 2000; Berggren 2000). If
past social formations are truly open and multivocal and populated
by heterogeneous agents, subjectivated in different categories, there
can hardly be one common horizon from which we can understand
agency. The difficulty in analysing social action from a pluralist per-
spective is not a problem restricted only to archaeology but to all
social sciences. We find attempts to deal with such problems promi-
nently in post-structural feminism, queer theory and post-colonial
theory (e.g., Braidotti 1991; Spivak 1999; Rosenberg 2002), and also
in strands of sociology and anthropology (e.g. Moore 1994; Barth
2002). There is, however, at present no single approach that we can
simply adapt and apply to archaeological analysis. The special cir-
cumstance of archaeological analysis, that is, analysing material
traces of action without given frames or comparable models, differs
here from other fields of social science. The microarchaeological ap-
proach advocated here is an attempt to work with archaeological
evidence from such a heterogeneous perspective, taking the com-
plexity of social action seriously.

Microanalysis of practice
The microarchaeological project has previously been discussed in a
series of papers (Fahlander 2001; Cornell & Fahlander 2002a; 2002b;
see also Cornell 2000). Some repetition of the arguments and general
discussion will be necessary, but I shall also take the opportunity to
explore some issues further. Microarchaeology started out from dis-
appointment with the discussions in archaeology and the social
sciences at their apparent ‘failure’ to construct an operative theory
of social agency and practice. As previously hinted, microarchaeol-
ogy is not simply a theoretical construct but is developed in relation
to fieldwork and empirical data. Microarchaeology is thus both a
theoretical project and a general operative approach to sociohistori-
cal phenomena (like material culture). It would not be very
meaningful to discuss social theory on the general level without ex-
plicit considerations of how to apply it to empirical data.
Sociohistorical phenomena, like material traces of action, are not
randomly constituted; they are formed by social practice (although
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‘distorted’ in various ways over time). Here we have a link between
social action and the archaeological record. The problem is to make
social analysis from such a fragmented record of behaviour. The
theoretical basis of microarchaeology is neither processual nor post-
processual in character, but seeks to combine strands of thought,
methodology and practice independently of their origin. The most
notable sources of inspiration are Sartre’s theory of serial collectivity
(1991), Foucault’s ‘archaeology’ (1972), Lacan’s psychoanalysis
(1988a; 1988b) and the structuration theory of Giddens (1984). The
microarchaeological approach has in some respects a number of
things in common with other ‘small-scale’ approaches of social the-
ory, such as microsociology (e.g. Goffman 1967, 1971, 1974;
Garfinkel 1967), microhistory (e.g. Levi 1991; 1998) and microecol-
ogy (Horden & Purcell 2000). The prefix micro does not, however,
simply refer to a limited scope of analysis. A local perspective is of-
ten necessary to grasp social variability, the queer and strange.
Analyses of large areas and time spans tend to mask such important
information and create a too general image of social variability. This
small-scale focus is not to be confused by individual studies of sepa-
rate events. The point of departure is the relation between chains of
actions and repetitive events. The analysis of single and repetitive
actions is thus analysed in terms of relations between the particular
and the general. It is argued that the individual actions and the par-
ticular events generally have some relation to more general
structures.

Microarchaeology is a social archaeology in the sense of a focus
on the social character of action. Social action is always related to the
Other; it cannot be reduced to one’s own free choice. The main sub-
ject of analysis is neither the mind of the single individual nor social
structures but executed social practice. Such practice is not necessarily
preceded and initiated by thought, language or knowledge; the
practices of daily life are rather ‘automatic’ and semiconsciously
executed in a given material context. It is generally a structurating
process, as formulated by Giddens (1979; 1984) and Sartre (1991),
among others, that is, a mediation between the structural and mate-
rial conditions of action and individual experience and motivation.
The focus on executed action thus allows us to override static no-
tions of structural constraints versus individual experience. Both
aspects are present in varying degrees. Social practice, the per-
formed activities of a particular situation, is, in a sense, a mediation
between these poles (cf. Giddens 1979:4). Social practice is in differ-
ent respects a result of the properties of the particular situation, but
these cannot be seen as necessarily unique, as they also include tra-
ditions, institutionalised power relations and other aspects of the
‘outside’ world. By focusing on executed action rather than on in-
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tentions and experiences, microarchaeological analysis does not
need to define static notions of a primary social context, like culture,
society or ethnic groups. This is an important aspect of microar-
chaeology. Social practice is not analysed in relation to any
preconceived general representations, which means that analogies
with contemporary information are kept to a minimum. Microar-
chaeology is thus not a hermeneutic enterprise.

An archaeology without social frames of reference may at first
seem awkward and strange; the identification of social or ethnic
groups has been a prominent goal of archaeology and considered a
necessary tool for discussing innovation, diffusion, meaning and
social organisation. However, as previously argued, it is difficult to
discuss multivocality and heterogeneity, on the one hand, and to
define homogeneous, social or territorial groups, on the other. The
constitution and initiation of social practice cannot be derived from
concepts of collective representations, social or cultural systems.
That would be too much of an oversimplification of the social com-
plexity. The identification and problematic definitions of such
groups or collectives are not necessary in a microarchaeological ap-
proach. Instead, microarchaeological analysis relies on the social
information embedded in sociohistorical phenomena (materialities
and other traces of action), rather than on analogies with known so-
cial practices or societal structures (contemporary or historical). The
microarchaeological approach is by no means a finished project, but,
by way of introduction, some main themes will be discussed in de-
tail here. Others are considered in Chapter 3 and 4 in relation to the
case studies. In the following Chapter, I shall begin by discussing
the general aspects of social practice, while the latter part will con-
cern questions particular to archaeology.

Agency and social subjects
The history of social science is marked by disputes and controver-
sies regarding many of the key concepts: subject–object,
macro–micro, materialism–idealism, agency–structure, etc. The con-
flict seems to focus on whether general structures are a fluctuating
result of individual strategies in interaction with others or whether
praxis is constituted by pre-set structures. Is the whole more than its
parts? These are classical sociological questions, traditionally con-
tributed to the social projects of Weber/Simmel and Durkheim
/Mauss respectively. In the social sciences, we find an almost end-
less stream of text-books on agency, describing the pros and cons of
various approaches. No single method or theory seems to be with-
out drawbacks; either it focuses too much on individual experience
or too much on the discursive forces of society. It seems impossible
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to simultaneously analyse small-scale, individual experience and
cognition without losing sight of large-scale, structural patterns or
vice versa. This is not simply a scientific matter; the social sciences
have always been subject to ideological bias on this matter, mixing
political agendas with generalisations and ethics. Individuals have
been perceived as autonomous entities, cultural/discursive dopes or
chiefly as social animals driven by their biological constitution. The
analogy of the jigsaw puzzle is frequently used to illuminate this
problem. It is argued that detailed analysis of one or a few pieces
does not account for anything, but, when put together in their
proper places they form a complete image. However, this particular
example builds upon a static and simplified view of human agency
and social homogeneity. Individuals are not equally able and em-
powered and the sum of social relations is an ongoing process with
many contradictory facets.

These aspects of processes and diversity make it no better to
speak of bottom-up and top-down views; i.e. respectively to analyse
society from the perspective of its members or to study the impact of
the society on the individuals. Both views seem equally valid, as
they are different approaches to the same phenomena (cf. Waller-
stein 1990:65).  It is perhaps natural to focus on subject-side matters
in face-to-face situations, and similarly on general trends while, e.g.,
comparing societies. However, many sociologists and anthropolo-
gists (e.g. Malinowski 1939:962; Callon & Latour 1981; Giddens
1984:139; Ritzer 1992:74) reject the micro-macro dualism as both arti-
ficial and misleading. There are, as Ritzer (1992:74) points out, no
clear boundaries between macro and micro (or meso) levels. It
rather seems that this particular problem is posed from an errone-
ous perspective, disparaging the multileveled complexity of social
practices. In recent years, we have seen a number of attempts to
‘bridge’ the classic dichotomy, for instance, Norbert Elias’ (1998)
figuration theory, Habermas’ (1972) discussion on the colonisation
of the life world, Sartre’s (1991) concept of serial collectivity, Bour-
dieu’s concept of habitus (1990) and Roy Bhaskar’s (1979)
transformational model of social activity. Perhaps the most illustra-
tive notion of the process is to be found in Anthony Giddens’ theory
of structuration (1979; 1984).

The process of structuration
Giddens stresses the double nature of structure – that individuals
both produce and reproduce social structures by their actions, con-
strained or enabled by structural properties (Giddens 1984:162). In
this view, social structure is both the medium and the outcome of
social action (Giddens 1979:5, 69, 218; cf. 1984:25ff). Social structures
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in the Giddenian sense consist of recursively organised sets of rules
(e.g. habits and routines) and resources (material and ideological),
which are organised in social formations as institutions (Giddens
1984:28-34). In The Constitution of Society, he outlines the structura-
tive process as follows:

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 space and time. Human social activities, like
some self-reproducing items in nature, are recursive. That is to say,
they are not brought into being by social actors but continually rec-
reated by them via the very means whereby they express themselves
as actors. In and through their activities, agents reproduce the con-
ditions that make these activities possible (Giddens 1984:2).

Giddens seeks to incorporate the phenomenological aspects of moti-
vation by emphasising the reflexive monitoring of the agents as a
continuing process across time and space. The agents routinely re-
flect on the causalities of their own and others’ actions. In this
process, Giddens stresses the knowledgeability and reflexivity of
agents in opposition to, e.g., behavioural schemes of intentions and
responses. Giddens’ path to integrate structure and action may be
seen as individual–oriented, accentuating the equal capacities of in-
dividuals to change and manipulate their worlds. Nonetheless, one
must view some of Giddens’ statements as rhetoric characteristic of
the time rather than a theory of autonomous subjects (cf. Meskell
1999:25). Structuration theory, at least as outlined in The Constitution
of Society (1984), favours the regulative aspects of social practice over
individual autonomy. Considering that Giddens’ actors are subject
to rules, routines and limited access to resources, and bounded by
unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences of their
action (Giddens 1984:5, 12f, 294; cf. Thompson 1984:151f, Thrift
1985:619), there is little room for individuals and non-institutional
groups to radically transform their social system in a conscious
manner.

It is safe to say that Giddens’ structuration theory has had a
great impact on the formation of post-processual archaeology. Many
archaeologists have stressed structuration theory as a favourable
perspective for social analysis (e.g., Hodder 1982:208; Shanks &
Tilley 1987a; Donley-Reid 1990; Thomas 1989:101; Kirk 1991; Hodder
1992:85; Barrett 1994; 1998; 2001). This attention is understandable,
since structuration theory is rhetorically persuasive, but to transfer a
social theory developed for the contemporary western world to the
more uncertain past is, however, not without complications (cf.
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Burnham & Kingsbury 1979; Cornell & Fahlander 2000). From an
archaeological viewpoint, Giddens' understanding of pre-industrial
societies leaves a great deal to be desired. In this, he is as negligent
as many other sociologists. Giddens’ knowledgeable agents are
mainly well educated and have a fair amount of knowledge of the
structural elements of their societies - almost as good as ‘any social
scientist’ (1984:xvii). This ability and knowledge cannot be assumed
to be valid for all phases of prehistory. We should rather expect that
the knowledgeability and self-consciousness of agents will vary a
lot, according to their specific sociohistorical context. Although the
notion of structuration is fairly well able to account for the general
process of how social formations persist, change, or cease to exist,
we still need to dig deeper in that process. In this chapter, I shall fo-
cus on two processes in particular: the constitution of social subjects
and ideologies.

Corporeality and social subjection/subjectivation
Individuals appear in many forms in social analysis. Perhaps the
most common form is the anonymous subject, tacitly comprehended
as a grown, mature male, whose properties and potential vary ac-
cording to a sociohistorical 'normality'. The scale varies from
primitive, instinct-governed savages, through Spencer’s ‘economic
man’ to the concepts of the (post)modern, self-reflexive individual.
To be sure, prehistoric individuals, as well as non-Western, pre-
industrial, indigenous ones, are often situated somewhere near the
beginning of that scale. These are, of course, prejudices, with little or
no support in theory or data. Many archaeologists have also pointed
out the inconsistencies in viewing social subjects as homogeneous,
equivalent and socially able (e.g. Berggren 2000; Gero 2000). This
confusion may be one explanation of the controversies regarding the
issue of social agency. The social subject is in a basic sense a biologi-
cal being. The biological ‘facts’ are, however, not very helpful to the
social scientist; their impact on social action is likely to vary ac-
cording to the level of technology and the sociohistorical context.
The biological imperatives are far too general to be of any signifi-
cance beyond the mundane. The needs may be the same (e.g. food,
sleep, sexual satisfaction, etc.), but the ways in which these needs
are fulfilled or expressed are known to vary culturally (Berger &
Luckmann 1966:210). However, to belittle the biological aspects is
not the same as to emphasise mind over matter; social subjects are
embodied beings with body and mind in conjunction. The literature on
the body and the corporeality of the body has rapidly become vast
in recent decades (e.g. Davis 1997; Welton 1998; Burkitt 1999) and
embraces various strands of thought.1 Some projects depart from the
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phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, stressing that all sensory input is
transmitted through the physical body and hence is affected by its
constitution (e.g. Bigwood 1991). Others follow strands within post-
structuralism, such as Foucault’s theories of the disciplined body,
the body as imprisoned by the soul, exposed to (and exposing) sub-
jectivation and power (e.g., Foucault 1980; Butler 1997). To make
things clear, we need for a moment to make an analytical distinction
between the individuals as corporeal subjects and individuals as so-
cial subjects. The corporeal dimension can be discussed in two ways.
One facet is that our corporeality is often related to the way we are
able to act in the world. For instance, Joanna Brück (1998:28) has ar-
gued that pregnant women or disabled individuals may (but do not
necessarily) have different ways of negotiating with monuments like
the Dorset cursus.2 In a similar way, the general abilities and means
of children at different ages will by and large affect their agencies in
other ways than adults (e.g., Sofaer Derevenski 2000). To acknowl-
edge such variability in agency and ability must be regarded as
crucial for interpreting material traces of action. Especially the wide
category of children is important, since they have always been pre-
sent and thus ‘responsible’ for some of the archaeological record (cf.
Grimm 2000).

The other facet of corporeal characteristics is their potential as
imperatives for social subjectivation and categorisation; the body as
an actant. The corporeal subject is a material node subjected to social
and ideological processes. Some aspects of corporeality are likely to
function as active social signifiers, arranging and subjecting indi-
viduals into social categories or groups. For instance, phenotypic
aspects of individual corporeality such as sex, age, skin colour, etc.
are (today) conventional bases for the construction of social catego-
ries and identity (Moore 1994:13; Fahlander 2001:78ff). Foucault’s
work on the exclusion of the mad, together with his work on the ge-
nealogy of homosexuality, are interesting historical examples of
such subjection and subjectivation processes (e.g. 1981; 1989). The
corporeal view also points to the fact that individual subjects are not
alike, with identical properties and (dis)advantages. It dismisses the
idea of the ‘sameness’ of a person as bodies go through corporeal
alterations over time, through childhood, maturity, old age and
death (Turner 1996:30). We may also consider less attentive, physical
differences in weight and length as potentially important social fac-
tors (but not necessarily only in the sense of physical strength). Paul
Higate (1998:191f) has made some interesting notes on body size
and status in hierarchical organisations such as the US military. His
examples indicate that characteristics such as body length often con-
fuse and interact in otherwise formal and strict hierarchical
situations. We may add several other, less striking, phenotypic
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characteristics (hair colour, nose and ear shape) that may or may not
be socially significant in a given case. Of course, many corporeal
traits may be purposely hidden or rearranged for many purposes
and there are also corporeal aspects which are invisible ‘inside the
body’. Such internal variations may nevertheless be exposed by
their effects or lack of effects (e.g., menopause, genetic abnormali-
ties, deafness, etc.). To grasp a little of the social complexity, we
would thus profit by attending to a wider array of corporeal aspects
than the usual sex, age and race. The archaeological application of
such a corporeal approach is not evident. Some corporeal character-
istics, but not all, may be distinguishable in the archaeological
record (e.g. burials) and some of these, but not all, might have been
socially significant in the given social formation. I shall return to the
particular archaeological aspects of corporeality in Chapter 3. So far,
we may settle with the recognition of social subjects as multifaceted
and changeable actants with varying means of agency and exposed
to different subjectivation processes.

Subaltern practice?
It is commonly argued in post-structuralist theory that the social
subject is fleeting; a displaced, multifaceted thing which acts ac-
cording to a disparate number of subject positions rather than from
a consistently unified ego (e.g. Zizek 1989:174). The numbers of
available positions in a given social situation are not endless, but
are delimited by, e.g., position in time and place, power relations,
access to resources and social subjectivation processes. From this
point of view, the social subject is caught in a web that forces or
lures us to occupy a number of available positions (an anthropolo-
gist would perhaps have preferred the terms roles or social
relationships). It is thus an authoritarian, although flexible, systems
perspective that has difficulties in accounting for individual crea-
tive agency. To claim that the subject is equivalent to discourse is as
narrow-minded as claiming that the ego is autonomous and self-
defined. We may rather say that discourse ‘leaks in and out’ of the
self and thus constitutes a structurating process (Alcorn 1994:19, 27,
40). Structural perspectives on agency also suffer from a too strict
apprehension implying a binary relation between what is excluded
and what is not within a given frame (i.e. discourse). Such definite
discourse or paradigmatic perspectives have problems in defining
how rules of inclusion/exclusion are established or how social
change is possible in such a static system. I will attempt to point out
the possibilities of employing discourse theory without such rigid
presumptions: a framework that also allows non-discursive action
(cf. Fahlander 2001:17f; Cornell 2001). The key point is that social
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action is seldom so strictly organised; it only seems to be so. An ex-
ample that may serve as illustration can be found in Spivak’s well-
known example of the subaltern (1988; cf. Cornell & Fahlander
2002a). Spivak argues that the subaltern is always doomed to be
censored or misunderstood. Her example is well picked. In 1926, in
colonial India, a teenage girl involved in the resistance movement
failed to carry out an order to kill. Instead, she chose to take her
own life, perhaps as a public protest. Before she went through with
her mission, she awaited her period to make sure that no one would
claim that she had killed herself for other reasons. Nonetheless, de-
spite her precaution, the official and accepted story is that she killed
herself because of an unwanted pregnancy (despite the fact that her
menstruation was known at the time). Spivak’s point here is that a
subaltern cannot speak; it can act, but it will not be recognised. The
Indian girl could have taken as many precautions as she wished,
but as a subaltern (as woman in a patriarchal ideology and as a co-
lonial subject) her actions would never be recognised as intended
(Spivak 1988:307f). Spivak is quite rigid on this matter; a subaltern
is always silent; if a voice is recognised, it has ceased to be subal-
tern. It is a matter of power relations between colonial interests
versus the interests of the subjected.

We may, however, develop Spivak’s arguments in a slightly
less strict, ‘Foucauldian’ direction and suggest that the girl’s ‘state-
ment’ (énoncé), a political suicide, was not recognised for a number
of reasons. One interpretation of this particular situation is that her
statement was misunderstood or was simply unintelligible to others.
That a girl could commit suicide because of an unwanted preg-
nancy was tragic but perhaps understandable and was known to
have happened. But the idea that a girl would kill herself for politi-
cal reasons made no sense to people at that particular time and
place. Thus her statement needed to be rephrased to something that
made sense. Such interpretation makes the official version more
likely to be accepted, as it matched the conceptions of a wider
‘audience’ than the regime. It thus seems possible to act in contra-
diction to the ‘rules’ of a discourse but that such ‘statements’ are
seldom recognised as such. They are rearranged and manipulated
to fit a common idea of normality and matter of sense. A similar
process can also be found in the unconscious repressions of knowl-
edge; we sometimes ‘know’ but we do not let it matter (cf. Alcorn
1994:33). The example of Spivak may be questionable in many re-
spects regarding background, authenticity and sequence of events,
but examples of contra-discursive agency are for obvious reasons
hard to detect. We have little means of knowing how often such ac-
tions are carried out, but perhaps this is done more frequently than
we normally acknowledge? One thing is certain; such a margin for
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agency is actually a condition for making social change possible
(without external causes). If we continue to explore the hypothesis
of ‘translation’ instead of simple ruler-subject relations, we find that
the rules of discourse (what is repressed/understandable or not)
are constituted on a structurating basis between agency and struc-
ture. The rules of discourse are thus not superstructures,
mysteriously laid out by an invisible hand, but rather residues of the
constitutional processes of the individual. This possibility finds
support in Lacanian psychoanalytic theory of the constitution of the
subject, especially in the work of Slavoj Zizek.

Mind the gap!
Zizek has in a number of texts approached the subject of ideology
from various sides (1989; 1991; 1992; 1999). The bases for his argu-
ments are to be found in awry readings of Hegel and Marx
‘translated’ through the psychoanalytic theory of Lacan. It is not
necessary to be familiar with the works of the first two to follow
Zizek’s arguments, but a general knowledge of Lacanian theory will
be required. Lacan’s work is, suffice it to say, quite complex and has
changed direction during his career (Zizek 1989:73, 133). The body
of theory has also taken different directions between generations of
scholars as well as between schools of thought (Laclau 1989:ixf). The
following discussion is not so much an orthodox reading of his texts,
like the ones we find in text-books and readers, but rather a critical
reading focusing on its implications for social theory (cf. Zizek
1991:viii; Alcorn 1994:19-25).3 It is probably a good idea for the
reader who is not acquainted with Lacan to put aside any presump-
tions about psychoanalytic theory based upon ego-psychology or
popular psychology; Lacan’s ‘return to Freud’ is a return to the un-
conscious (the social subject) in opposition to theories that put the
Ego in the centre of the individual psyche (Lacan 1972; 1995; cf.
1988b:10, 44).

Lacan’s psychoanalytical framework is centred on a triad of ab-
stract concepts; the symbolic, the imaginary and the Real.4 The
symbolic is a network of references, a play of significants if you like,
that makes things and relations intelligible to us. It can be equiva-
lent to an abstract translating matrix that makes us able to speak
about a ‘table’ knowing that the general idea of what such furniture
usually looks like and is used for will be understood by others. The
symbolic precedes us as subjects and is thus something we need to
relate to in our constitutional process (Lacan 1988b:20, 29, 116;
1996:56, 109). It is the general frame of reference, but not necessarily
the final frontier of thought and practice; the symbolic is not static
but is affected by social practice and changes in the material world.
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It is not a totality but is rather reproduced in a structurating manner.
The symbolic machinery is not an external entirety; it is an outcome
of the gap between the Ego and the Other in the ongoing process of
social constitution.5 The symbolic is sometimes expressed in terms of
the symbolic order or the big Other. The concepts are often equal to
each other (Zizek 1989:72; 1996:125; 2001:109), but the latter is better
described as the always present Other, the third eye. The big Other
is present in both practice and inner dialogue, similar to Freud’s
concepts of the Id and the super ego; that is, the conscious and
moral or a sense of norm and normality, the common practice, how
things are done (cf. Sjöholm 1996:9). 6

Fig 1. The Borromean knot. A ‘simple’ illustration of the interrelations of the
dimensions (rings) of the Imaginary, the Real and the Symbolic.

The problem is that the internalisation of the symbolic never wholly
succeeds; there is always a remnant, a spot of traumatic irrationality
and meaninglessness left unsymbolised (Lacan 1996:56; Zizek
1989:43; Zizek 1992:239). We are never able to see ‘it all’, as the sym-
bolic universe is never complete. The remnants, symptoms, are part
of the Real that imply a nagging insecurity within the subjects that
the world is not complete and fully understandable. The Real is not
to be confused with reality. Reality “is simply the ‘field of symboli-
cally structured representations’, the outcome of symbolic
‘gentrification’ of the Real” (Zizek 1992:239). The Real is rather what
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escapes (refuses) symbolisation. It can be traumatic and foreclosed
matters or simply be something non-discursive and unthinkable
(Lacan 1977b:279f; Zizek 1989:69, 169ff; Miller 1996:25; Feldstein et al
1996:39-237). Pieces of the Real can sometimes be dimly visible as
‘gaps’ in the symbolic, but the paradox is that we cannot speak
about them before they are symbolised and have thus ceased to be
Real. This is one reason why the Real is frightening and traumatic; it
reveals the gap between how things ‘really are’ and how we actually
‘see them’; it exposes the lack of intersubjectivity and collective un-
derstanding of the symbolic (cf. Bauman 1992:8; Miller 1996:26;
Zizek 1999:14). It is thus not surprising that Zizek employs horror
stories of popular culture as illuminating examples to expose ele-
ments of the Real (Zizek 1992; cf. 1996:17).

The imaginary dimension is the phenomenological, subjective
(but not necessary false) experience of the world (perceived or
imagined). One facet of the imaginary is found in the relations be-
tween the symbolic and the Real; we need an intermediate ‘layer’
that masks an unsymbolised Real core. The imaginary thus func-
tions like ‘plaster’ that fills the cracks and empty spaces of the
symbolic order (Zizek 1989:171). In our constitutional process of be-
coming subjects, we need to internalise a ready-made (but not
complete), symbolic order; we are limited to choosing something
‘already chosen’. 'The subject who thinks he can avoid this paradox
and really have a free choice is a psychotic subject...'  (cf. Lacan
1977a:185; Zizek 1989:166; Thomas 1989:102). Nonetheless, what
precedes us is not static but a changeable and incomplete translating
matrix (symbolic order). It is left for us to create our own set of
imaginaries and by our actions sustain or alter that matrix (Lacan
1977a:81; cf. Alcorn 1994:32, 37).

To summarise the arguments: We are born into a world that is
to some extent already symbolised, that is, made intelligible and co-
herent, which help us to learn to engage in society. What we
experience as ‘reality’ is thus what is already symbolised (Zizek
1994:21). The symbolic order is, however, not complete; it is full of
gaps and contradictions. These irregularities, i.e. symptoms, are arte-
facts of the processes of social constitution and symbolisation. This
implies that different individuals in different ways and with varying
degree of success internalise parts of the constructed symbolic and
modify its structure by imaginary, ad hoc tapestry.  The gaps and lack
of consequence in the symbolic, along with personal internalisation
and imaginary tapestry, suggest that we may expect a certain level
of multivocality and plurality in world-view within culture areas or
societies (i.e. symbolic orders). It is a play of repeated misunder-
standings; we believe that we know what we are doing and we
believe that we know what we believe. The paradox is that the sym-
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bolic seems to work surprisingly well, despite its lack of complete-
ness. One answer to that paradox is found in the dual facets of the
imaginary. It is partly personal, we all have different apprehensions
of the world and ourselves, but it also has a more general collective
dimension, ideology (Zizek 1989:33).

The sublime ways of ideologies
Zizek chooses to use a wide concept of ideology in his analysis of
contemporary society and popular culture. Zizek’s definition of the
concept of ideology is, unlike many others, not simply about false
consciousness, but what appears as social reality, whose existence is
based on the subject’s lack of knowledge of its Real essence.

...ideology must be disengaged from the ‘representationalist’ prob-
lematic: ideology has nothing to do with ‘illusion’, with a mistaken,
distorted representation of its social content. To put it succinctly: a
political standpoint can be quite accurate (‘true’) as to its objective
content, yet thoroughly ideological; and, vice versa, the idea that a
political standpoint gives of its social content can prove totally
wrong, yet there is absolutely nothing ‘ideological’ about it (Zizek
1994:7, italics in original).

This definition of ideology goes beyond notions of differently em-
powered individuals who are in various ways able to see through
the illusion as a means of achieving power. An ideology would not
be an ideology any longer if we discovered its Real kernel (Zizek
1989:21). Ideologies in Zizek’s terms are the collective, imaginary
tapestries that obscure the ugly, the cracks and meaninglessness,
which is often too traumatic to be reproduced without subtle altera-
tions/sublimations (1989:28). Ideologies are thus empty gestures of
the Symbolic that make us accept a given, meaningless reality as our
own social construct (1989:230). One example of how this can be
manifested in social practice is the burial ritual. We cannot escape
the fact that we are mortal beings, but, according to Zizek, we try to
give that irrational, natural process a meaning by burial rituals. By
repeating such symbolic practices, we seek to ‘transform’ something
traumatic, over which we have no control, pretending that we have
a free choice (1989:219). The ideological tapestries are, however, not
only present at the structural level but affect our day-to-day, mun-
dane practices and inner dialogue as well (Zizek 1996:104).

The interesting aspect of Zizek’s social readings of Lacanian
theory is that they illustrate the complex relations between social
heterogeneity and social homogeneity, as well as the past and the
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present. Ideology is both disguised for us but is at the same time our
own construction; a kind of artefact from the social constitutional
processes. It is thus very much a human creation, which also to
some extent departs from our specific biology and psychological
constitution as subjects (Fahlander 2001:97f). The ready-made (yet
not complete) symbolic order surely accounts for much of the ho-
mogeneity in thought and practice of a given time-space. The
uncertain relations between what is symbolised and elements of the
Real imply a need for an imaginary dimension to make concepts like
meaning meaningful and matter of sense sensible. This reasoning
thus undermines generalising concepts like ‘cultural meaning’, in-
tersubjectivity, collective representations and cultural horizons as to
a great extent imaginary illusions. It is important here to note that
Zizek’s concept of ideology is not a complete and static set of
‘translations’. Any ideology always consists of symptoms that make
a closed totality impossible. Elements of the Real sometimes ‘pop
up’ and disturb reality as we experience it. This incompleteness and
inconsistency are important, as such gaps and anomalies imply so-
cial change as a logical consequence rather than just a possibility.
Nonetheless, there is a problem with Zizek’s definition of ideology
in that it tends to represent virtually everything. Such a wide notion
of the concept reveals something of its complex nature but suffers
the risk of being self-explanatory and toothless in concrete analysis.
It is more likely that we should expect several parallel, conflicting or
contradictory ideologies (which is also hinted by Zizek in his discus-
sion of ideological struggle). Zizek’s general use of the term is,
however, sufficient for this general discussion.

With the notion of ideology as an imaginary residue of social
constitution processes, we can return to the subaltern and Fou-
cauldian discourse theory. The rules of exclusion and inclusion in
Foucault’s discourses and episteme are very similar to the work of
ideology. The episteme is a general network of codes, a system of ref-
erence for thinking and theorising, that generates ideas, sciences,
and so on in the long term (Braidotti 1991:50; Ritzer 1997:43). The
concept of discursive formations, are more like regularities
/irregularities among discursive ‘objects, types of statement, con-
cepts, or thematic choices’ (Foucault 1972:38, 107). Foucault has been
criticized for not being able to explain how discursive formations or
epistemes suddenly change and why they seem to be so fundamen-
tally different. Zizek offers a model that may help to illustrate how
such changes in thought and practice are possible. He suggests that
ideological struggle circles around certain nodal points (or master
signifiers) that totalise and fix the meaning of ‘floating signifiers’
and proto-ideological elements’ (1989:87). In other words; discursive
rules set the constitution of the symbolic order, that is, governing
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the interiorisation of the Real in the symbolic, as well as defining the
elements of subjectivation and their social significance. Zizek sug-
gests that, when an ideology is significantly altered (i.e. changing
nodal points) the understandings and logic are fundamentally
changed as well. This implies that individual statements or practices
of different ideologies are not commensurable. A ‘statement’ from
Foucault’s work on the birth of the clinic (1994) may serve as an il-
lustration of such lack of understanding of ‘meaning’ or ‘sense’. The
following medical account of the treatment given by the physician
Pomme is a most peculiar story which, at least to me, seems strange
and almost incomprehensible (cf. Sunesson 1992:ii).

Towards the middle of the eighteenth century, Pomme treated and
cured a hysteric by making her take 'baths, ten or twelve hours a day,
for ten whole months'. At the end of this treatment for the dessication
of the nervous system and the heat that sustained it, Pomme saw
'membranous tissues like pieces of damp parchment ... peel away with
some slight discomfort, and these were passed daily with the urine;
the right ureter also peeled away and came out whole in the same
way'. The same thing occurred with the intestines, which at another
stage, 'peeled off their internal tunics, which we saw emerge from the
rectum. The oesophagus, the arterial trachea, and the tongue also
peeled in due course; and the patient had rejected different pieces ei-
ther by vomiting or by expectoration (Foucault 1994:ix-x).

Foucault admits that the example is somewhat extreme, but not
unique in the history of medical science. Similar strange accounts
are also to be found in Madness and Civilisation (Foucault 1989). Of
course, such ideologies and discourses are never totally different
from others; there are limits for possible thought and practice. The
‘bricks’ that make up social formations are not essentially different;
we share a general biology and a limited variety of material condi-
tions. In that respect, not all historical or archaeological ‘statements’
are necessarily totally obscure to us. As we shall find out further on,
some ‘nodal points’ seem more persistent than others, to use Zizek’s
metaphor. The question is how we should analyse thought or prac-
tice constituted within (or between) different ideologies/discourses.
It would not be sufficient to reconstruct a symbolic scheme (e.g.,
Hodder 1982:185) or a symbolic order. We need also to take heed of
the imaginary dimension on the individual and ‘collective’ levels.
These remarks rule out an understanding of what they really meant
to the ‘authors’ (which they would not ‘know’), but, as the example
of Spivak on the subaltern demonstrates, it is still possible to analyse
relations between executed practices in a given context of other
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known actions. As archaeologists or historians, we have unique pos-
sibilities of making the subaltern heard in retrospect.

The main point of this rather abstract excursion is to show how
the intricate relations between the dimensions of the Real, symbolic
and imaginary displace the question of individual versus soci-
ety/structure/ideology/discourse. They rather suggest that the
relations are neither dichotomous nor a continuum, but a conceptual
illusion. The general symbolisation of social worlds (and thus the
material) is rather the result of the constitutional processes of the
human biology and psyche. To get a grip on social practice, we can-
not exclude one aspect for another or fall back on simplified,
dichotomous models. Having said this, I will step down from the
abstract level and continue to discuss the ‘logics’ of everyday social
practice on a more basic plane.

The logics of practice
Social action or agency are terms that embrace a variety of different
types of action. Action can be intended or unintended, have more or
less predictable results, be consciously, semi-consciously or uncon-
sciously constituted. It does not necessarily have a given result or
predictable further consequences and the range of unintended con-
sequences of action may be more or less evident to different
individuals. Many of the things that we do daily are routine actions,
actions that seem so obvious that we do not need to reflect on them
(unless something unexpected happens). When people interact in
regular, day-to-day business, we generally find that it seems struc-
turated to a certain degree. The ‘rules’ of everyday behaviour may
be explicitly outspoken or be based on ‘silent agreements’ or ‘con-
tracts’. The everyday discourse is regulated by a mix of unconscious
or (semi)conscious ways of doing things, yet it is not randomly con-
stituted. Many tasks and daily routines are carried out by different
individuals in various ways, which are partly the result of prag-
matic considerations and ‘agreements’: if it works, there is little need
to change routines. But, of course, division of labour is not simply
something that is always negotiable. It is not necessarily formulated
on a give-and-take basis but may be unrighteous and ineffective.
The division of labour and the ways of carrying out daily routines
are all to varying degrees related to ideologies. What seems ‘proper’
at a given time and place may depend on many aspects: material
conditions, traditions. etc., but ‘commonsense’ is frequently equal to
ideology.According to Zizek, the subject’s understanding of itself,
its surroundings and the affects and effects of agency is blurred and
often opaque and misunderstood by the agent and by others (Zizek
1989:31). For a concrete example of the phenomena of ‘they don’t
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know what they do but they do it anyway’, we may turn to William
Rathje’s garbage project (1974, 1981; Rathje & Cullen 1992). The gar-
bage project combined interviews and careful recording of the
refuse from a number of households in Arizona, USA. One of the
important outcomes of this study was the discrepancy between the
quantity and types of commodities that the members of the house-
hold claimed to have consumed and what was actually found in
their garbage (Rathje & Cullen 1992:66f). In other words; people
cannot always accurately account for what they do or believe they
do. Not surprisingly, we find a gap between personal experience
and actual behaviour. This gap seems to be wider when it comes to
behaviour related to ethics, what is proper and what is not. For in-
stance, most households in Rathje’s study consistently reported that
they consumed a smaller quantity of alcoholic beverages than what
was found in their refuse (Rathje & Cullen 1992:71). This was despite
the fact that they were fully aware that they were being subjected to
investigation.

Rathje’s garbage project illustrates the fact that social action is
not simply unconscious or conscious; it may be a question of neither
individual motives nor structural forces. We may add an interjacent,
semi-conscious level, so-called tacit knowledge, knowledge of the
body, like those actions that we perform but which we cannot ex-
plain exactly how we perform them (Giddens 1984:9, 49, 374f; cf.
Fahlander 2001:91ff). As embodied individuals, we all possess dif-
ferently situated knowledge related to body characteristics and the
particular material and social conditions. The semi-conscious level
of agency may be dimly recognised, we may be able to account for
these actions if they are pointed to, but otherwise we simply per-
form them without much consideration. Here we find many routine
actions that we perform on a daily or regular basis which are a ma-
jor part of our activity (Goffman 1967; Giddens 1984, cf. Tilley
1999:16; but see Conein 1998). Social action can be seen as a duality,
a recursive relation between individual motives and the influence of
the Other, the normal way of doing things. To be able to analyse the
messy business of intentions, unintended effects, and structural im-
plications that constitutes day-to-day agency, we need to find ways
of dealing with it in an analytic manner. A necessary first step is to
discuss the importance of materialities as regards agency in a time-
space perspective.

Serial action and serial categories
Sartre has produced some interesting thoughts on how individuals
often act ‘together as solitudes’. Especially his concept of series is
helpful in analysing the collectiveness of individual action. Sartre
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has frequently, but perhaps somewhat unfairly, been labelled an
idealist or subjectivist, advocating an individual-oriented perspec-
tive. According to Sartre, we are neither subjected to biological
drives nor necessarily determined by our biographies; we have a
possibility of being aware of our existence in the world. Existentially
conscious individuals may, to a certain extent, be able to choose al-
ternative trajectories or at least depart from the ‘discourse of the
Other’ (the normal way of doing things). Despite the passive con-
stitution of the Ego through experiences and consciousness of states,
caught in 'fields of practical inertness', it is nonetheless exposed to
its own products (Sartre 1988:292; 1991:46). These 'products' and the
temporal (relative) properties of the 'I' (i.e. that it can be conscious of
itself as one, or several, historical I’s) provide the basis for the indi-
vidual to stand beside some discursive rules (Sartre 1991:24; cf.
Börjesson 1986:160). In this perspective, individuals may, by their
semi-independent actions, actually change their social worlds.
Needless to say, Sartre’s conception of the existential individual is
similar to Giddens' knowledgeable agents.

The ‘later’ Sartre has, however, developed these ideas into a
more complex form. In his magnum opus, Critique of Dialectical Rea-
son, (1991[1960]) he seeks to merge existential philosophy with
Marxist theory. He aims to sketch an image of a social totality, the
structural elements, without excluding individual intentions and
perspectives. The multiplicity of sociality is not simply described as
constituted by atomised and autonomous subjects, but as a totalising
process, whereas the social multiplicity is interiorised. This process
is not that unlike Giddens’ notion of the duality of structure or La-
can’s concepts of the Imaginary and the Symbolic. Sartre argues that
a larger social collective (a practico-inert ensemble) “makes of eve-
ryone both a polyvalent isolation (with millions of facets) and an
integrated member” (Sartre 1991:257). A most interesting notion in
Sartre’s work that elegantly illustrates this process is that of serial
action (1991:256-69). Sartre argues that many socially constituted
collectives are better seen as series (the inert effect of separate activi-
ties) than as social categories or groups. To be a member of a group,
in Sartre’s sense, one has to enter consciously, as in a fraternity, and
join with a common cause (Sartre uses the example of the French
Revolution and the Resistance to the German occupation, 1940-44).
Most of what are normally considered social groups or categories do
not qualify for this definition. Instead, many social collectives are
better seen as momentary series, constituted by the common circum-
stances of situated individuals (1991:258). As a simple but
illustrative example, Sartre discusses a group of people waiting for a
bus. These individuals may be of different sexes, have different body
postures, belonging to different fraternities etc. and are not inte-
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grated as a group in the strict sense but are united by their intention
of riding in the same bus. The individuals in the queue would
probably neither recognise themselves as a group, nor do they need
to share a common social milieu (habitus) or individual, discrimi-
nating attributes; this particular series is defined by a ‘fluid
homogeneity’.

Fig. 2. A bus queue in Paris in the 1960’s. A typical series of differently em-
bodied individuals, with different destinations and motives.

Unknown photographer.

Sartre’s example may seem naive and his distinctions less meaning-
ful, but this perspective may prove to be very helpful in analysing
the social plurality. As an example, Marion Young has employed the
serial perspective in feminist theory. Feminist theory is troubled in
defining a homogeneous category of women as a subjected group
(Butler 1990a:324f). The individual situation of women of different
social contexts is varied and many do not share the same goals or
problems (Braidotti 1991:158; Moore 1994:10f). Their differing expe-
riences make them more of a heterogeneous collective or, in
Braidotti’s terms; a collective singularity (Braidotti 1991:132).
Young’s solution to the problem is to see ‘women’ and the notion of
‘gender’ as series rather than as social groups or categories. This
particular type of subjected series is not defined by biological sex or
‘femininity’, but rather by the unequal situations that many women
face and by the practices that they perform in a patriarchal social



- Microarchaeology: General -

34

order. It would, for instance, not be surprising to find many women
in the queue waiting for the bus while their husbands dispose the
family car. In this particular case, we find a direct relationship be-
tween a superstructure (gender ideology) with individual agency
and materialities. Agency is a key-word here; the series is not neces-
sarily defined by the intentions of the subjects, but by their actions.
The people in the queue have acted in different ways to situate
themselves at that particular point in time and space. Marion
Young’s argument is thus partly sustained by Butler’s definition of
gender as ‘stylized repetition of acts’ (1990b:140; cf. Bordieu 1990:69f
on ‘hexis’). Sartre’s concept of series is thus very fit to describe social
categories as the result of both individual agency and motives, as far
as social subjection/subjectivation processes and other structural
force are concerned. To make Sartre’s concept of serial action even
more useful, we may add a notion of serial categories. Such categories
are defined from a number of repetitive serial actions, instead of sin-
gle, momentary series, as in the bus-queue example.

Most individuals participate in a number of serial collectives
during their day-to-day activities. After the bus queue, some indi-
viduals may join another type of series at their workplace and so
forth. All the serial memberships that a person is involved with do
not necessarily constitute a part of social identity. The type of pro-
fession can mean very much to some, while others base their
identity on other grounds, but very few define themselves as ‘public
transporters’. From this, it follows that, from the perspective of exe-
cuted action, we may speak of individual, momentary, serial
situations in favour of subject positions or status-roles, and serial
categories, instead of social categories. Thus, Sartre’s concept seems
effective in discussing agency and social processes as it is in de-
scribing individual acts from a structural point of view.

Materialities and serial action
An important point that Sartre makes (which is found only implic-
itly in Giddens) is that agency is not simply a social phenomenon.
Agency is constituted (enhanced or prohibited) by the material con-
ditions of action. Social relations can rarely be an affair only
between social subjects; materialities are always involved in one
way or another (Gosden 1994:77; Latour 1998). Series of individuals
are not only acting according to intentions and place in space; they
are formed in relation to the material world. In the example of the bus
queue, the bus, or the presence of a communal transporting system,
is the central node around which this particular series is located. The
bus is, however, not simply a material ‘symbol’, but a cog in the
complex machinery that makes up the typical life of the city (Lynch
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1960). The material constitution of the bus, its properties (speed,
number of seats, etc.), is not unimportant. The series depends on
these factors. To this, we can add other sociohistorical phenomena,
such as the way in which buildings and streets are formed in rela-
tion to the need of public transportation etc. This is a vital aspect
that is only marginally implicit in, for instance, the structuration
theory of Giddens (Fahlander 2001:61). That objects and materiali-
ties are involved in the social process is nowadays well recognised
as comprising a growing field of research. The ‘socialness of things’
has been stressed in various strands of social theory, including ar-
chaeology (e.g. Latour 1991; 1992; Riggins 1994; Gottdeiner 1995;
Andrén 1997; Komter 1998; Schiffer 1999; Preda 1999; Graves-Brown
2000; Cornell & Fahlander 2002a). These attempts at incorporating
things, artefacts and aspects of the environment, as social actants in
the social process, range from symbolic to hard-data analysis.

The potential of objects and materialities to be social is not a
simple matter of being active or not; as actants, they may work in
various ways. Materialities may simply be 'good to think through' as
Lévi-Strauss claimed (1966), or function as metaphors or vehicles for
the mind (cf. Tilley 1999). Materialities may have an almost deter-
mining effect on people. One can be constrained or triggered by
objects, consciously or unconsciously. They may be produced or ap-
propriated with specific intentions and yet influence future actions
in an unpredictable way. Indeed, some objects are indispensable for
a typical way of social life. The built-up environment is as much an
active generator of social behaviour as it is constituted by it. One
example is houses and buildings. Houses are living, and to some
extent active participants in society, like any human (Bailey 1990:28).
They are ‘structurating structures’ (Donley-Reid 1990:349; Parker
Pearson & Richards 1994; cf. Bourdieu 1977:90; Cornell & Fahlander
2002a:123ff). They are, like buses, nodes for repetitive action, owing
to their inertness and resistance to change. Like the social subject,
buildings are seldom static but have varying biographies. Buildings
may be erected for one purpose but re-used for other purposes; for
instance, a house at a certain stage of decay may be converted from
being a dwelling to be used as a storage room or stable.

An illustrative example of this kind is to be found in the archae-
ology of Michel Foucault. The 'things' and mute monuments in
Foucault's archaeology are mainly texts, but he does discuss materi-
alities, especially buildings, such as hospitals, prisons, factories and
schools. For instance, in Madness and Civilisation (1989), he argues
that the very existence of separate and isolated leprosariums in early
16th-century Europe played an active part in the process of distin-
guishing the mad as a social category. The mere material existence of
leprosariums perhaps stimulated, if not evoked, that process by their
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very presence. In Discipline and Punish (1979), Foucault addresses the
structure of prisons, schools and factories as a material manifesta-
tion of the modern discourse of the increasing surveillance and
discipline of bodies. In a similar sense, material objects interfere in
the structuration process. Paul Treherne provides an archaeological
example of a similar mutual process between social process and
materialities. He argues that the masculine warrior ideal of the
Bronze Age would not have been possible without the possibilities
and properties of the new material (Treherne 1995). A similar exam-
ple is to be found in the hero-cult of the Geometric period. Ian
Morris, among others, argues that the Greeks of the Iron Age proba-
bly had no accurate apprehension of the prehistoric predecessors
who built monumental graves. But by being there, the graves were
charged with social significance and came to play an important role
in the formation of the early city-state (Morris 1988:756). There are
many other implications of this subject, which unfortunately go be-
yond the scope of this text. I shall, however, return to some
archaeological implications of materialities and social action further
on in the particular section of this chapter.

Temporal and spatial aspects of materialities and serial action
Most people are involved in more or less complex patterns of ‘serial
routes’ in their daily, weekly or annual routines. Such temporary
leaps in and out different serial collectives share many similarities
with the time-space geography of Hägerstrand (1970; 1985). Social
individuals tend to follow recurring time-space paths in their day-
to-day lives (Fig. 3).7 For some of the people waiting at the bus stop
it is a singular trip that they are about to make, but many of them
will probably be in the same queue at the same time the next day
and so forth, perhaps for transportation to their workplaces. Häger-
strand and other time-geographers point to the regularities in
movement (as solitudes or as series) when they carry out their eve-
ryday tasks (projects).

Serial routes include various forms of environmental and social
constraints, like the need for regular sleep and food, the type of
available transportation and social restrictions, like laws or norms
(cf. the old lady’s route in Chapter 1). These constraints are not gen-
erally valid for all individuals and have temporal implications. For
instance, a city park may be a popular place for most people during
the daytime but is not safe for women at night. Time-space diagrams
and access-diagrams may prove helpful in the archaeological analy-
sis of social action in a given locale. Contrary to ordinary layout
plans, access analysis also involves the schematic representation of
movement and control, visibility, and identification of private and
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public spheres, from the viewpoint of different users of a building,
rather than the actual spatial arrangement of rooms in a building
(e.g. Fairclough 1992:351). In this sense, we may find a relation be-
tween the imposed forms of buildings and the general aspects of the
given social environment.

Fig. 3. Time-space diagram of a serial route in a small community (from Rose 1993:21).

William Whyte’s (1954) study of how the ‘word of mouth’ works is
an illustrating example of how a seemingly random, spatial pattern
of materialities can be better elucidated from a microperspective of
serial action than from general behaviourist theory. His example is
well picked; a neighbourhood consisting of similar, 12.000-dollar
houses, inhabited by fairly homogeneous, white-collar couples in
the ages of twenty-five and forty who earn between 5000 to 7000
dollars per year. The white X’s on some of the roofs in Fig. 4 indicate
houses with air-conditioning installed, a recent commodity that was
not as common then as it is today. Despite the homogeneity of the
neighbourhood and its inhabitants, we find that the conditioners are
unevenly spread and clustered. Whytes’ explanation of this pattern
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is that the word of mouth, the social contact between the families, is
primarily spread between next-door neighbours and across the
backyards but not across the streets. The reasons for this clustering
depend on the given material conditions of the area, the outline of
the houses and the neighbourhood, but also on the social practices
of the members of the households. When Whyte interviewed some
of the couples, he found that one reason for the stronger backyard
connection was that social contact between the families was initiated
by their children, who play with each other primarily in the back-
yards of their houses.

Fig. 4. The picture shows a residential area of Philadelphia during the 1950s.
The houses that have air-conditioners installed are marked with a white X

(from Whyte 1954).

There are, of course, webs of complex relations that are involved in
this specific case, but it is interesting that the roads (designed for
communication) actually inhibit social communication. In archae-
ology, we often find similar, seemingly random, patterns and
clusterings which to some extent may be better understood from a
microperspective. A traditional analysis of a similar pattern on an
archaeological site (with the X’s indicating houses with finds of a
special ware) would probably seek connections between all X-
houses in the whole area. These non-related households are likely to
be bluntly interpreted as signifying a status or ethnic category, that
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is, simply re-assigning a material pattern to a social category. In-
stead, we may see the houses with air-conditioners as clusters of
series which can be analysed in various ways. In this particular case,
it is evident that the most plausible explanation of the constitution
of these series is found by employing horizontal stratigraphy, but
we could also analyse the pattern from economic, social, etc. rela-
tions. Of course, it is not only cultural objects like buses, houses and
commodities that structurate serial agency. The material implica-
tions in social life do not discriminate natural from culturally
modified materialities. For instance, I will exemplify in the case
study of the Asea valley (Chapter 4) how natural features of the
landscape may act as signifiants, that is, nodes of structuration, im-
puting agencies and interfer in the social structuration of space. The
term signifiant is intentionally chosen to point out its arbitrary
’content’. It is not necessary to understand why it works as a structu-
rating node; the important thing is that it can potentially fill such a
function.

To sum up: Sartre’s notion of series highlights the collective
character of social life. Indeed, it seems that structurating practice is
often regulated and routinely performed and often structurated in
time-space paths in relation to the material world. Individuals may
in many situations act and think as solitaries, but they nevertheless
reproduce patterns according to general, social and material condi-
tions. It is interesting to note that the serial perspective does not
necessarily depart from what the agents may think of the materiali-
ties that surround them. Of course, individuals apprehend materials
in various ways; some they find ugly, others are practical, some we
like, some we don’t, and in everyday life we do not think about
most of them in particular. For instance, it is evident that some peo-
ple do not like buses and seek other ways of transportation; these
we probably found in other series concentrating on other materiali-
ties like cars or bicycles. Sartre mentions, in addition to serial praxis,
the existence of serial feelings and serial thoughts: hence, “a series is
a mode of being for individuals both in relation to one another and in rela-
tion to their common being and this mode of being transform all their
structures” (1991:266). Here Sartre expresses a similar attitude to
being in relation to the Other as that found in Lacan’s psychoana-
lytic theory. The key words in Sartre’s perspective are the slow-
flowing inertness of social practices, with materialities functioning
as nodes in the structuration process. We also find interesting con-
nections between individual action and the more general aspects of
social structures. What is more important is that Sartre’s serial con-
cept is a theory of social action or, more specifically, executed action.
In order to make these notions operative, we need to invent tools for
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discussing social action in general and in particular. Here, we find
that the concepts of series, serial routes and serial categories can be
complemented by introducing the concepts of structurating practice
and structurating positivities.

Structurating practice and structurating positivities
Given the discussed conditions of action, individual or collective
actions are to a great extent regular and routinely performed. The
temporal regulations, intentions and experiences of individual ac-
tion may differ, but social action tends to follow patterns in time and
space in relation to the material world. This is, however, not to say
that social action is uniform, without exceptions and particularities.
What we can learn from Sartre, Giddens, Lacan and Foucault is that
social actions are interconnected in various ways; culture, discourse
or ‘the common way of doing things’, are interiorised and appropri-
ated in varying degrees in the social subjects, their actions generally
follow fluid serial patterns often spatially and temporally concen-
trated around nodes in the material world. Giddens’ notion of the
duality of structure does not account for how the structuration proc-
ess works at the particular level (Giddens 1993:6-7). For instance,
Arthur Stinchcombe has remarked that agents are often more ra-
tional in some situations than in others (1986:5f). Similarly, Mouzelis
(1989) emphasises that agents act in relation to other agents that are
differentially structurally situated and empowered. Margaret
Archer (1982) notes the obvious fact that there are social situations
in which structure is a greater determining force and, similarly,
there are areas with less structural impact.

This ambiguity in structuration theory must, however, be con-
sidered an advantage. There can hardly be a general theory that
specifies the relation between all social factors and materialities. A
focus on the micro-level of practice does not necessarily imply that
we lose sight of the more general, structurating elements that pre-
cede and interact and are thus possibly reconstructed by the
outcome. Garfinkel (1967), Hägerstrand (1970:9), Goffman (1971:11;
1974) and Collins (1981) have all argued that many important as-
pects are to be found outside the time and space of the social
situation and that these ‘outside’ relations are often hidden or un-
noticed by the agents involved because they are taken for granted.
Whyte’s example of houses with air-conditioners can also be em-
ployed to illustrate these relations. It shows some of the ways in
which local individual action at a given time and in a given space
can be related to the more general structures (ideology) of the
American society of the 1950’s.  For instance, the houses were built
for, and used by, typical, western, nuclear families, normally with
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the wife working at home, responsible for the care of the children. In
another setting, let us say one in which nannies, instead of the
housewife, look after the children, the backyard contacts would
probably be less frequent between the individuals who have interest
in and power to affect the equipment of the house. Social action is
thus not simply a matter of individual intentions and motives but is
always related to a larger frame of reference. If the assumption is
correct, that social practice is constituted by both general and local,
structurating elements, it would imply that individual action in-
volves a bit of both. This relation between the general and the
particular makes it possible to move from detailed studies of par-
ticular events to the general aspects of social life. We may thus view
the performed activities of a particular situation as mediating the
particular and the general. Social practice is in different respects a
result of the properties of the particular situation, but these cannot
be seen as necessarily unique, as they also include traditions, insti-
tutionalised power relations and other aspects of the ‘outside’
world.

The fact that the subjects involved in a situation or event may
have different opinions about what happened, why it happened in
that way and its future consequences is not very important here. By
focusing on executed action rather than subjective experience of ac-
tion, we do not need to restrict our analysis within any particular,
social or regional frame of reference. In general, studies of social ac-
tion are commonly related to certain frames of practice, such as
societies, regions, nation states, ethnic groups or cultures. This is be-
cause such entities are believed to encompass a general
homogeneity regarding norms, laws and cosmology, in which sym-
bolic universe all social action finds its inspiration and thus its
meaning. Now, structurating effects are seldom confined within
such narrow boundaries. For instance, Giddens argues that “All so-
cieties are both social systems, and at the same time, constituted by
the intersection of multiple social systems” (Giddens 1984:164). The
notion of the cross-societal nature of structural elements implies that
ideological and political structures are not confined by a single so-
cial formation but may also be shared and interconnected with other
formations in regional or global networks (cf. Wallerstein 1974-89;
Ekholm 1981; Friedman 1994).

As a means of analysing social practice as multivocal and ‘un-
bound’ by social and spatial barriers, we may find the concepts of
structurating practices and structurating positivities operational.
Acknowledging the routine character of most social practice and the
serial perspective, we may distinguish structurating practices from
the seeming multiplicity of agencies. Structurating practices are the
regular and serially constituted actions. They are not to be under-
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stood as just particular, regulated, recurrent activities of an institu-
tionalised or ritualised kind. There are structurating aspects in most
social practice, although their frequencies vary. In contrast to con-
cepts like tradition, ritual and culture, such practices are often in
different respects opaque to the individuals who execute and
monitor them. This is, however, not the same as discursive practice;
structurating practice is not necessarily related to a particular dis-
course.  Structurating practices are those recurring routines that we
perform with some regularity, day-by-day, weekly, monthly or
yearly. Such practices may be related to daily necessities, like eating
and sleeping regularly, or related to aspects of subsistence. Structu-
rating practices may also be of a more ‘cultural’ character, that is,
relating to games and festivities, aesthetic values, ritual activities,
etc. It is probably true that there are structural elements of almost
anything we do, but such wide definition would not be operational
or helpful. Giddens defines the structurating process as ‘knowl-
edgeable monitoring of action’. The awkward term ‘knowledge-
ability’ constitutes a problem of its own, but we may generally stick
with Giddens’ notion of ‘the collective factor’. Structurating prac-
tices are thus normally restricted to actions that are social in the
sense that they are observable (but not necessarily understood) by
others. There are exceptions though; singular acts have a potential for
being structurating if they have observable results or are materially
manifested. Structurating practices are, like serial practice, mainly
performed in relation to materialities. This key-point implies a good
chance for us to abduct action through its persistent traces in the
material world.8 One field that includes most of these aspects is
structurating practices related to the disposal of the dead. A recent
example of a single event that, unintended, seems to have generated
a structurating practice is the burial of the late Swedish Prime Min-
ister Olof Palme. Before his official burial, white coffins were a
rather rare choice of Swedish citizens and, if such model was cho-
sen, it was generally for women. But after Palme’s broadcast funeral,
in which he was seen to be buried in such a coffin, that model be-
came increasingly popular for both sexes.9

The second concept, structurating positivities, is less basic; it re-
fers to general patterns of action spanning over longer periods of
time and space. Structurating positivities are basically clusters or
bundles of more or less resultant, structurating practices. From an
archaeological point of view, structurating positivities are normally
traceable as fragmentary elements of structurating practices and
hence in the formation of the material evidence. The concept of
structurating positivities differs from Giddens’ concept of structu-
rating principles and Lévi-Straussian structures in that they do not
have any given or essentialist content. They are not superorganic
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structures but are rather produced, reproduced and changed by the
serial and structurating action of individuals. Like Giddens’ struc-
tures, structurating positivities may be more or less evident among
some of the individuals that (re)produce them but may also be
opaque to others. The second part of the term, positivity, points to
their general, inert, substantial and persistent nature. Structurating
positivities are not ‘things’ in the Durkheimian sense; a structurating
positivity is not defined, nor does it define, anything in particular
(cf. Cornell & Fahlander 2002a:66). Despite their virtual character,
structurating positivities can be very powerful homogenising fac-
tors. They are not confined within, nor do they define the typical
ways of a certain social collective but are likely to transcend social,
temporal and spatial boundaries. Such positivities do not work in
solitude; there are often inconsistent, structurating practices present
that contradict and challenge the ‘normal way of doing things’
within a certain social frame.

We may recall Zizek’s discussion on ideology; the concept of
structurating positivities is very similar to Zizek’s ‘nodal points’.
Some structurating positivities are very persistent, but when they
dissolve or change, it generally has serious implications for social
thought and practice. I have already touched upon one general
positivity which may serve as an illustration: the patriarchal order.
The subjectivation of women in the contemporary world has many
practical implications for both sexes, for instance, the plausibility
that we will find many women in the bus queue. We can add a
number of similar social situations and types of agencies that are
found to be feminine and ‘natural’, according to the general structu-
rating positivities of patriarchy and heterosexual normativity. Here
we also find a connection with individual physiognomy and the so-
cial importance of corporeal properties apparent in the bipolar
division between men and women. The concepts of structurating
practice and structurating positivities do not require that the sub-
jects must be regarded decentred in favour of structural
determinism or of a superorganic, invisible hand governing social
action. The serial perspective of performed action makes it possible
for us to analyse the reproduction of dominant discourses and cate-
gories (structurating positivities), as well as the conflicting and
opposing, structurated practices which make social change possible.

Fibres and threads
The relation of structurating practices and positives does not com-
prise a solid system. They do not account for a full picture of social
life, nor do they correspond neatly with each other. On the contrary,
there is likely to be contradiction and fission between different
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structurating elements and individual action. One way of describing
their relations would be as a rhizome network (e.g., Deleuze &
Guattari 1988:3ff). Structurating positivities find their material bases
in various ways, for instance, in the structuration of space, and the
outline of buildings. To illustrate how these may be related over
time and space we may turn to Wittgenstein’s discussion of family
resemblances, a conception very much like Sartre’s concept of serial
action. Wittgenstein discusses “the various resemblances between
members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, tempera-
ment, etc. etc.” The family in Wittgenstein’s sense is polythetically
defined; there is no direct relation or a given element that we find in
all members of the family. The family resemblances rather overlap
and criss-cross each other, like the way a thread is spun by twisting
fibre on fibre. “And the strength of the thread does not reside in the
fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but in the
overlapping of many fibres.” The only thing running through the
whole thread is “the continuous overlapping of those fibres” (Witt-
genstein 1953:§67).

Fig. 5. Fibres (structurating practices) of different lengths (over time and
space) that correlate and make up threads (structurating positivities) that, if
intervening, can even come to constitute a rope.
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Wittgenstein’s metaphor of fibres and threads gives an illustrative
example of how structurating practices and positivities are related.
The fibres correspond roughly to structurating practices and can be
woven into each other, forming threads (structurating positivities).
The keypoint in Wittgenstein’s metaphor is that the threads are
made up out of fibres of different lengths. The fibres are momentar-
ily woven together but do not remain so forever. If some fibres
suddenly cease to correspond, the thread may either dissolve or take
another form by comprising other fibres. The metaphor of Wittgen-
stein can be extended further by letting threads make up ropes on a
higher level of temporal and spatial generality (regional/global,
structurating positivities). The metaphor of the thread is, however,
not to be taken literally. The relations between structurating prac-
tices and structurating positivities do not form a closed, coherent
system; it is perhaps more relevant to speak of clusters of fibres,
more in the shape of ‘dust balls’ or molecules than a straight, con-
sistent thread. Structurating positivities are thus not some
determining, never-changing, structural force in the traditional
sense. They are composed out of clusters of structurating practices
and are less likely to persist if one or more practices changes.

The microarchaeological concepts of structurating practices
and structurating positivities and the metaphors of fibres and
threads provide a general way of discussing social action. They are
not particularly new inventions; similar notions are to be found
elsewhere, for instance, the structurating properties and structurat-
ing principles of Giddens’ structuration theory.10 These are,
however, only seemingly similar in nomenclature; Giddens’ frame-
work is a bit too stiff and typical for modern societies. Examples of
structurating principles for tribal societies are ‘operating along axes
of tradition and kinship’; writing is another principle related to
class-divided, state formations etc. (Giddens 1984:180ff). This kind
of framework is not very different from, for example, Service’s
band-tribe-chiefdom-state scheme or Fried’s (1967) classification of
egalitarian, ranked, and stratified societies. They are too general and
start from contemporary (or historically) known elements which
may not suit all prehistoric situations.

A better parallel to the conceptual pair of structurating prac-
tice and structurating positivities is to be found in the archaeology
of Foucault. Foucault makes similar connections between his micro-
analysis of power and macro instances and emphasises the material
manifestations and conditions for action in terms of buildings and
the human body (Foucault 1979:136; Braidotti 1991:88). There are
also similarities between his concepts of discourse and episteme and
the microarchaeological terminology. In one sense, discourse in
Foucaultian terms comprises a group of 'interrelated' statements or
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the normal way of doing things. It is used on a broad basis from
small to large scale, including collectives of sub-discourses such as
the 'medical discourse' (Foucault 1972:163ff; Braidotti 1991:38). If we
change the terms ‘statements’ and ‘utterances’ to executed actions,
we find many similarities with structurating practices or ‘fibres’.
Another central concept, discursive formations, i.e. regulari-
ties/irregularities among discursive "objects, types of statement,
concepts, or thematic choices" (Foucault 1972:38, 107) are not very
far from the concept of structurating positivities or ‘threads’ (but
perhaps closer to Lacan’s notion of the symbolic order). In a similar
sense, the metaphor of ‘ropes’ may roughly correspond to epistemes.
The main differences lie, however, in the circumscribed character of
Foucault’s concepts, which tend to constitute totalities, closed sys-
tems of thought and practice. Foucault implicitly acknowledges the
existence of parallel discourses and thus the possibility of standing
outside discursive formations (e.g. 1980:219f), but his theory still
leans more closely to structuralism than microarchaeology does.

The main problem in Foucault’s archaeology concerns how
discourses are formatted, maintained and changed; a question that
Foucault stubbornly avoids. He does not wish to explain, or even
speculate about, how discourses are constituted or changed
(1981:139f; 1972). Quite the contrary, the microarchaeological
framework allows several different ways in which social practices,
and even the more inert, social positivities, can change rather than
being reproduced. This is because of the fluidity of the concepts of
fibres and threads; they are interwoven and of different lengths and
effects. The ways in which social changes are possible is perhaps
obvious, it will suffice to mention a few examples here. For instance,
we may consider small unnoticeable changes in structurating prac-
tice, perhaps caused by misunderstandings or inability to do things
the ‘right’ way, that may cumulatively lead to sudden change. In a
similar way, changes in material circumstances can also potentially
initiate changes in practice. Examples could be changes in ecology
or demography. A third scenario departs from changes in ways of
handling materialities (e.g., technical innovation, building tech-
niques, house and settlement layout), intentionally or with tacit
bodily knowledge. Social change may also occur because structur-
ally conscious subjects that occupy powerful subject positions may
want it. This is perhaps a less likely possibility than we normally
want to assert, but, as Lenin once put it: “In some respects, a revo-
lution is a miracle”. Indeed, revolutions are rare, almost impossible,
but sometimes miracles still occur (Zizek 2001:85). Furthermore, we
may consider cases in which large-scale changes in nodal
points/structurating positivities/threads generate different ways of
thinking about certain practices and materialities. Finally, structu-
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rating practices may change because of unintentional effects from
other structurating practices. There are certainly more possibilities,
but these are sufficient for the time being.

It is important to emphasise here that the main goal of the mi-
croarchaeological approach is not to identify threads and fibres in
particular. On the contrary, it is rather the structurating practices
that actually reproduce a certain thread. This is not to claim that the
microarchaeological approach provides an impeccable tool for ana-
lysing social practice. For instance, we may find a ‘gap’ between
structural practice and structural positivities. There is a great differ-
ence in complexity between, let us say, a way of making pots and
practices involved in the disposal of the dead. But there cannot be a
set of analytic tools that comprise all human agencies on the same
level of detail. The archaeological toolbox has to be general to pro-
vide openness in dealing with any given case.

Summary of the general arguments
So far, the general discussion on the constitution of the social subject
and social practice has centred on general issues, more or less valid
for both prehistoric and contemporary social studies. I have outlined
a basis for a microarchaeological approach as the study of executed
practice. I have agued, via Giddens, Sartre and Foucault, that day-to-
day, social practice is mainly of a routine character and such mun-
dane practices have structurative relations to the material world.
The outline of a farm or a house is thus both an indication of the
way of doing things, while at the same time such contructions have
a potential of initiate or steer action in new, unforeseen directions
(cf. Bailey 1990; Bradley 2002). It may appear as a paradox that social
life is repetitive and regulated, considering the flexible character of
the human psyche and the diversity of personal experience. But via
the psychoanalytic theory of Lacan, we find one answer to that
paradox in the constitution of ideology as a residue of social consti-
tution processes under certain material conditions. The imaginary
dimension of the subject’s experiences of the world (including the
Real) and the problem of shifts in ‘nodal points’ imply that the indi-
vidual experience is a doubtful point of departure for social
analysis. The same multiplicity and problems of intersubjectivity
make it hard to sustain unitary concepts of, e.g., social systems,
cultures, societies or thought collectives. Social action is not con-
fined within such virtual entities (although we may find ‘bundles of
fibres’ within given space-time slices). To make progress in social
studies we can change focus from what people might have experi-
ence of to what people do, that is, executed action. Social action is not
as varied as the multivocal apprehensions about them. Here we find
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that the dichotomist division of top-down and bottom-up views of
social life or the individual-structure can be bypassed by acknowl-
edging executed action as mediating these extremes. Social action
may be conscious and intentional but also semi-unconscious rou-
tines. In most cases, actions have unintended and unforeseen
implications. Social action is thus both constituted from an individ-
ual perspective but must also take into account constraints and
possibilities of structural forces, as well as material conditions. Al-
though the microarchaeological approach focuses on slow-changing
and inertness elements of social practice, I am not, however, sug-
gesting that ideologies or structurating positivities are found above
the heads of the individuals who (re)create them. As pointed out,
there are many different ways in which social change may occur,
but it is ‘normally’ an inert process in the time-scale of generations.
In the remaining part of this chapter, I shall narrow the general ap-
proach and focus on the particular possibilities and constraints of
archaeology. Many factors differentiate archaeology from other so-
cial sciences. For instance, anthropology and sociology generally
make use of written records, behavioural studies and living infor-
mants, while archaeology primarily studies material traces of social
practice. Archaeological interpretations are also complex, since, due
to temporal depth, we must expect to confront social formations of
unknown organisation and structure. Here we cannot rely on the
ethnographical record as a reference, because it is more of a result of
historical processes that are intimately linked with other, including
western, contemporary, social formations (cf. Fahlander 2001:31-41;
Fahlander ms). The following discussion suggests that archaeology
needs creativity and imagination in theory and model-building to
cope with the ‘unintelligible’ nature of past social formations.

Beyond nodal points: Analysing abstruse pasts
Archaeological analysis is in many ways unlike contemporary social
studies. One difference is found in the lack of living informants and
written texts, something which, it is often argued, constitutes a lack.
However, bearing studies like Rathje’s garbage archaeology in
mind, we may as well reckon archaeology as being liberated from
such information. It is often tempting to emphasise written or oral
information, as it appears to us in a direct way, implying that un-
derstanding is possible. But, as Rathje’s study points out, people are
seldom capable of fully or correctly accounting for their doings.
Studies of material traces of action may not be able to encompass all
actions, but they still inform us of how some of them actually were
executed. Giddens has argued that contemporary social studies im-
ply a double hermeneutics, that is, that the analyst analyses a
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responding object which hence is being affected by the analysis
(Giddens 1984:284f, 374). Shanks and Tilley have argued that an-
thropological studies of the ‘culturally other’ involve extra levels of
hermeneutic tasks. One difference is the influence and bias of the
analyst’s own ‘pre-interpreted universe’ in studying something dif-
ferent (Shanks & Tilley 1987b:108). For instance, that one usually
puts questions which seem relevant to one’s own reality but which
may be irrelevant in social formations with a different symbolic or-
der.

Shanks and Tilley also add a fourth level of hermeneutics in
the specific study of the past, due to the distance in time. It is per-
haps a bit silly to stress that remoteness of time and space require
additional levels of hermeneutics, but there are nevertheless differ-
ences in interpreting a prehistoric social formation as opposed to
any contemporary one.11 In our images of the past, we often apply
an evolutionary perspective of 'us' at a pre-industrialised stage – the
study of 'us' as something other. The chief difference between con-
temporary studies and prehistoric analysis rather lies in the lack of
relevant references. The past may not be completely unknown to us,
but it may possess a social variability greater than we can imagine.
After all, some bundles of social actions and social organisations
once forming a social world are bound to have become extinct and
no longer present (cf. Freeman 1968:266). The present social vari-
ability and similarities are very much the result of long-term,
regional and even global processes (Fahlander 2001:37ff; Fahlander
ms). Such a perspective has many theoretical and methodological
implications. Which are the relevant references and sources of inspi-
ration? Here we will find that the ethnographic record has never
been sufficient to encompass all the possible variability of the con-
ditions of action. In our attempts to analyse the material traces of
social action, we need to be creative and expand our horizons to fill
the gap (cf. Castoriadis 1995:107). For instance, we can draw inspi-
ration from popular fiction or any other creative thinking in
constructing social fictions on ‘sociohistorical phenomena’. This is
not to suggest unlimited speculation; any model of fiction must be
related to observable, sociohistorical phenomena (i.e. material traces
of action).

Us and them: emic vs. etic perspectives
The social sciences, and anthropology in particular, face the awk-
ward question of emic, the perspective of the object, or etic, the
concepts, abstractions, etc. of the researcher (see Gellner 1985:145;
Harris 1990:48ff; Sestieri 1992:10f). These concepts are simply an ab-
stract division to make it easier to discuss the general differences
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between the different positions of the acting subjects and the objec-
tivating analysts. Here we need to deal with the fact that ‘we’, the
analysts, are as heterogeneous and changeable as ‘they’ whom we
seek to analyse (cf. Moore 1994:132). Of course, the subject positions
within emic or etic perspectives are no more homogeneous than the
other, but these divisions can be helpful in a general discussion. The
main critique of the post-processual movement was the etic per-
spective of processual archaeology. They were mainly concerned
with how things were done in the past, not why (Parker-Pearson
1999). But is it possible to understand the whys of a people whom
we ‘know’ only from a fragmented material record? In interpretative
frameworks, the focus is naturally set on emic definitions of the so-
cial totality. The hermeneutic approach needs a common frame of
reference to understand the sociohistorical meaning of artefacts and
agencies. In a similar vein to Zizek, Cornelius Castoriadis in a series
of essays has pointed to the problems of ‘translating’ other people’s
ontologies, past or present. His examples are often taken from the
ancient Mediterranean world, a period which we believe that we
know pretty well from written texts and archaeological studies. Yet
Castoriadis argues that we are able to reconstruct the intentional vec-
tor, the energy or drive of a social formation, only by its activities
and value hierarchy. We may also be able to study the vector of rep-
resentation through the context of the observable ‘sociohistorical
phenomena’. But Castoriadis is not very hopeful on the possibility
of understanding the ‘affective vector’. He argues that we can learn
a great deal about, for instance, the mystery cults of the Romans, but
we can never understand how a Roman individual felt while enter-
ing the Eleusinian mystery cult (Castoriadis 1995:107). Similar
arguments have been put forward by Paul Ricoeur (1976). He poses
the question of what indeed can be understood and appropriated:

Not the intention of the author, which is supposed to be hidden behind
the text; not the historical situation common to the author and his origi-
nal readers; not the expectations or feelings of these original readers;
not even their understanding of themselves as historical and cultural
phenomena. What has to be appropriated is the meaning of the text it-
self, conceived in a dynamic way as the direction of thought opened up
by the text. In other words, what has to be appropriated is nothing
other than the power of disclosing a world that constitutes the reference
of the text. In this way we are as far as possible from the Romanticist
ideal of coinciding with a foreign psyche. If we may be said to coincide
with anything, it is not the inner life of another ego, but the disclosure
of a possible way of looking at things, which is the genuine referential
power of the text (Ricoeur 1976:92).
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The critical hermeneutics of Ricoeur, along with the arguments of
Wittgenstein and Castoriadis, suggest that the interpretative meth-
odology and the search for meaning is, so to say, at best an
ambitious enterprise. It is obvious that the problem of emic versus
etic perspectives is not a question that can be solved theoretically, or
methodologically, albeit that excluding the emic dimension as out of
reach does not mean that we are left with a structural, top-down
perspective; we are still able to analyse individual social action. In
fact, the concepts of structurating practices and positivities would be
very empty if we neglected the social agents that (re)produce them.
A possible way of ‘thickening’ and ‘re-humanising’ their abstract
and analytical character may be to create first-person narratives
loosely based on the information at hand. This is a difficult task, in
which few archaeologists are trained. The attempts made in this tra-
dition are still not very convincing. It seems that archaeological
narratives either go ‘over the edge of credibility’ or get too ham-
pered by archaeological evidence that probably was never very
significant at the actual event (e.g. Spector 1993; Chapman 2000a:9-
11).

Examples from other fields are, however, more promising, for
instance, the account by Isabelle Ebernhard of a rural Muslim burial
(1990:202-5) or Karin Salomonsson’s (1998) ethnographic study of
working-class women in Gothenburg during the 1950s. Salomons-
son ‘thickens’ the dry and objective, police protocols by adding
small paragraphs of narratives written from an emic, first-person
viewpoint while Ebernhard simply provides a poetic, yet non-
sentimental, observation of an event. Such creative extensions of
fragmented information are not necessarily the same as writing
novels. Writing archaeological narratives is thus not simply about
speculation or fantasizing about the past (Tilly 1981:234f; Tilley
1993:13ff). In either case, we are nonetheless still faced with the
problem of finding and analysing traces of action from fragmented
‘observable sociohistorical phenomena’. I will spare the reader any
personal attempts in this novel practice, but I am confident that a
microarchaeological point of view and the concepts of structurating
practice and structurated positivities constitute a promising basis for
such elaborate narratives.

Models, fictions and analytical fields
Models are essential and unavoidable for any study of the past but
are, despite that, seldom explicitly discussed. Yehuda Elkana
(1981:20) has stressed that the scientific method is often a second-
hand construction. Our analysis often begins with a problem, which
imputes the construction of a theory that explains or accounts for
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the given pattern. It is also a fluctuating process. This notion is cer-
tainly valid in many areas of scientific work, but we need to
consider that models, especially social models, very much dictate
the process of theory-building. Models always run the risk of being
transformed into the actual object of analysis. The material evidence
is squashed and manipulated to fit the types of the model. Social
models encompass a great variety of general, implicit or explicit no-
tions of human action, from the mythological savage to the
‘economic man’ or social types like hunter-gatherers and settled ag-
riculturalists. Also concepts like male-female oppositions are
commonly assumed as if they were all-time, valid types of social
categories. A typical and illustrative model is the band-chiefdom-
state schema of social anthropology. The model suggests that each
stage of social evolution can be described by typical attributes like
kinship system, presence of aristocracy or egalitarian organisation.
This particular model has been subjected to much criticism for sim-
plifying the variability of social organisation, as well as for the way
in which it was compiled (e.g., Leach 1989; Friedman 1994:6), but the
types are nevertheless still employed (e.g., Earle 1987; 1991). It is
evident that any preconceptions of the general organisation of, let us
say, a chiefdom steer and restrict the analysis of the actual sociohis-
torical phenomena. This is not something restricted to processual or
evolutionary approaches; we find a similar use of models in post-
processual and interpretative archaeologies. For instance, Hodder
seems to have a clear image of the typical behaviour of ‘small-scale,
lineage-based societies’ (1984:61, 64; cf. Reybrouck 2000) and Tilley
devotes a whole chapter to describing the more or less irrelevant
‘typical’ notions of space and landscape of small-scale societies
(1994, Chapter 2).

Models are thus necessary for social analysis and are often im-
plicit in our choice of analytical fields. We always face the question of
which aspect(s) we want or can analyse of the material traces of ac-
tion. In a general sense, we find two main, sometimes competing,
dimensions: the social and the cultural. The division between the
two dimensions of social practice can be traced back to the tradition
of American ethnologists and anthropologists, who focused on cul-
tural properties, while Anglo-Saxon anthropologists were generally
concerned with the social aspects (Billington 1991:4; Jenks 1993:29).
The actual contents and meaning of the two fields vary between and
within the sociological, anthropological, ethnographical and ar-
chaeological disciplines. The concept of culture is widely
appropriated and is almost beyond any definition. It normally con-
notes ‘that complex whole’ (Tylor 1871) or just the normal way of
behaviour of a people (e.g., Goodenough 1961). In some strands of
thought, culture has special aesthetic values, for instance, separating
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the fine arts from popular culture (Adorno 1970; Bourdieu 1977).
The social dimension emphasises the organisation and hierarchical
relations of a people. Social organisation denotes the internal hierar-
chies of a people or group, while social structure is a more abstract,
superorganic and general notion. Gellner provides an illustrative
example of how the different concepts of culture and social structure
are generally understood:

The idea was that a tribal society has a certain structure or organisa-
tion, each part of which imposed such pressures and sanctions on the
individuals within it as to ensure that they behaved in a way that
sustained that structure, and so on forever, or at any rate for quite a
long time. Structure was important, a matter of serious concern for
men (inside the society or among investigators). Culture on the other
hand, was relatively ephemeral, accidental, epiphenomal and alto-
gether suitable for women (inside the society or among
investigators). Structure was, for instance, whom one could marry;
culture was what the bride wore (Gellner 1985:135f).

This quotation from Gellner illuminates the implicit preconceptions
of a social or a cultural perspective. The social structure of a society
seems somewhat synonymous with the activities of the male mem-
bers, while cultural properties were something embracing the ‘less
important’ activities of women (cf. Billington 1991:120; Dick-
Bissonnette 1998). However, despite the voluminous debate in the
first half of the century, the differences between the cultural and so-
cial anthropologies were in fact quite small. They used
approximately the same methods (field studies) and theory (func-
tionalism, e.g., Lévi-Strauss 1963:355). The distinction between the
cultural and the social is, however, still found in archaeology (e.g.,
Morris 2000 Ch. 1). There is clearly a problem in working within
frames (culture/society) whose content no one can really account for
(Hobsbawn 1979:250) and which simultaneously constitute concept,
cause, form and outcome (Geertz 2000:13). The traditional division
between cultural life and social organisation thus seeks to separate
inseparable phenomena (Kroeber 1952:7). A holistic approach is,
however, not necessarily very much of an alternative. Clifford
Geertz stressed that anthropology is better off embracing the whole
dimension of human practice, and employing ‘thick’ description,
that treats social and cultural processes on equal terms (1973:3-30,
143). Geertz argues convincingly, especially in the case of the funeral
of a Javanese boy, that simple notions of tradition, status-role rela-
tionships or social structure cannot account for, nor explain,
behaviour in all social situations (1973:146-62). To acknowledge that
human phenomena have a complex matrix of social, cultural, relig-
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ious, political and economic dimensions is, however, not an expla-
nation of the unfortunate distinction. Holistic or total studies like
‘thick’ descriptions that seek to encompass all elements of the social
process often tend to be toot-less or self-explaining (cf. Geertz
2000:13).

We do need to make some restrictions and focus on a limited
array of possibly important elements in a social analysis. Such ana-
lytical fields do not need to, and perhaps should not, follow
traditional social taxonomies, like religion/cult, politics/social or-
ganisation, economy, technology and ideology/cosmology. These
are more or less abstract taxonomies of a social totality; they have no
given content or clear-cut borders that separate them from each
other. They are based on contemporary or historically known con-
ditions of action and disciplinary traditions of thought which may
not be relevant to archaeological studies. The analytic dimensions of
the social whole are thus not fixed but are, like most social aspects,
parts of structuration processes. Similar arguments can be posed to
avoid routine uses of social categories/factors, such as sex, sexual-
ity, class, status, ethnicity and age (e.g., Butler 1993:168). All of these
are complex, difficult to define and often heterogeneous and, most
important of all, they may not be significant for all social situations.
To restrict an analysis to a pre-given, singular, signifying category
may thus be a-chronological or simply less useful. For instance,
Haraway points to the fact that some of our “objects of knowledge
have their own trajectories as historical actors; ‘race' did not always
exist, 'class' has a historical genesis, and 'homosexuals' are quite
junior” (Haraway 1991).  Social series are thus products of given so-
ciohistorical contexts; it is sufficient to mention Foucault's work on
the exclusion of the mad as a social category (1989).

From a microarchaeological point of view, the distinctions
between social taxonomic dimensions are superfluous. Social action
in terms of structural practices and structural positivities embrace
the whole social context, because they are not based on emic or etic
perspectives but on executed practice. To find valid objects of study
(analytical fields) we need an element of creativity and imagination
to avoid employing ahistorical, traditional, social taxonomies that
may not fit the given sociohistorical condition of action. For archae-
ology, in contrast to much sociology and anthropology, we need to
find ways of identifying the ‘axes of difference’ that were active
during a given time and space. What kind of subject positions can
we find, which corporeal aspects are socially significant as well as
the significant axes of difference? It may thus be appropriate to
speak about fictions rather than models as a way of acknowledging
their virtual character. It goes without saying that archaeological
fictions will probably turn out to be most favourable if they are
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based on the given sociohistorical conditions, that is, the material
traces of action. As Leach once argued about the ethnographic
analysis: “Our concern is with what the significant social categories
are; not with what they ought to be” (Leach 1961:27). However, our
inspiration may come from other sources, such as contemporary so-
cial science or even popular fiction. In fact, such sources of
inspiration may even prove to be better, because they are not so
loaded with preconceptions of being anything more than fictions
(which is often the case with anthropological models). For instance,
Tilley (in the previously mentioned example) could just as well em-
ployed analyses and concepts of contemporary studies of industrial
societies (e.g. Lynch 1960; Hägerstrand 1970; Soja 1996), instead of
the anthropological references in his text on landscape phenomenol-
ogy (1994).

Sartre’s concept of seriality seems to offer a productive way of
dealing with unknown, social configurations. By studying traces of
serial practices and social subjection/subjectivation, polythetic, se-
rial categories can be established which will, it is hoped, better
correspond to the structurating practices that were executed in a
given time and space.

Material evidence of structurating practice
The question of how can we reconstruct structurating practice from
fragmented material traces will not be given a definite answer here.
There are no general approaches to employ, but every given case
needs to concern the specific material circumstances. I have already
touched upon the potential importance of the layout of materialities
such as monuments, houses, graves, etc. in the process of
(re)production of structured practices. Similar socialness can be at-
tributed to humanly modified materialities in general (cf. Bradley
2002:12). Clear and definite distinctions between a 'natural' and a
'cultural' environment, or between 'natural' objects and cultural
modifications (i.e. artefacts) are not very easy to sustain. Fortunately,
neither distinction is necessary. What is a projectile for some may be
a plain stone to others. A megalithic tomb was a human creation to
its constructors, while it was perhaps regarded as natural or supra-
natural by later generations/outsiders etc. I do not believe that it is
essential to penetrate these issues to any great extent, but the general
role of material objects in social formations demands a short discus-
sion. I will mainly focus on the social implication of objects,
although similar arguments can be attributed to the whole frame of
activity of the landscape/environment. The materiality of the envi-
ronment is more about the structuration of space and will be
discussed separately in Chapter 4.
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Archaeological approaches to materialities
The archaeologist’s natural interest in materialities, especially hu-
manly modified objects, has led to a number of approaches seeking
to extract social information out of the material record. There is no
common body of theory; the analysis ranges from symbolic relations
to hard-data analysis involving quite different methodologies,
which demands a short discussion. To begin with, we find cognitive
approaches that emphasise the importance of materialities as influ-
encing thought, ontology and social practice. For instance, Tilley &
Thomas (1993) suggest that the body, and bodily parts (e.g. the
torso), functioned as essential metaphors in Neolithic symbolism
and hence influenced the design of artefacts and constructions. Peter
Wilson suggests that the concept of the house and the establishment
of permanent settlements were major formative aspects of the Neo-
lithic, far more important than, e.g., the practice of agriculture.
Wilson argues that the experiences of an enclosing concept such as
the house (and tomb) initiated new social strategies (Wilson 1988).
In a similar sense, Ingold (1992) has supported the view that social
and cosmological systems are often hindsight constructions based
upon the constraints and abilities of the natural environment. The
cognitive and phenomenological aspects of materialities are perhaps
most frequent in landscape archaeology (e.g. Bradley 1993; 1998;
2000; Tilley 1994; 1999). The potential of materialities as nodes for
mythologies and memory has also been highlighted. Objects and
natural features may serve as individual or collective memory in,
particularly, non-literary, social formations (e.g., Tilley 1994:202ff;
1999:182; Bradley 2002).

Popular themes are also symbolic and communicative ap-
proaches to material evidence. Especially the concept of style has
been of major concern (e.g. Sackett 1977; 1982; Conkey & Hastorf
1990; Carr & Neitzel 1995; Hurt & Rakita 2001; Cornell & Fahlander
2002a). Differences in outline and decor are argued to signify cul-
tural groups as well as individual status or social identity, for
instance, Polly Weissner’s (1983; 1985; 1989) awkward division be-
tween 'emblemic' and 'assertive' style. The first category concerns
standardised traits or symbols of ethnicity, while the latter repre-
sents more obscure individual aspects of identity (cf. Olsen
1997:186f). Another example is Wobst’s (1977) claim that material
culture, besides symbolism, also carries social information, a kind of
indirect communication. In these perspectives, elaborated material
culture is semi-active. It is involved in social communication, indi-
cating (or masking) status, ethnicity and identity, as well as
manifesting institutions or ideologies. A high level of symbolism
and cultural homogeneity is often taken for granted – a fiction more
or less based upon modernist ethnography. Examples of metaphorical
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reasoning are found in the examples of Tilley and Thomas, but also
in, for instance, Hodder’s (1984:53; 1990:149-55) suggestion that ele-
ments of the houses of the living might be symbolically represented
in the properties of burials (the ‘house of the dead’). Recently, the
concepts of metaphor, metonymy/synecdoche and irony have been
advocated as some sort of alternative to simple symbolism (Yates
1990:169; Tilley 1999; Tarlow 1999:37-49). It is perhaps more fruitful
to use metaphors, but it is certainly not an alternative. Metaphors
and metonymies are often too general and mundane and it may be
hard to find anything more substantial in them besides the simple
fact that humans tend to think through one or another.

Besides the cognitive and symbolic approaches, we also find
hard-data analyses, ranging from the social aspects of technology and
function to traditional artefact-fetishism. There are many interesting,
‘hard-data’ analyses focusing on technology and function (cf. Cor-
nell & Fahlander 2001a:67-74). One example is Grimm’s (2000)
discussion of the production of Palaeolithic lithic material. Grimm
employs Leroi-Gouran’s concept of the chaine opératoire in her dis-
cussion on novice vs. expert knappers, departing from refitting and
the micro-scale distribution of flint refuse. Other aspects of hard-
data approaches are to be found in experimental archaeology, like
micro-wear analysis (Semenov 1964; Kristiansen 2002).

These general approaches, cognitive, symbolic/communicative and
functional/materialist, are, despite numerous variations and excep-
tions, sufficient to cover most archaeological analyses of
materialities. The general perspectives on materialities employ vari-
ous aspects of the material evidence; some may be combined, while
some are more or less incommensurable. Most of them suggest that
material objects are important actants in the formation, interaction
and structuration of social action. The question is in what ways ma-
terialities can be said to be socially active in these processes and how
we can extract social information from the material record.

On the social character of materialities
Despite the emergent interest in them in the last few decades, mate-
rial objects are still rather neglected in the social sciences. The
predominating view is that social science is about human agency, in
which materialities play only a passive part. For instance, Durkheim
writes: "Things do affect quite much of the social development,
whose speed and, as a matter of fact, direction varies according to
their properties, but they lack prerequisites to actually make things
happen. They are the physical materials that the vital forces of soci-
ety utilise, but they do not release that power by themselves. The
only remaining active factor is hence found in the human milieu"
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(Durkheim 1895:93, 12). Durkheim’s account of this matter is clear
and precise. A similar conception is to be found in the work of Tal-
cott Parsons, to whom cultural objects are parts of the individual’s
personality, but only 'indirectly relevant' (Parsons 1951:89, 4). Proc-
essual archaeology generally adopted this view, regarding material
culture as a reflection of the functioning of culture (Thomas 1996:10).
Material culture is merely viewed as a result of adaptation to the
‘natural’ environment. In post-processual archaeology, on the other
hand, there seems to be a consensus that material culture is active,
but not very much discussion of what it really means. Shanks and
Tilley argue that material culture is socially active per se. “Material
culture should be regarded as not merely a reflection of cognitive
systems and social practices but actively involved in the formation
and structuring of those practices” (1987a:85, 211; cf. Tilley 1996b:4).
This is clearly formulated as a critique of the processual/functional
view of material culture. The liberal element of post-processual the-
ory prefers to talk about negotiation in general, while the more
structuralist-oriented fraction suggests that material culture is used
by élites and empowered groups to strengthen or sustain the social
order. Materialities are manipulated to mask social inequalities, as
well as simply to manifest the social order (Hodder 1982:11, 229;
Shanks & Tilley 1987a:86). The difference from processual archae-
ology is summarised by van Reybrouck as follows:

The principle of the active role of material culture was not so much
about inverted causality as it was about the absence of clear-cut cau-
sality. It [post-processualism] did not state that material culture
steered or dictated social action, but that it could be used as an in-
strument of social negotiation. It was not about material culture as
the causing agent, but about the role bestowed upon it by human
actors (van Reybrouck 2000:42).

Post-processual archaeology seems thus more concerned with a dis-
course about things than a discourse of people and things. The active
role of materialities in the social process is not so much about their
initiating and modifying agency, but rather about their presumed
symbolic function. For instance, Hodder argues that pottery style
does not create social differences but is rather made to occupy an ac-
tive role within society. In his view, material culture does not by
itself include any ability to ‘act back’ on society; it only works within
‘frameworks of meaning within the society’ (Hodder 1991:8). The
general argument of post-processual or interpretative archaeology is
thus that material culture is active because it is ‘meaningfully con-
stituted’ (e.g., Hodder 1982:75; 1987:6ff; 1992:15). Hodder writes
about general symbolic schemes that ensure a frame of reference to
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which that meaning is related (Hodder 1992:14, cf. Shanks & Tilley
1987b:103ff; Tilley 1999:9). Meaning in this sense seems thus to refer
to a common horizon of a group of people than the plans and inten-
tions of the individual actors (Hodder 1991:150ff). I have previously
discussed the problems of understanding, suggesting that meaning is
generally heterogeneous and plural. If meaning is plural and mul-
tivocal, in what sense can we ‘understand’ the meaning of objects?
What is at stake here is that materialities can be social in other ways
than as symbols loaded with meaning. Materialities have, as pointed
out by Sartre and Foucault, a potential of being active in the sense of
stimulating, prompt or determining social action. Such a perspective
is found in the work of Bruno Latour (e.g. 1991; 1992; 1998; cf. Cor-
nell & Fahlander 2002a:53-67).

Latour criticises the social sciences for neglecting the objects
(actants) in social-interaction studies. "…I argue that in order to un-
derstand domination [power relations] we have to turn away from
an exclusive concern with social relations and weave them into a
fabric that includes non-human actants, actants that offer the possi-
bility of holding society together as a durable whole" (Latour
1991:103). Latour rejects the distinctions between material infra-
structure and social superstructure, as well as sociologism and
technologism. On the contrary, he stresses that social relations are
made up from chain links between humans and non-human actants
(vehicles for action). These chains form networks which operate in
various ways; actants may function as a prolonged arm of a human
being, replacing the human subject, or to facilitate, or constrain,
certain tasks. The main point in the reasoning of Latour and others
about ‘the socialness’ of things is that almost any material object can
potentially take a more or less active role in a social event. As the ar-
chaeological evidence is mainly material, it suggests that we need to
consider this potential in order to discuss and analyse social action
above the mundane and simple. Here, we may find Sartre’s serial
perspective operative as a way of discussing the links between social
practice and materialities. In the serial perspective, materialities are
always involved in social practice. For the people in the queue at the
bus stop, the sign and the bus have no particular meaning (although
there may be such cases). The main point lies rather in the material
constitution of buses and the ways they are used.

Space, time and context
Hodder’s answer to the problem of situated meaning is that the in-
terpretative method must be open for alternative readings (Hodder
1999:78; cf. Tilley 1993:23; Thomas 2001:180). It is, however, hard to
see how multiple readings in practice could handle the problem of
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the plurality and fluidity of meaning. The material culture of such a
multivocal past is not arbitrarily constituted, with an indefinite
number of plausible interpretations, but is limited by the context
and internal relations of archaeological evidence (Hodder 1992:14).
Hodder argues that the “structural 'wholes' need to be tempered
with a fuller understanding of socially embedded, conflicting
meanings” (1992:13). The problem for Hodder is thus not to capture
a structural whole of a past social formation, but how to fuse the ho-
rizons of the past and the present. It is, however, doubtful to argue
on one hand, for plural meaning, and on the other, for a common
‘now’ and ‘then’. Interestingly, Hodder stresses that Gadamer’s no-
tion of horizon is ‘equivalent to my discussion of context’ (1991:151),
defining context as “the totality of the relevant dimensions of varia-
tion around any one object that can be identified as the context of
that object“ (Hodder 1991:143). This context is, however, not
equivalent to social wholes or units:

  … the boundaries around a group of similarities (such as a cultural
unit) do not form the boundaries of the context, since the differences
between cultural units may be relevant for an understanding of the
meaning of objects within each cultural unit. /.../ 'Cultures' there-
fore, are components or aspects of contexts, but they do not define
them (Hodder 1991:143).

Contexts are seemingly free-floating abstractions within (and cross-
cutting?) 'a culture' or 'a region'. The meaning of an object may thus
be interpreted within series of such contexts “through their relation-
ships and contrasts with other items within the same text” (1991:144,
1992:14). How these demarcations are supposed to be made is not to
be found in the work of Hodder. To argue that the social load be-
stowed on materialities is varied and polysemious is not the same as
to propose relativism or the death of scientific archaeological analy-
sis. Some aspects are more solid than others and the possible
number of analyses is not endless, neither are they equally valid.
The material we excavate and analyse possesses a point of reference
in time and space which makes some analyses more plausible and
others more unlikely (Pearce 1994:130; cf. Shanks o Tilley 1987b:245f;
Hodder 1992:14; LaMotta & Schiffer 2001:44). To make use of these
relations, we need to start from the archaeological contexts, not from
general notions of symbolic schemes, ontological horizons, symbolic
orders or emic concepts of culture or society. Here we find the core
argument for microarchaeology. It is inherent in the metaphor of
fibres and threads that we do not need to know all the fibres in a
thread or all the threads in a rope to recognise their presence. There
are often many different ways of analysing a ‘thread’, as it is more
or less inherent in all social practice; there are traces that can be
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combined or related to make a plausible argument from very small
and fragmented material. The microarchaeological object is not sim-
ply the event; the spatial and temporal extent can be quite great. It is
neither based on assumptions of emic social units or etic regional
entities, like a parish, nor on natural borders of the environment,
such as high plateaus, islands or river valleys. There is no fixed and
perfect, geographical frame for a given analysis: we can always
make it a bit larger and incorporate new traits, which may continu-
ously alter the picture. The vision of a full coverage can never be
realised; some aspects of social practice are perishable or not identi-
fiable by standard, archaeological methods. There is no social
totality or context to be distinguished, either in the past or in the
present. The microarchaeological object of study is therefore delim-
ited by the amount and quality of the archaeological evidence. The
analysis is generally detailed, focusing on the contradictions in data,
the anomalies, and the things that do not fit, as well as patterns and
regularities. We do not need to think in terms of cultures, societies
and ethnic groups, nor of regions or biotopes, etc. Social practice
surpasses such entities by its general relations to individual aspects
(cf. Cornell & Fahlander 2002a, 2002b).

Framing the object: Social formations and microecologies
Despite the many objections, there is nonetheless a need for some
kind of analytical frame that will circumscribe the spatial and tem-
poral limits for a given analysis. The most common way in the social
sciences is a combination of social and spatial concepts, defined from
either an emic or an etic point of view. Archaeologists have tradi-
tionally spoken of cultures or 'cultural areas' defined by the spatial
distribution of artefact assemblages. However, as pointed out previ-
ously by Geertz, this tradition has the fallacy of reasoning in circles,
because the primary source of analysis also defines the frame of in-
terpretation. Other circumscribing concepts, like society, social
system or polity, may seem to be better choices but are still subject to
similar critique.12 The main problem with either of these terms is that
they give an illusion of distinct, homogeneous entities. Yet it would
still be unfortunate to entirely abandon all sorts of ‘social frames’.
After all, there is something ‘out there’, imaginary or not, which
stands out in bas-relief and which has unquestionable social effects
(Giddens 1984; Barth 2002; Wright 2002:168).

We need a term to use in general discussions of social action. I
have somewhat reluctantly employed the term social formation to
connote such blurred and fuzzy ‘bundles of fibres’. A social forma-
tion is never the object of study, it is simply a term for something
that is hard to define, it accounts for nothing (Cornell & Fahlander
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2002a:12f). The term social formation is thus only applicable on an
abstract level, which means that we still need to find an operative
frame suitable for archaeological analysis. Archaeology has for dif-
ferent reasons departed from firm and concrete, spatial frames.
Modern, political, territorial concepts like Europe and national states
are still frequent on the larger scale and different concepts of par-
ishes are still deployed, despite their lack of relation to prehistoric
social conditions. Others seem content to employ ‘naturally’ bor-
dered areas such as biotopes, valleys, islands etc. (e.g., Renfrew &
Wagstaff 1982). We find much criticism on this matter in processual
archaeology and human ecology, which point to the varied re-
sources utilised by many social groups of the ethnographical record
(Lesser 1961:41f; Plog 1980; Butzer 1982). This variability is not re-
stricted only to hunter-gatherers, but also includes farming groups.

Despite this criticism of territorially bounded groups and evi-
dence of far-off contacts, different kinds of regions are still
equivalent to social borders in much archaeology. For instance,
Richard Bradley (1995), among others, has advocated a regional ap-
proach in an attempt to cover a ‘wholeness’. In a discussion of burial
analysis, Bradley argues that the analysis of one single cemetery can
never sufficiently account for the complete social variability of a so-
cial formation. For instance, people of different statuses may have
been buried at different places, and working on a single locality will
cause us to miss this important aspect. However, there are some set-
backs in this argument. A key problem with Bradley’s arguments is
that he still relates his analysis to imagined total entities of a culture,
a region or a society. In Bradley’s case, he seems to assume that the
way in which a particular social formation deals with its dead could
tell us something about the social structure in general terms. If a
whole class or social category were missing in the analysis, since
they were treated differently or buried elsewhere, it would thus (to
speak logically, following the presupposition of social structure)
certainly have a great impact on the interpretation. But if the social
structure is not a homogenous or monolithic thing but rather con-
stituted by a series of elements, of which only some are directly
interrelated, the problem takes another form.

The intersocietal character of social institutions and structurat-
ing principles makes it less feasible to delimit the analytical frames
by social parameters. Instead, the focus should perhaps be on the
'context of actions and results of actions' rather than on an emic or
an etic unit (Barth 1992:31; Barret 2001:16). This is especially impor-
tant in the study of prehistoric, possibly extinct, social practices. A
focus on social practice in terms of structural practices and structural
positivities, however, implies that we will more or less float freely in
time and space. Social action may be performed at a very distinct
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time and place, but its causes and consequences are not. As previ-
ously pointed out, humans are normally involved in many activities
transcending a particular locale. Yet we need some sort of analytical
frame to limit the scope of our analysis. Considering the problems of
finding relevant social frames in prehistory, we may seek a frame
departing from spatial limits. Indeed, our primary data, the ar-
chaeological evidence, is mainly spatially constituted.

An interesting concept is employed by Horden and Purcell in
their attempt to comprise the large and heterogeneous, Mediterra-
nean area (2000). Instead of trying to grasp the wholeness of the area
only concerning the general structures over a large span of time,
they advocate a microecological approach focusing on the ’micro
foundations’ of the Mediterranean (2000:54). As in microarchaeology
they attempt to discuss the particular as a means of reaching the
general: “...the kaleidoscopic mosaic of the Mediterranean is distin-
guished by the 'structures' which overcome the fragmentation”
(2000:79). Microecology is the study of the relationships between
living organisms and their animate and inanimate environment in
what they term ‘definite places’. These ‘places’, are smaller soft-
edged, not crudely defined locales of varying sizes. Unlike the con-
cept of place in phenomenological geography, the ‘definite places’ of
microecology are not defined by the experiences or apprehensions of
their inhabitants. The political, social or economic context is deter-
mined through the 'unbounding' of the systems on which it is to be
brought to bear, so that the 'definiteness of places' is always quali-
fied by their 'interdependence'. In other words, this simply means to
invoke as much context as the locality seems to require (2000:54).
The contexts of such definite places encompass a number of foci and
margins but are subject to change in response to both ‘internal’ and
to the pressures of the larger setting.

Our definition of the microecology, therefore, is a locality (a 'definite
place') with a distinctive identity derived from the set of available
productive opportunities and the particular interplay of human re-
sponses to them found in a given period. It is not the solid geology or
the characteristics of the climatic zone, the relief or the drainage, that
of themselves define microecologies. It is rather the interaction of
opportunities: for animal husbandry, foraging, hunting, intensive ag-
riculture, forest management, horticulture, fishing, or whatever -
and, as the final but by no means the least ingredient, for engage-
ment in larger networks of redistribution (Holden & Purcell 2000:80).

Holden and Purcell exemplify their approach by discussing four dif-
ferent ‘definite places’ of the Mediterranean, illustrating both the
kaleidoscopic character of the area and the common aspects.
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Microarchaeology departs in a similar vein from the present ar-
chaeological information given at certain localities. In a micro-
archaeological perspective, we identify repeated patterning on a
given locale; the spatial distribution over wider areas is certainly of
greatest interest, but it is better that a quest for such patterning
should avoid a priori defined locales or regions. Thus, starting from
a series of such ‘fleeting frames’ patterns may be searched for else-
where, and particular fibres, threads and ropes and their
interrelations analysed. The relevant spatial and temporal bounda-
ries of a microarchaeological study are based on the quantity and
quality of the embedded information of a locale. The importance of
such aspects will, of course, vary according to the aims of the analy-
sis, an issue that I shall return to in the case studies.

The long, the short and the situational
The final point is strictly archaeological and related to the constitu-
tion of the material evidence of action. We need to find ways of
making the sequence of events clearer to us. To be able to discuss
structurating practices from a fragmented material record, we like to
deconstruct the object and identify chains of events. The sequence
and duration of different, more or less related events is, of course, of
central importance here. It is not very important to have a fine-
grained, absolute chronology (although it often helps), but we need
to master the relative sequence of actions or events. The interpreta-
tion of data from areas of long-term use and discontinuous activities
is always difficult and concerns a number of relations. The distinc-
tions between longue durée, conjuncture and the event, as advocated
by Fernand Braudel (1979), have been proposed by some archaeolo-
gists as general distinctions between different cycles in time (e.g.,
Bradley 1991:210; 2002:6; Bintliff 1991a; Gosden 1994:122). The stress
on the long term was, to Braudel or Foucault a reaction to a ‘thin’
history that was based of series of events, battles, inventions, etc.

This critique is generally valid also for archaeology, but the
arguments for the long-term perspective are put from another point
of view. It is argued that the fragmented and disparate nature of the
archaeological record implies that we need to compare and combine
individual samples to establish enough data for a valid analysis
(Thomas 1996:11). Some (I would say, pessimistic archaeologists)
hence suggest that the long-term perspective is what suits archae-
ology best. In the long-term, the archaeological evidence is
accumulated which ‘prevents’ freak events and anomalies being
‘misinterpreted’ as prevalent properties in long-term processes, such
as technology development or changing settlement patterns. The
question of the level of generality is a central problem in most ar-
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chaeological situations, especially evident in Palaeolithic studies,
where the scarce data is scattered over long distances and over long
periods of time (cf. Cornell & Fahlander 2002a:82f). It is often inter-
esting to take into account the constitution of long-term changes of
the natural environment. The natural resources of an area may have
great importance for the types of cultural activities performed there.
The needs and interests of different kinds of resources, of course,
vary according to the level of technology, manpower, social com-
plexity or fashions. For instance, some resources may not be of any
use under certain circumstances (Butzer 1982). In general, however,
the longue durée or the long permanence of long-term processes go
beyond social practice. For instance, the post-glacial elevation of the
land is a poor factor in explaining individual social practice in the
short term. Microregional and detailed analyses of smaller locales
often prove to be interesting. There are a number of areas where a
local, fine-grained sequence of events helps us to get a more detailed
image of a practice. Terje Gansum (2002) has explored the potential
in excavating burials in a single-context like manner. By identifying
different stages or a sequence of different moments in the construc-
tion of a grave mound, he is able to discuss ritual processes of burial
in greater detail (cf. Cornell & Fahlander 2002b:33f). Other examples
of similar ‘event-archaeologies’ or ‘single-context philosophies’ are
to be found in Leori-Gourhan’s chaine opératoire and the Harris-
matrix method (Harris 1979:87f). It can thus never be a simple ques-
tion of favouring the long term before the short term. The nature
and quality of a given dataset need to be concerned, as well as the
questions directed to it.

It is important to recognize that the significance of time and
the sequence of events differ from those in anthropological and so-
ciological studies. The obvious difference is the nature of the data;
material traces of actions versus actual observations of action and
information from living informants. It is not surprising that materi-
alities are seldom regarded as important in microsociological
studies. The social situation, as analysed by Garfinkel or Goffman, is
mainly a social encounter, a short-term series of negotiations or
power exercises, whereas materialities simply form a general but
quite non-essential frame, a stage on which social situations are per-
formed. There are, of course, a number of such encounters, in which
materialities play a significant role; a soccer game without a football
would be meaningless and a weapon in the hand of one party can
radically alter the outcome of a dispute. A social situation of this
kind sometimes leaves material traces for archaeologists to analyse,
but most social encounters probably never leave any persistent and
direct traces. For instance, what evidence can we expect to find of
Sartre’s series of the bus queue? The outcome of social situations
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and temporary series may, unintended or intended, conscious or
unconscious, however, have effects on other practices and structu-
rate social relations in the longer term. A future archaeological
analysis of a present city may find traces of roads, bus-stop signs
and even remains or images of buses. From their relations to other
spatially situated data, it may be possible to partly reconstruct the
presence of such series. In most archaeological cases, however, it is
probably more fruitful to analyse traces of events rather than situa-
tions. Events normally involve performed practices and are thus
more likely to produce material traces. What we can infer from such
evidence are performed practices. A situation is difficult to define
and frame; it is never a closed, isolated chain of events/practices, it
is rather porous in character, as discursive elements tend to pour in
and out of it, connecting the particular with the general. No sharp
distinctions between the situation and the event can be established;
the limits are floating. A burial can be seen as a situation, but also as
a series of events depending on its duration in time and its later ma-
nipulations.

From the material traces of practices, we can abduct events or
chains of events, some of which may hold as structurating practices
from which we may reconstruct social situations and with the aid of
additional data also reconstruct some structurating positivities. It is,
on the one hand, a matter of levels of analysis, but only in an ab-
stract sense, as the singular practice often carries general elements in
the first place. The microarchaeological concepts are thus not equal
to Braudel’s threefold distinctions or to simple divisions into long
and short term. Threads’ or structurating positivities are generally
more persistent, long-term phenomena and structurated practices or
bundles of fibres are of shorter duration, but, as previously argued,
they mutually constitute each other. The process of microanalysis
seeks to identify distinctions between events and series of events, if
possible. Social action is thus normally restricted to a certain time
and place, although its causes and consequences may far transcend
that place. We need to be concerned with how different material
traces are produced. A single action may have as much impact as
hundreds of years of repetitive actions, while others leave no per-
sisting trace. In general, however, it is to be expected that repetitive
actions will be more likely to be reconstructed from a deep temporal
perspective. For instance, consider the simple example of one indi-
vidual walking through the woods, leaving little durable trace,
while, the action is if repeated, a trail may emerge.

An important factor in determining chains of events concerns
previous activities that may be of importance for succeeding events,
that is, if they are visible or remembered (e.g., Bradley 2002). Some
previous activities may actually be initiated later, for instance, as in
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the case of the situating burials close to ancient structures (see
Chapter 4). The remains of a structure may also be used in later con-
structions just by being there (cf. Fahlander 2001:62) or, on the
contrary, constrain or prevent the later use of an area. For instance, a
burial ground may not be regarded as a suitable place for a domestic
house. However, such former ‘improper’ activities are just as likely
to be ignored. In short, there may be links between the activities of
different times, but many activities at the same place are as likely as
not to be non-related. Here we must keep in mind that our informa-
tion differs from the knowledge of past agents. Our picture may be
more fragmented and incomplete but may constitute a deeper, tem-
poral perspective. What we see in retrospect with the aid of
sophisticated instruments is not necessarily important or knowl-
edgeable to all or some agents of the past.

The short term thus involves single acts and series of events
and their material results are far from evident. The short term can be
divided further into episodes, situations, chains of operations, serial
collectives and the singular action. The episodic, only once occur-
ring event may actually produce large quantities of persisting
material evidence. Just as an example, a small site with large
amounts of flint debris may actually have been the result of a hard
day’s work by an ambitious flint-knapper. A contrary example is
larger constructions, like the ancient temple of Athena Alea in Tegea
(see Chapter 4), which have a long history of activity, including re-
building and modification of the structure itself (Voyatzis 1990:20-6,
Østby et al 1994). Of course, individual artefacts have biographies;
they may be re-used in various ways far beyond the intentions of
their original maker/user (e.g., MacKenzie 1991; Jones 2002:83ff;
Bradley 2002:15, 53). The biographical aspects are complicated and
we have no general methods at hand to solve that particular prob-
lem. The history of each individual artefact and object must hence
be treated according to its given context and its temporal and spatial
relations to other objects.

We will never be able to account for the real extent of all ac-
tivities, great or small, executed in a given microecology.
Archaeological data can only open narrow apertures into the past.
The vision is biased in several ways and cannot be corrected by, for
instance, statistical calculations of probability etc. Nonetheless, hu-
man activities do produce persistent traces, of which a small part is
available for the survey archaeologist. Here we may try to establish
links between certain activities and their material results. The failure
of Binford’s (1968; 1978) Middle-range Theory to present any sub-
stantial results beyond simple anthropological analogies may
prevent any further attempts, but, if followed less slavishly, the
main idea behind MRT can be operative on an analytical level (cf.
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Cornell & Fahlander 2002a:5ff). Some traces of past activities are
more evident, like post-holes or burial mounds; others are implicit,
like types of pottery or visual relationships between constructions
and other materialities. The critical point of the chain of association
lies in the models or hypotheses that we choose to investigate. It is
important to be attentive to specific, local details and less bound
within the frame of regional or universal models, in order to find the
non-predictable, the unforeseen and perhaps the subaltern. This di-
mension can be found in the explicit or implicit links between
different kinds of material evidence. Many places often have multi-
ple uses and are experienced (that is, negotiated with) in various
ways. In a similar way, material culture is often re-used or em-
ployed contrary to the initial intention or ‘normal’ use.
Reconstructing action from such diverse and fragmented evidence
can thus never be a straight-forward process but will rather emerge
out of chains of hypotheses based on observable, sociohistorical
data. The need of empirical data suggests that these aspects are bet-
ter pursued further in the following case studies of Chapter 3 and 4.

Fig. 6. Agia Fotini, Arcadia, Greece. One of the most unusual, modern
churches in Greece: it is a mixture of Classical and Byzantine elements, influ-
enced by Japanese pagodas, and was built in 1972 by an engineer from Tripoli.
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Summary of the particular discussion:
In the first part of the chapter, entitled general, I discussed a number
of key concepts of social theory that may stand trial as operative in
archaeological analysis. The first part is general in the respect that it
concerns social interaction with materialities employable in any type
of study, present or historical. The latter, particular part has mainly
been concerned with the special circumstances of archaeological so-
cial analysis. One difference is the lack of direct observations of
social practice, a condition that is also argued to be an advantage, as
we are to a lesser degree tempted to lay emphasis on individual ex-
perience of action. The focus on practice rather than effects may
seem anti-humanist and structural. To compensate for that ‘lack’, I
have pointed to the possibilities of making ‘thicker’, first-person
narratives based upon microarchaeological analysis. Another central
issue is the process of model-building and choice of social catego-
ries. This is not a problem restricted to archaeological analysis, but
the contemporary social concepts and social significance of corpo-
real characteristics are likely to differ and become more and more
distant as we move back from present-day norms. The prime data of
archaeology, materialities and material traces of action, have also
been discussed in general terms. Emphasis has been put on their
spatial and temporal relations rather than on symbolic ‘meanings’.

Perhaps we as archaeologists tend to lay too much stress on
the information that can be extracted from material evidence. It may
be a burden that the material record cannot sustain because of its
fragmented and non-representative constitution. But, after all, that is
the major challenge that archaeology has to face in order to be a self-
sustained, social science. In one sense, archaeological analysis is an
impossible endeavour, as we seek to make sense out of data consti-
tuted in times beyond ‘nodal points’. This does not necessarily lead
to a ‘pessimistic’ perspective that gives up all claims to making a
scientific analysis without falling into the bottomless pit of relativ-
ism. The spatial and temporal relations of material evidence are not
randomly constituted and ought to provide a sufficient basis for so-
cial analysis. The temporal relations between different social events
and materialities have also been discussed stressing the necessity of
relative chronologies and seeking to establish related links between
different events. The general intersociality of social practice and the
porosity of social situations imply that any natural boundaries for
social analysis are doubtful. The main idea behind microarchae-
ological analysis is to start individually from the executed practices
of particular microecologies, in order to relate their individual re-
sults to a level of higher generality. The concept of microecologies
has therefore been proposed as general, analytical frames, from
whose particularity we may abduce more general, structurating
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positivities, minimising the risk of circular reasoning that haunts
much culture-historical, regional or national archaeologies.

Considering the aspects that have been adhered to here, nota-
bly the repetitive character of day-to-day actions, seriality, social
structuration of space, etc., it may seem that an analytical field such
as household archaeology would provide an interesting basis for a
microarchaeological analysis. Nonetheless, I will in the coming
chapters discuss the possibilities and constraints of applying the mi-
croarchaeological approach to another analytic field: the disposal of
the dead. Burial archaeology is not exactly something that can be
separated from other areas of social practice, but it is an interesting
field of various theories and methodologies. After a period of devel-
opment during the seventies and early eighties, burial archaeology
today seems to be somewhat stuck in a traditional state. Instead of a
continuous development of the theories and methods of processual
archaeology, the same assumptions and techniques are still em-
ployed also in so-called post-processual archaeology (e.g., simple
concepts of status-role or social identity, etc). The most notable dif-
ference is that the archaeology of death has once again become a
field of religious studies. I shall thus employ the microarchaeologi-
cal approach to two separate case studies: one semi-small Neolithic,
burial ground (Chapter 3) and some recently discovered burials in
the parish of Arcadia, Greece (Chapter 4). Note that these examples
have not been chosen because of any outstanding qualities, but as
small examples of ‘normal’ archaeological datasets that is simply
chosen on account of personal interest.
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3
Burial as Social Practice

I know Death, I am an old employee of his, one overrates it, believe
me! I can assure you that there is nothing at all in it. The mischief
that precedes death cannot be ascribed to it, that is a concern for the
living, which may lead to life and to recovery. But from death no one
can come back and know anything in particular, that is because one
does not experience him. We come from the darkness and go into the
darkness; between them lie experiences, but beginning and end, birth
and death, are not experienced by us. They have no subjective char-
acter; they are procedures completely of the objective realm, that is
how it is (T. Mann 1991[1926]:732, my translation).13

The above quotation is from Dr. Berens, a most perspicacious char-
acter in Thomas Mann’s novel The Magic Mountain. In the Berghof
mountain resort, all practical arrangements concerning deceased
patients are handled by professionals. According to Berens, death is
not a concern for the living: Death is just the end of conscious, sub-
jective life and we can only speculate about what may come after.
Berens’ pragmatic position is perhaps a bit prosaic, but his argu-
ments are nonetheless impeccable. Still, there are many elaborated
beliefs and ideas about death and the afterlife. Such speculations, as
Berens would have put it, seem to be of major concern for many
people. Most eschatological arguments, either metaphysical or ra-
tionalist, can generally be ‘explained’ in terms of psychology; as a
fear of the unknown or as a repression of that same fear. Still, the
fact of our mortality does effect the constitution of social life in sev-
eral ways. The knowledge of our limited time–span and our ever-
present mortality must have a great impact on general ontology and
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cosmology. Some argue that we in the contemporary, western world
have alienated ourselves from death and the practices of burial,
while others argue that we are more occupied with death now than
ever (Huntington & Metcalf 1991: 201; Baumann 1992). Death and
burials thus affect most of us in one way or another. It is perhaps in
this aspect that burials differ as archaeological objects from more
mundane categories. It is hard to ignore the fact that the bones of a
burial were once an individual like us or, more specifically, an indi-
vidual who died (Baumann 1992). This may be one reason for the
fascination of burials in the popular media, as well as among ar-
chaeologists. It is perhaps in this area of archaeology that we feel
closest to the people whose material culture we excavate. That ‘em-
pathy’ constitutes both an advantage and a weakness. The ‘affection’
that we tend to charge burials with seems to initiate inferences along
certain lines. It is not surprising that burials are the main source for
interpreting prehistoric religion and cosmology. That many burials
consist of a ‘set’ of objects, a single individual with artefacts etc.,
seems to initiate interpretations of the social status or the identity of
the deceased. These dimensions of burial data have in recent dec-
ades evolved into strands of thought more or less differing from
other areas of archaeological data; a burial archaeology or an archae-
ology of death. But is such a subdivision fruitful from the viewpoint
of the discipline? Does analysis of burials call for a special theory
and method? It may very well turn out that such interdisciplinary
divisions have a constraining effect and force the material into stiff
models hampering the development of more elaborate and creative
fictions of the past.

In the following text, I attempt to approach the practices of dis-
posing of the dead as structurating social practice. I discuss graves
as archaeological sources of social information and social practice
rather than religion and eschatological attitudes towards death and
the afterlife. That will, however, not imply that the existential di-
mensions of death and burial, nor the emotions (grief or joy) that
they may evoke are neglected. As discussed in Chapter 2, such as-
pects are already incorporated in individual agencies and structural
elements that constitute most social practice.

Graves as archaeological data
Since the very beginning of antiquarian work, burials have been of
major interest. The pioneers of the 17th and 18th centuries, like Olof
Rudbeck and Erik Pontoppidan, mainly excavated burials (Klindt-
Jensen 1975:29ff). These early antiquarians were, however, not bur-
ial archaeologists per se but used the material for various inferences,
including artefact typologies and chronologies (e.g. Montelius 1884).
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The view of burials as ‘closed finds’ provides assemblages of differ-
ent artefacts that are suitable for cross-correlations (although that
assumption has been challenged, pointing to various post-burial
manipulations). Such objections have not hampered so-called cul-
ture-historical archaeology, which draws on different construction
elements and types of burials to distinguish different time periods
or ‘cultures’ and discusses diffusion and/or population movements
(e.g., Montelius 1909; Lindquist 1926). Evolutionary and structure-
functional archaeology (old-school, social archaeology or the Bin-
ford/Saxe approach) discusses issues of normative social
organisation and social structure from intra-site or regional mortu-
ary variability. Differences or lack of differentiation in the grave
interments, grave construction or energy expenditure are employed
to distinguish traits of social structure (e.g., Saxe 1970; Binford 1971;
Tainter 1977; O’Shea 1996). Another type of social archaeology fo-
cuses on hierarchy, seeking to establish whether a specific social
formation was egalitarian, broadly egalitarian, ranked or divided
into classes.  Sub-issues here are questions of rank, status and social
identities and related questions as to whether such issues are inher-
ited or achieved (e.g., Wason 1994; Chapman 2000a).

Gender and queer archaeologies discuss how sex is related to so-
cial organisation and structure and question issues of power,
normality, appearance and social identity (e.g., Shennan 1975;
Whelan 1995; Stig-Sörensen 2000; Strassburg 2000). As mentioned,
there is also a psycho-social branch that focuses on religion, cult and
cosmologies. From this point of view, burials are generally thought
to reflect attitudes towards death and the afterlife, which emphasise
issues of burial rites, ancestor cult or veneration (Lagerlöf 1991; Ka-
liff 1992; Carr 1995; Tarlow 1999; Artelius 2000; Härke 2002).
Another field that cross-cuts many of these strands is burial analy-
sis, occupied with spatial relations. The general point of departure
here is generally discussions about the location of burials and their
possible function in landscapes as territorial markers or as symbolic
features (e.g., Renfrew 1984:175ff; Bradley 1993; Tilley 1994; Brani-
gan 1998). A little peripherally of these approaches, is the physical
anthropological (osteological) branch, discussing questions of demog-
raphy, making estimates of population ratios, life lengths, aspects of
nutrition and wear, as well as the age, sex, body posture and race of
the deceased (e.g., Manchester 1989). In recent decades, there has
also been an interest, albeit on a minor scale, in molecular analysis
of the genetic aspects of kin/race and sex (e.g., Horai, et al 1989;
Stone & Stoneking 1993; Götherström 2001).

Graves are, and have long been, a major source of information
for most archaeologies. But are all of these general areas of research
equally valid? For instance, are burials a good source for discussing
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the movement and interaction of ethnic groups, issues of individu-
ality and social status, religion or social organisation and structure?
Burials are a problematic set of archaeological data. Is the practice of
burials primarily an expression of cosmology and religion? Or is it
merely a display of social strategies? Do the properties of a burial
represent the life and world of the deceased individual or are they
mainly a business for the living? We have little means of grasping
prehistoric peoples’ attitudes towards death and what may come
after; what we do have are fragmentary traces of how they dealt
with corpses. In the vast body of texts concerning burials, there are
fewer critical voices than there is optimistic analysis. This is despite
the fact that the basic, critical notions have long since been well
known to most archaeologists. The central problems are pretty well
covered by two old texts of Kroeber and Ucko.

Comparative and intra-site studies
Kroeber’s old article ‘Disposal of the dead’ (1927) still has far-
reaching implications for the study of burials. In his short article,
Kroeber stresses the point that burial practices are not a very reliable
means of defining cultural groups. His examples, mainly based on
ethnographic data, show that burial practices fail to conform to
other cultural traits of a given area. Kroeber also found that burial
practices vary in relation to rite and level of emotion, that is, there is
no correlation with the view of, or the customs related to, the death
and mortuary practices of a certain group. For instance, the practice
of cremation seems to have originated independently and spontane-
ously in various places. Kroeber hence argues that change in burial
practices is insufficient as an argument for diffusion or population
movements. Another important notion is that practices regarding
the disposal of the dead fluctuate in time, instead of showing the
relative stability that is often attributed to them. Instead of being a
cultural trait or directly reflecting cosmology, Kroeber argues that
the “... disposal of the dead falls rather into a class with fashions,
than with either customs or folkways, on the one hand, or institu-
tions, on the other” (1927:314).

There are, of course, a number of exceptions to Kroeber’s cul-
tural relativism, because burial customs are both consistent over
time and closely linked to religion and cosmology. But Kroeber’s
critique still has serious implications for archaeology. If there is no,
or little, correlation between affection, attitudes towards death,
mourning practices and the actual practice of disposing of the dead,
it is hard to sustain interpretations of religion, cosmology, life-
world, etc. based on burial data. In one sense, Kroeber’s arguments
are evident; burial practices are in essence simply a means of getting
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rid of dead bodies in ‘proper’ ways. This is a fact that any social
formation needs to handle in one way or another. Of course, such
practices can be charged with emotion and affection. Death may
provoke fear and ontological insecurity (Baumann 1992; Fuchs 1969;
Huntington & Metcalf 1979), not to mention the personal grief at
losing a dear one. Of course, death itself may incite some kind of
ritual to cope with it.

Binford (1971) and others refute Kroeber’s arguments about
burials as fashion-like, more or less randomly constituted, and argue
that they indeed reflect patterns of social organisation and structure.
Binford and his followers mainly focus on the internal variability of
a burial ground (or burial grounds within a ‘culture area’) in dis-
cussing questions of social identity, social organisation and
structure (e.g., Shennan 1975; Goldstein 1981; Morris 1987; O’Shea
1996). Such studies are, however, not less problematic. Peter Ucko’s
article ‘Ethnography and archaeological interpretation of funerary
remains’ (1969) is smashing critique of the use of burials as sources
for social structure and identity. In general, he criticises the simple
use of ethnographic parallels. Like Kroeber, he argues that there are
no, or very few, cross-cultural regularities. The only sensible use of
ethnographic data is to expand the interpretative horizon of the ar-
chaeologist. Like Kroeber before him, Ucko argues that burials yield
poor data for interpreting attitudes towards death or cosmological
beliefs in the afterlife, as well as cultural contact or heterogeneity:

So much variability has been seen to exist both between cultures and
within a culture that it becomes all-important to consider the ques-
tion whether prehistorians are generally correct in laying so much
stress on the usefulness of burial customs to identify different groups
of people, and are right in assuming that burial practices are the kind
of traits which can be treated as diagnostic of different cultures (and
therefore of cultural contact and change) (Ucko 1969:273).

Ucko builds his arguments on a variety of ethnographical data but
also from other sources. For instance, he questions the presumptive
function and meaning of the grave interments of dogs and cats in
the Woodlands Private Animal Cemetery (blankets, teddy bears,
collars, favourite food in the form of chocolate and rubber bones) as
gifts for use in an afterlife (Ucko 1969:265). Ucko points to the great
variability in the ethnographical record of peoples’ ways of dealing
with death – from obsession with the bodies and bones of ancestors
to mundane views of dead bodies as pieces of contagious trash.
Neither end of that continuum necessarily signifies belief or lack of
belief in an afterlife (1969:265). Ucko hence takes the arguments of
Kroeber one step further. Apart from simply exploring the lack of fit
between beliefs about death and actual mortuary practice, he also
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questions the relation between mortuary variability and social
structure and organisation. He argues that we have little means of
really distinguishing rich graves from poor ones. Expressions of
collective or individual wealth can both be subordinated to social
and ritual sanctions and thus skew the picture. For instance, social
inequalities can be masked by less fashionable burials for those who
actually have the power or wealth (cf. Okely 1979:86, Trinkhaus
1995:57). Burial gifts may have been destroyed before burial (e.g.,
eaten, trashed or burnt), or simply symbolically ‘thought to be there’
(Ucko 1969:266; cf. Chapman 2000a). Furthermore, the differences
between who you believe you are and what people think you are
matters in a general sense, but the way that is signified or masked in
burials is not easily predictable.

The two classic arguments of Kroeber and Ucko are somewhat
pessimistic and cautionary, pointing out the many fallacies in burial
archaeology, a critical stance that is not appreciated by all. Robert
Chapman, for instance, simply dismisses the critique as pedantry:
“No progress towards these goals [a general theory, MRT, etc.] will
be made by negative, particularistic, cautionary tales drawn from
ethnography” (1987:210). It is true that one is often able to find a
freak example from the ethnographical record to contradict almost
any hypothesis, but the known variability in mortuary practices still
suggests that each feature needs to be examined on its own terms.
Burials can hardly be seen as objective markers for the social dimen-
sion or being a neutral reflection of a given social formation (Sestieri
1992:10). There are surely general tendencies in burial customs, but
yet too many non-predictable exceptions. It thus seems that com-
parative studies of burials are a dead end.14

The living and the dead: same, same, but different?
Despite much critique, many archaeologists assert that the proper-
ties of a burial are in some way related to the buried individual(s).
That is a contradictory assumption in basic terms, as burials are con-
structed (and related to) by the living rather than the buried
individual(s): The dead do not bury themselves (Fleming 1973;
Bradley 1989:448). Leach (1979:122), among others, has argued that
the mortuary variability rather reflects the social aspects of the fu-
neral organisers of the deceased than of the buried individual.15 But
some individuals may be well engaged in the planning and prepa-
rations for their own deaths. The recent death of the Queen Mother
Elizabeth (1900-2002) is one such example. The Queen Mother re-
ceived a traditional royal burial and her coffin was placed in a vault
alongside her husband King George VI. The interesting aspects of
this event are related to the particularly old age of the Queen
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Mother. Her life-span encompassed two world-wars and many im-
portant, social and political changes. Owing to her great age, her
death was somewhat ‘expected’ and her funeral was actually re-
hearsed in secret during the last thirty years. The royal life-guards
and civil servants secretly rehearsed the event and the Queen
Mother herself was from time to time involved in the preparations
(e.g., Summerskill 2002; Socialism today homepage). The long time-
span over which these preparations took place raises interesting
questions as to what parts of the Queen Mother’s identity, personal-
ity and preferences (which are likely to have changed during the 30
years) were finally manifested in her burial. The same questions can
be asked concerning the changing political and economic changes
(e.g., from Tory to Labour government, from cold war to per-
estroika, etc.). Queen Elizabeth’s burial was thus not a private affair,
and was not even restricted to her family. It comprised varying in-
terests; the interests of the common people and, of course, the
interest of the national elite(s). This contemporary case is special in
many senses, but the main theme is probably relevant also to many
archaeological cases (cf. Parker Pearson 1982).

Fig. 1. A Roman (6th century) re-burial in a 4th-century sarcophagus from
the northern cemetery of Corinth (Davidson 1952:181-5, 294f, Plate 16). The
original skeleton and grave goods had been removed, with the exception of
an Archaic bowl, and the coffin had been cut to fit the larger individual.
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The general principle of the Saxe-Binford approach was that the
treatment of the dead mirrors the general social organisation of the
living. Tainter (1977:329) writes with confidence: “Indeed, to the
extent to which a mortuary population contains individuals who
held membership in the various structural components of a system,
one can expect the mortuary population to reflect the structure of
the extinct society. There is no other category of archaeological data
for which this claim might be so confidently advanced.“ The proces-
sual approach saw individuals as caught in a web of statuses and
roles, in which age, sex, achievements and lineage were more or less
determining for their individual positions. The positions in the hori-
zontal (roles) and vertical (status) matrices fluctuate during the
individual’s life; an individual may become a member of new fra-
ternities, polities or brotherhoods at some age or after certain
achievements (e.g., Crown & Fish 1996). These varying sets of social
relationships and positions in the hierarchical matrix were supposed
to be fixed at the time of death and many of these relationships were
symbolised in the mortuary treatment. This presupposes the exis-
tence and significance of a modern concept of individuality and
person, which may be questioned in some times and areas (e.g.,
Baumeister 1986). It also presupposes that the burial was a collective
affair, involving a number of people, such as relatives, members of
different fraternities or even a whole social community.

We may, however, consider scenarios in which only one or a
few actually knew what happened to a dead body after the point of
death (cf. Gansum 2002:252). The intermediate phase may be hidden
from the major part of the population or even the burial itself can be
a matter for a few, even excluding the next of kin, etc. There is also a
possibility that the few who know what is happening actually lie or
distort the picture of what they are actually doing. That would mean
that the general ideology is constructed and reconstructed on ‘false’
premises. It is thus hard to see how we can ever relate meaning and
cosmology to the practices of the disposal of the dead. There may be
multiple layers of relations, for instance, one for the living and one
for the dead. There may also be a third layer for the intermediate
phase between death and actual burial etc. These different systems
may or may not be reflecting or at least be related to each other. At
least, they ought to be parts of a way of thought, that is, if we as-
sume that death is always meaningful and that all individuals have
access to what happens to the dead.

Burials can thus not simply be assumed to reflect the social
conditions and ideology of the living. This may be the case but is not
necessarily. Many have stressed the possible use of public burials as
areas for intricate social displays. Burials may deliberately be used
by élites to mask social inequalities (‘in death we’re all alike’). This
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need not to be an active statement; social contracts and differences
can also be negotiated in death on a less conscious level (e.g., Bloch
1982:218; Chapman 2000a:30). In other words; letting subjected
groups and élites have the same treatment in death (and perhaps the
assurance of an equally happy after-life) reproduces the illusion of a
“good” (equal) society. These many social facets of burial imply
problems for archaeology. We do not excavate ideologies or identi-
ties any more than we dig up kinship systems; our data are both
subaltern and ideologically constituted. One example of such prob-
lems is to be found in the burial practices of classical Athens.

Houby-Nielsen (2000) has suggested that a change in the
status of children can be traced from spatial changes in Athenian
burial practices. The cemeteries around Athens generally display a
differentiation in space; high-status burials are situated along the
roads of the main gates, while less noticeable areas are of lower
status. Few children’s burials dating from the early Iron Age have
been found and those few were normally confined to less attractive
areas. Throughout the Archaic and Classical periods, however, chil-
dren were increasingly buried in the high-status areas along the
roads leading to the main city gates. Houby-Nielsen interprets this
change in spatiality as a sign of increasing status for children during
the formation period of the city-state and a corresponding decline
when Athens lost its political independence (2000:161). This is a rea-
sonable analysis but is not necessarily correct. It is obvious that
structurating practices changed during this period, but it is ques-
tionable whether this implied a real change in status and
possibilities of agency for children (and thus indirectly for living
women). It may be an example of how social gender-contracts are
negotiated during burials to ‘shade’ social inequalities. The latter
interpretation is partly supported by the trend towards a liberal
‘middling ideology’ during the period, as proposed by Morris
(2000). It suggests that the change in burial locations was no more
than an ‘empty gesture’ to cover inequalities of gender and age.
Notwithstanding which interpretation one favours, the example il-
lustrates how small changes in practice may or may not lead to
changes in ideology (and thus in structurating positivities).

Burial archaeology seems to be more about the living than the
dead; it is nonetheless true that the dead can intervene in the life of
the living. The ethnographical record is full of examples of ancestor
cults etc (e.g., Hertz 1960). From a microarchaeological perspective,
the dead may thus potentially be actants, not very different from
other material objects (cf. Cornell & Medina 2001 regarding the ad-
ventures of the corpse of Eva Perón etc.). The living are subordinate
to their biological bodies’ needs and limitations, limitations which
the dead have gone beyond, but it is only the living who are able to
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act. If we view burials as the remains of structural practices associ-
ated with the disposal of dead bodies rather than reflecting
cosmologies, we may approach the data from another angle, for in-
stance, by a microarchaeological approach.

A microarchaeology of mortuary practices
In one sense, a burial can simply be viewed as the result of structu-
rating practices, or perhaps bundles of structurating practices,
related to more general, structurating positivities. To treat burials as
the material results of structurating practices has many advantages.
Burials can be analysed as single events and burial grounds as series
of events that not need to be related to or compared with general
ideas of social organisation etc. The corporeal aspects of the buried
(age, sex, body posture, etc.) are normally considered as individual
features, but, if viewed as actants, the corporeal attributes are no dif-
ferent from the other materialities of a grave. Such a perspective
may lead us to rethink the whole concept of graves and burial. We
thus do not need to relate the properties and interments of the grave
to any individual in particular. The grave is rather a manifested
statement of social practice, in which corporeal variables are not
necessarily related to the individual’s life. It would be a great ad-
vantage if we could bypass the awkward question of individual
identity and status in burial analysis and instead focus on identify-
ing subjectivation parameters and social categorisation processes.
Here we will find that Sartre’s concept of series has many advan-
tages in discussing correlations in burial analysis. The problem of
representation can thus partly be bypassed by emphasizing the exe-
cuted actions involved in the construction of graves. The dead may
very well interfere in the world of the living in various metaphysical
ways, but the grave is still the material result of a series of actions.

In a broad sense (i.e. large-scale), we can use microarchae-
ological terminology to discuss general tendencies in mortuary
variability. The complex process of the Athenian city-state of Iron
Age Greece may be suitable as an example. The concept of the city-
state can be regarded as a particular structurating positivity, linked
to a rope or cluster of structurating practices. The social process
from aristocracy to citizenship is intricate, involving intentional ef-
forts and resistance by different social groups, but also affected by
given sociohistorical and material conditions. Morris (1987) has
produced an interesting study, discussing this process, based on the
material evidence from burials.16 Morris argues that a first attempt
towards the city-state was in process around 750 B.C, but failed for
various reasons; one could say that the fibres involved could not
sustain a cluster that could form such a rope. For a number of years,
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the process ceased, and the social structure returned to the old or-
der, but only to be re-initiated and finally established with the
reform of Cleisthenes in the sixth century B.C.

Morris’ study is traditional in the sense that he views the proc-
ess as a competition between two social groups, kakoi and agathoi. It
would probably be more interesting to try to identify, on a broader
level, the social practices involved in this process at large, rather
than only discussing the power relations between two social groups.
From the perspective of fibres and threads, the factors (fibres) in-
volved in this process are many, but it seems evident that some
lacked or were inconsistent with others in the early phase. Perhaps
others replaced them at a later stage. It is important here that there
is no strict teleology in the process (the extent and composition of
the thread); the process might have taken other directions within the
same sociohistorical context. In a recent book, Morris returns to his
old study and refines his analysis by adding the notion of ‘middling’
ideology to the simple duality of the two competing groups. The
speed with which the members of the different city-states embraced
the new middling ideology varied, but Athens was in the forefront.
Moreover, he expands his original discussion, focussing on the bur-
ial customs of the earlier Dark Age and Geometric periods and
relates those of Athens to other, early city-states of Greece (Morris
2000:287ff). The burial practices are particularly messy and rapidly
changing at this period. This variability has caused a great deal of
puzzlement for the more traditionalist archaeologists. For instance,
Robin Osborne (1996:85) is amazed at how the same person could be
buried with the combination of strict Geometric pottery and orien-
talising patterns on gold bands. He understands eighth-century
Athens as suffering from ‘cultural schizophrenia’ and a ‘style war’
(cf. Morris 2000:300). A noteworthy point here is that these ‘messy
conditions’ might have been less puzzling if the frame of study had
not been confined within the national borders of Greece, assuming a
unified, ethnic group of Greeks. For example, the orientalia found in
the burials hints at intermixing structurating fibres between the het-
erogeneous ‘cultural’ spheres of the Near East and that of Greece. As
demonstrated in Chapter 2, it is difficult (if at all possible) to estab-
lish any absolute etic or emic boundaries (social or physical) in
which social practice or experience form a homogeneous entity. We
may as well depart from the microanalysis of smaller locales, keep-
ing in mind the interrelations between the local and the regional, as
well as between the particular and the general.

Detailed studies have become somewhat fashionable in the
new millennium. One example is Chapman’s (2000a) analysis of
burials in later Hungarian prehistory. He argues that burial analyses
generally are ’heavily under-theorized’, especially concerning
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agency-structure relations (2000a:162). Chapman’s approach is
similar to microarchaeology in some respects. He argues for detailed
analysis of smaller groups of graves within a cemetery rather than
analysing cemeteries as closed entities. In this way, he wants to il-
luminate differences in local microtraditions and global structures
(2000a:28). The local is not simply a reflection of the global or vice
versa; small-scale actions can form microtraditions which are related
to general structure (2000a:69). The global structure is thus a ’post-
hoc etic statistical summary’ of a variety of local microtraditions (i.e.
agencies). By contrasting a general and a particular analysis of the
same material (burials of the Hungarian Copper Age), he finds great
variability locally between ‘households’ but also general trends of
global structures. Chapman seeks to show how global structures are
actually results of ‘emic decision-making’, that social actors actually
are the ‘creators’ of their ‘culture specifics’ by their active decisions
and by their daily practices (2000a:161). Chapman’s approach is
methodologically interesting but is weak in theory. It is a bottom-up
perspective, in which general ‘culture’ is built up via local microtra-
ditions based on self-categorising agencies of locally situated
individuals (2000a:161). The dialectic of the structuration process is
thus skewed in favour of autonomous individuals who are able to
subjectivate themselves. Such abilities are, however, more of a wish-
ful thinking than a social reality, although some individuals, past or
present, may believe that they possess such powers. Chapman’s
study also suffers from his use of generalising concepts like ‘house-
holds’ and ‘culture areas’, as if they were given, unproblematic
entities.

Analyzing mortuary variability
Mortuary variability, in the sense of variation in the interments and
properties of the graves, is traditionally the prime source in the
search of social differentiation in burial analysis, which has pro-
vided a substantial body of literature (e.g., Shennan 1975; Chapman,
Kinnes & Randsborg 1981; Alekshin 1983; O’Shea 1984; Morris 1992;
Parker-Pearson 1999; Jensen & Høilund Nielsen 1997; Gansum
2002). There are a great many approaches to how to deal with such
variability and how it may relate to the world of the living. For in-
stance, how can we compare and value different sets of interments
or differences in grave construction? Here we may find calculations
of energy expenditure (Tainter 1977:332) or the rate of artefact-type
variability (Hedeager 1990) valuable. Other questions are more
awkward, such as distinguishing the aspects of the variability that
are related to chronology and what is evidence of social differentia-
tion? How do we categorise and quantify objects and artefacts in the
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best manner? There are no definite answers or methodologies for
dealing with these questions, but some ways seem better than oth-
ers. In a general approach to mortuary variability, we can find
inspiration in the work of Ian Morris (1992). Morris suggests five
general axes along which we can quantify mortuary variability in
the search for patterns and their significance (1992:24-8).

The first axis is typology, that is, the categorisation of the ob-
jects (not to be confused with the Montelian method of typology).
This is not a straightforward task leading to only one final result,
but it is still necessary for comparison and finding patterns. The
process of categorisation often contains elements of selection and
objectification (naming). An object can be apprehended in many
ways, through several senses, and thus has a limited number but yet
a multiplicity of possible significations (Ingold 1992). Willy Ørskov
(1966:47) has discussed the process of objectivation in terms of ‘kill-
ing’ the object. When an artefact, let us say, a piece of bronze is
classified as a ‘razor’, we have restricted the many other possible
interpretations and cut a tiny slice of the possible variety of infor-
mation and social load off the object (Cornell & Fahlander 2002a:3).
Still, classification and typology are inevitable archaeological proc-
esses, from which we cannot escape; we need to make a number of
objectivations during archaeological analysis. One problem is that
we tend to make such categorisations with particular fictions,
analogies and presumptions in mind. Objectivation and classifica-
tion cannot be purely objective and valueless, but we may avoid
some unnecessary reductions by registering as far as possible, the
‘properties’ of objects rather than types. We may also allow objects
to be parts of multiple categories. The ‘razor’ can be a piece of
bronze with certain characteristics instead of a personal ‘toilet arti-
cle’. Such element-analysis seems to be a pragmatic way of handling
objects of another symbolic order. Notwithstanding what the ‘razor’
was used for, it may very well be present in a particular context for
several reasons (as a cutting item, bronze piece, etc.). By using at-
tribute-analysis, we may be able, at least momentarily, to ‘sustain
the life’ of the objects (cf. Strassburg 1998).

Morris’ second axis is time. It is perhaps the most complicated,
as reliable chronologies or positive dates are often absent or inse-
cure. The temporal axis is important, as we need to identify long-
term changes in contrast to contemporary or short-term variability.
In favourable cases, we may even be able to distinguish action
events or chains of such events (cf. Chapter 2). Chronology and ty-
pology are in many cases difficult to separate from each other. One
cautionary example is Tilley’s analysis of the Fjälkinge megalith
(Shanks & Tilley 1987b:105-71). Tilley organised a vast amount of
TRB pottery deposited outside the entrance of the grave, according
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to decorative elements (open and closed shapes). This structural
analysis provided him with a conceptual platform on which to dis-
cuss ideological change in the ‘TRB culture’. However, he mixed
typology with chronology when he used the same attributes (ce-
ramic pattern design) for social analysis that had originally been
used for dating. The separation of chronology and ‘horizontal’ vari-
ability is thus crucial, although it poses problems that may not be
surmounted even with well-dated data. For instance, where do we
set the limit for contemporariness? One year, five years or the nor-
mal span of a generation? This is a question that must be attended to
in each individual case.

The third axis, contexts of deposition, can be informative but is
not always available or easy to define. Here Morris hade in mind
additional local aspects, like the size and organisation of associated
settlements and houses, public buildings, sanctuaries and hoard
finds. The patterns of such contexts can be compared with patterns
found in the burials. It is not clear whether what Morris has in mind
is a process of validation by comparing evidence from another
sphere to sustain an interpretation. It cannot, however, be a straight-
forward task to compare the fields of the living with those of the
dead, but both coinciding and contrary patterns are interesting to
discuss. As the object of study in the microarchaeological approach
is social practice, it may be contradictory to separate the structu-
rated practices involved in building houses from those involved in
burial. There is, however, no reason why different practices per-
formed at a locale should necessarily correlate. Context of
deposition is thus more of a series of social practices that may in
some ways be related to burials, but in others not.

The fourth axis, space, is an extension of the third axis involv-
ing comparisons with regional data in the search for general
structures that can explain local phenomena. To employ correlations
with general textual evidence, so-called ‘contemporary analogies’
(Andrén 1997), or archaeological information from other, ‘similar’
sites is, however, tricky. From a microarchaeological point of view,
this is something that should be minimised and preferably applied
only between independently micro-analysed areas. Chronologies
and typologies are often constructed from a wide variety of data,
implicitly suggesting that all types in a series are related, despite
wide, geographical distribution. Regional chronologies do not con-
tradict the idea of microanalysis, as they are normally constructed
from stratigraphy or radiocarbon-dated, material evidence. Gener-
alisations and comparisons between bundles of fibres, that is, typical
series of practices of a cultural unit, are something different. Struc-
turating practices are often common within or across regions, but
we cannot presume that they are evenly distributed in time and
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space. Moreover, their social significance and function are likely to
be different. Structurating practices may be adapted differently to
local conditions, misunderstood, distorted, developed or unknown
as between different locales. The axis of space is thus better under-
stood as a category of local spatial organisation on different levels
(e.g., the outline of the burial ground or the distribution of objects
within a grave).

The final axis, demography, is one of the most commonly used
for burial analysis in the search for hierarchical structures, gender
groups and individual status, but also for discussing life-length fig-
ures, diseases or nutrition. Here, I propose a slightly different
approach, which may be termed ‘corporeal socio-demography’.
Demographic analysis in archaeology normally concerns population
density, composition and spatial distribution as well as changes in
population structure. Demography is not, however, only restricted
to questions of population movements and density. As pointed out
in Chapter 2 we may explore the concept of the body as an actant,
that is, how individuals are subjectivated and categorised on the ba-
sis of phenotypic characteristics. In general, the traditional
categories of the social sciences are predominant in archaeology:
class, age, sex/gender, ethnicity and status/prestige (e.g., Binford
1971; O’Shea 1984; Parker Pearson 1999). These ‘objects of knowl-
edge’ may be significant for social analysis, but they nonetheless
have quite recent trajectories as historical actants (Haraway 1991).
Also Bhabha (1994:1) has criticised the social sciences for being too
narrow-minded on this matter, pointing to other important aspects,
such as generations, institutional location, geopolitical locale etc.

These categories are seldom heterogeneous or stable but, on
the contrary, encompass great variability and are thus difficult to
define. Here we may again find Sartre’s concept of series fruitful. As
archaeologists, we can establish analytical series based on the corpo-
real aspects and their associations with material culture. One typical
example of such series is that of age and age-groups. It is assumable
that most social formations recognize at least some rudimentary, age
phases (cf. Linton 1936:118). Age phases may have identifiable, cor-
poreal traits but are in general very fuzzy. We may need to discuss
‘social’ or ‘mental’ age in relation to chronological age. There may be
certain ‘thresholds’ that separate one age from another, such as pu-
berty, menopause, first/last childbirth, grey hair, stages of
knowledge, physical strength etc. (e.g., Crown & Fish 1996; Stoodley
2000; Joyce 2000). A particular case of a demographic series concerns
the fuzzy category of children. Children have for a long time being
neglected in archaeology (Johnsen & Welinder 1995; Sofaer-
Derevenski 2000). The lack of grave interments and the generally
less elaborate graves of the young can be interpreted as meaning
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that children up to a certain age were regarded as being of less value
(e.g., Stoodley 2000:495). Contrary to an analysis of adult burials are
the young’s grave interments sometimes not even related to them,
but to some adult. For instance, children buried with tools that they
could never have used in real life are attributed to an adult next of
kin etc. Examples of evidence that actually indicates that children of
some age were subjectivated as a group are to be found in Bronze
Age burials at Branc and Britain, in which miniature weapons and
tools have been found in the graves of children (Shennan 1975:282;
Stoodley 2000:458). As corporeal objects, children may be contrib-
uting and constraining, but they are part of the structurating process
in any society and thus need to be included.17 We cannot be certain
that grave interments are related to the buried individual(s), but, if
we treat the individual as a composite actant like any other material
object, we may find patterns in the relations between the corporeal
aspects and the associated materialities. By such an approach, we do
not need to confine our analysis within the traditional demographic
categories but may also try out less presumptuous approaches. The
main goal is to find which elements were active in the social subjec-
tivation and categorisation processes of a given microecology.

Summary of the general arguments
Graves have generally been approached with a number of less evi-
dent postulates. Burial data are believed to have some general
advantages for social analysis: they normally have a more varied
and richer composition than most other archaeological objects and
constitute a ‘time capsule’ (Johansson 1996:19; Sestieri 1992:9).
Moreover, grave interments and grave constructions have generally
been assumed to be related to the buried individuals’ social perso-
nae. Burials are also commonly presumed to reflect a general
cosmology, a given cultural, regional or ethnic community. Besides
mirroring the social constitution of a given society it is also sug-
gested that burial practices to reflect attitudes towards the afterlife
and even religion. These postulates are, however, questioned by the
‘cautionary’ examples of e.g., Ucko, Kroeber and others. On the
contrary, burials seem to be quite varied and multifaceted. The
number and composition of the ‘undertakers’ of a burial and their
relations to the dead are, of obvious reasons, difficult to establish.
The same problem also regards the rate of public knowledge of the
burial act and access to the grave or burial ground.

Despite the number of possible alternative scenarios that can
be discussed on the basis of burial data, it is amazing how similar
burial analyses frequently are. There are a large number of texts
concerning burial and grave analysis, but there have still been sur-
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prisingly few theoretical and methodological advances. It is thus, as
Chapman points out, easy to criticise, but a great deal harder to
come up with alternative approaches. It is therefore now necessary
to leave the general discussion of examples and counter-examples
and to discuss some examples in detail. One interesting example is
the burials at Ajvide on Gotland. The Ajvide site has not been cho-
sen for its outstanding potential for microarchaeological studies, but
rather as an example of a burial ground that is of moderate size, yet
complex enough to support elaborate analysis.

The burials at Ajvide
The burials at Ajvide are situated in Eksta parish in the south-
western part of the island of Gotland in the Baltic Sea (see Fig. 2).
The whole area of prehistoric activities covers about 90.000 m2 and is
situated c. 1 km from the present shore-line at 12-17 m.a.s.l. The
shore-displacement processes changed the landscape in drastic
ways during the period of occupation. During the Middle Neolithic
phase (ca. 3000 BC) the site constituted a protected bay which a
thousand years later had turned into a brackish-water lagoon (Bu-
renhult 2002:31; see Fig. 3). The Ajvide/Jacobs site complex was
discovered in 1922 and trial-excavated a year later, which indicated
the presence of Mesolithic and Neolithic culture layers (Nihlén
1927:93ff). In 1958, a skeleton was accidentally uncovered by a
plough, which brought about additional interest in the locale and
since the early 1980s the large Ajvide site has been continuously ex-
cavated, exposing thick, cultural layers dated from different periods,
as well as a burial ground (Österholm 1989:85; 2002a:17).

I will mainly focus on the burials at the site, although their pos-
sible relations to other previous and contemporary activities will be
attended to, when appropriate. The burials are generally attributed
to the Pitted Ware Culture complex (GRK), which is traditionally
regarded as having been coast-bound, mainly utilising marine re-
sources for subsistence (e.g., Kaelas 1976; Malmer 1975; Åkerlund
1996; Segerberg 1999). I shall not, however, contribute to the debate
or speculate on the relation between the ‘GRK, the ‘TRB’ or the ‘STR’
(for a critical discussion, see Simonsen & Munch 1973; Larsson, Ols-
son & Biwall 1997; Strinnholm 2001; cf. Malmer 2002). The people
that buried their dead at the Ajvide will rather be regarded as one or
more serial collectives defined by their relations in space, time and
structurating practice. In some cases, it might be interesting to com-
pare the Ajvide data with the general patterns of other Middle
Neolithic sites, for instance, the number of contemporary sites on
Gotland (see e.g., Janzon 1974).
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Fig. 2. Ajvide and other mentioned sites on Gotland.

Nevertheless, I will try to minimise the regional and general, con-
temporary analogies in my analysis of the local practices at Ajvide.
The evidence is thus deliberately not set in a comparative context;
my aim is to reconstruct local social practices regarding the disposal
of the dead and to discuss associations between corporeal attributes
and materialities. I shall start with a general survey of known data
according to the five axes suggested by Morris and discuss possible
interpretations after applying some analytical strategies and opera-
tional techniques.

Context of deposition
The local context of deposition is complicated at Ajvide. The rela-
tions between the different activity phases are generally uncertain.
The evidence ascribed to the older Mesolithic phase suggests that
the uppermost area (i.e., the Jakobs site) was populated from c. 5000
BC. There are no positive dates for this phase but what can be in-
ferred from the typology of the axes found (cf. Österholm 1989:89).
The axes indicate Mesolithic activity, but not necessarily habitation.
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Burenhult argues that the large number of axes found in the area is
too many to represent lost or trashed items of ‘normal’ habitation
activities but is more likely to represent a place for depositing axes
(1997a:20). The Mesolithic phase is clearly separated from succeed-
ing phases by shore-displacement evidence. A mid-phase (c. 3000-
2750 BC) is distinguished in the upper part of area D (Fig. 4). It is
argued that it was of short-term occupation (c. 150-200 years), but
was yet a very intense phase, judging from the thick and rich culture
layers (up to 1 m). The burials at Ajvide are believed to belong to a
succeeding phase, approximately between 3000-2000 BC. They are
separated from the mid-phase, as some of them were dug through
the culture layer.18 The cultural layer of the mid-phase is also distin-
guished from the burials by differences in ceramic technology
(Burenhult 1997a:19; 1997d:52f). No burials can thus be related to the
two earliest occupation phases at Ajvide. There are, however, a
cultural layer roughly contemporary with the burials, according to
ceramic technology and radiocarbon datings at the lowermost part
of the site (Ajvide D lower), situated c. 100 m south-east of the buri-
als, that may be related to some of the burials (Österholm 1989:99;
Burenhult 1997d:52; 2002:32; Österholm 2002a:21, 24). The present
evidence does not suggest that there are simple relations between
the habitation areas of the vicinity (i.e. a site and its burial ground)
and the burials of area D.

    

Fig. 3. The different shore displacements at Ajvide (site marked in black). The
left-hand figure shows the shore-line at c. 2950 BC., and the right-hand shows the
shore-line at c. 2300 BC (modified from the CD of Burenhult 2002, colour plates 5
& 6).
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Fig. 4. Sixty-two of the 71 excavated graves at Ajvide D upper, the house (B) and
the ‘black surface’ (after Burenhult 2002). The most recently excavated 9 graves
(mainly situated at the south-western end of the area) have not been properly
published yet, but some information can be found on the Ajvide homepage.

The central part of the Ajvide site (D upper) consists, in addition to
the 71 burials (including 8 ‘cenotaphs’) excavated so far, of what is
referred to as a ‘seal-altar’ (a partly enclosed thick layer of black
soil), c. 300 post-holes, and cultural layers with large amounts of
bone and stone artefacts (Burenhult 1997a:18f, 1997d:54; 2002:32).
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The post-holes have been differentiated in groups according to
depth, shape and colour, which may provide a basic hint of their
temporal or functional relations (see Burenhult 1997c:46). There are
few indications of their function, but a series of larger post-holes in
the north-eastern part of area C indicates the presence of a house
attributed to the mid-phase (Österholm 1997:75, 77). A number of
the registered post-holes may also be related the burials; Burenhult
(1997a:18) suggests palisades, death houses, offering-platforms,
carved images of ancestors). There is no clear patterning among
them besides the fact that some of them seem to have at some point
partly enclosed the black surface. The post-holes may turn out to be
informative if they were subjected to more detailed analysis than
what is feasible in the scope of this text. I have not placed any great
emphasis on the post-holes, mainly because of the problems of dis-
tinguishing the ones related to burials from those related to other,
previous or later activities. It may, however, be worth noting that
the different types of post-holes show some spatial differences, no-
tably the distribution of the ‘purple’ ones, which are found only in
the northern part of area D upper.

Time
The general assumption of the excavators is that the burial ground
was continuously used over a period of 450 years between 2750-
2300 BC, separated from other activities in the area (Burenhult
1997d:54). This assumption is, however, questioned in a number of
instances, to which I will return.  There are a number of relative
chronological traits and evidence of changes in burial customs and
attitudes to death. Radiocarbon datings of human and animal bone
have been taken from eleven individuals, six seals, and four terres-
trial animals as well as from the cultural layers. There are also a
number of mainly, preliminary thermoluminescence datings of
pottery (see Österholm 1989:93, 123). The radiocarbon datings are
somewhat complicated, as the reservoir effect needs to be treated
differently as between seals, humans and terrestrial mammals. A
higher degree of marine diet (i.e. higher C13) generally gives older
dates than terrestrial diet. The rate of marine vs. terrestrial food, ac-
cording to the C13 values of the human individuals of Ajvide, varies
between 62% and 86%, which give a reservoir correlation value of
186 to 258 years prior calibration (Lindquist & Possnert 1997a:74; cf.
Possnert 2002:169-72). Hence, human datings are being reduced
overall by 200 years and the seal datings by 300 years (leaving the
terrestrial animals unaffected). This is, however, not a simple proce-
dure. Seals may have travelled long distances and perhaps spent
time in the North Sea, which would have affected the reservoir ef-
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fect. It may also be too much of a generalisation to assume, on the
basis of the C13 analysis of 10 humans, that all humans were af-
fected in the same way (i.e. mainly by eating non-terrestrial food). In
fact, if we look more closely at Table 1 in Appendix A, we find that
the rate of marine diet fluctuates from 62% to 80%. We can also see
that the two graves (2 and 29) have been radiocarbon-dated from
bones from three different sources (human, seal, hedgehog and pig).
The human and the seal datings are correlated for the reservoir ef-
fect, yet the C14 datings of bones from graves 2 and 29 do not
correspond. The reservoir calibration of the human bones of grave 2
makes the date correspond better to those of the seal and hedgehog,
whilst the marine impact on the human in grave 29 is insecure. We
are thus faced with a greater uncertainty than first meets the eye
and need to be careful and avoid jumping to conclusions based
upon the radiocarbon datings.

Table 1. Calibrated radiocarbon dates of human and animal bones; reservoir ef-
fect correlated (years in BP). Abbreviations: h=homo, c=dates of three different
sources are combined. Data taken from Österholm 1989:93, 123; Lindqvist &
Possnert 1997a:74; Burenhult 1997f:xviii-xix; Lindqvist & Possnert 1997b:55f;
Possnert 2002:171f.

In general, the radiocarbon datings seem to fall into three rough se-
ries: 2900-2400 (series 1), 2600-2400 (series 2), and 2500-2100 (series
3) BC (cal. 80%). The middle series of radiocarbon dates cannot,
however, be assumed to be independent; these graves are probably
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better seen as belonging to either the first or the third series. The ra-
diocarbon dates hint at a time span from the first burial to the last; a
maximum span of a millennium (c. 2900-1900 BC) and a minimum
of 500 years (c. 2700-2200 BC). In addition, the thermoluminescence
datings from the cultural layer of D (upper) span from 3970-1620 BC
and in area D (lower) from 2680 to 2820 BC (Österholm 1989:123).

There are also some relative traces of sequences that can be
established by consulting the stratigraphy. The clearest chronologi-
cal traces are those burials that intersect with older burials. Burial
nos. 2, 7, 13, 14, 57 and 58 are clearly later than the burials that they
are dug into (nos. 1, 4, 6, 11, 12, 15, 61 and 62). The question still re-
mains, however, as to how far are they separated in time. An
interesting aspect relating to this phenomenon is the difference in
orientation of the graves. The older, disturbed burials are all ori-
ented in the N-S direction, while the later are more or less oriented
E-W (cf. Burenhult 1997d:54). It is tempting to make a distinction
between older and later phases based on the orientation of the buri-
als, but we need to consider that the radiocarbon date of one of the
intersected graves of N-S orientation (no. 6) actually belongs to the
latest category. The two general categories of orientation also show
great deviations from the ideal orientations respectively. We need to
discuss as to what factors may have determined the directions to
evaluate their chronological or social significance.

We also need to find ways to get more fine-grained results and
seek, if not the event, then at least the series of graves that can be
assumed to have been constructed by a serial collective, that is, peo-
ple with some common, social relations. At first glance, it seems that
this is possible at Ajvide. The main problem is, as usual, to isolate
the chronological traits from social or non-significant variables.
There is a possibility of finding chronological significances in the
spatial arrangement (lines, clusters, orientation) but also in associa-
tions of materialities. I will return to the matters of chronology and,
with the help of relations of the data, seek to at least divide the
graves into a number of phases in order to discuss changes etc.

Space
Orientation and alignment may not always be very important, but at
Ajvide these particular aspects seem to matter; there is an unmistak-
able tendency of patterning. Orientation may be a significant,
chronological trait that may help to divide the burials into phases or
series. We cannot, however, assume that this is a general, chrono-
logical trait. For instance, are the E-W directed are burials not as
consistent in direction as the N-S ones (Burenhult 1997d:54). Dis-
crepancies and variations in this respect do not necessarily mean
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anything at all. The orientations may be related to cosmology and
ritual, but their meaning(s) are not necessarily very important. The
graves may also be aligned according to a mythical or actual origin
(which may differ between different series) or in relation to previous
constructions in the vicinity (cf. Bradley 2002:18, 28, 32). What mat-
ters is what the variations in orientation may tell us about
chronology and social differentiation. There are many possible can-
didates to explain orientation; the sun, moon or other interstellar
objects, topographical aspects or relation to ‘natural’ or ‘cultural’
features (signifiants). If the sun is the prime signifiant, the orienta-
tion of the grave pits may vary, depending on the time of the year or
the time of the day (cf. Hårdh & Roslund 1991). The burials at
Ajvide do seem to fall within the regular variation of sunrise in the
Gotland region (see Fig. 4). The spread may thus depend on the time
of the year when the burial was conducted.

Fig 5. The variation of sunset/sunrise on Gotland and the orientation of the
graves. Numbers 10, 20, 22, 28, 36, 46, 47 and 55 are omitted, as considered
to have particular orientation. The figure is not complete regarding the
place of the head of the dead individual; the graves are thus generally il-
lustrated as either of northern or western orientation when data are
uncertain (image modified after Janzon 1974:29; Österholm 2002b:182).
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There certainly are some clusters of graves that share orientation,
which may indicate that some of them were constructed in a single
event. For instance, graves 2, 7, 13 and 14 graves 44, 48, 53, 54 and 60
and graves 30, 33, 35, 50, 56, 61 and 62. Some of these regularities are
probably coincidental, but a few of them may actually turn out to be
of the same date. This is an important issue that I will return to fur-
ther on. Discrepancies between ideal and real circumstances may
certainly account for some variability, but, if some interstellar ob-
jects are the main signifiants responsible for the orientation of the
pits, we may as well analyse them from a schematic image of ideal
orientation. In Fig. 6, all burials have been rectified to illustrate an
‘emic’ view of perfect N-S and E-W orientation. 

Fig. 6. The graves rectified according to their possible, ideal orientation.
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There do not seem to be any relations to the ‘house’, which is
aligned in the NNE-SSW direction. There is, however, a possibility
that the burials were aligned to topographical features, for instance,
the shore-line, which may explain some of the variability concerning
its fluctuations. There are a few local or distant, visible topographi-
cal features (signifiants) visible today, that can explain the
orientation of the burials or the place itself. It is possible that the is-
lands of Lilla Karlsö and even Stora Karlsö were visible on the past
shore-line, but only a few of the graves are aligned in a direction
that coincides with any of the islands. If visible signifiants were re-
sponsible for the orientation of the graves, one would expect a
greater degree of regularity than in the case of fluctuating celestial
objects.  It thus seems likely that the cause of the orientation is not to
be found locally, but rather in the celestial sphere. The N-S orienta-
tion is a general orientation for Middle Neolithic burials on Gotland.
It is, however, true that no other sites on Gotland have as many E-W
oriented graves as the Ajvide site (Österholm 1997:82).

According to early accounts of the excavators, the burials are
placed N-S in an oval shape, following the contours of the black sur-
face (Burenhult 1997d:53; Österholm 1997:81). This pattern is,
however, restricted to the first excavated graves in the northern part
of the area. The other graves seem to be more or less randomly dis-
tributed. There are no graves in the area of the ‘black surface’, which
may indicate that it was visible on the surface for the ‘undertakers’
and was avoided for unknown reasons. But, in view of the fact that
the earth of the black surface still smells of fat and train-oil, it would
not be surprising to find that this particular area was omitted when
digging for burial even if it was not directly visible. One may won-
der which parameter predominated as between place and
orientation; did they choose a place whose topography suited the
ideal orientation or was it vice versa? Another curious, spatial as-
pect at Ajvide is the ‘empty’ areas which contain no burials (cf.
Österholm 1997:81). One is found due north of the black surface that
is surrounded by a number of tightly arranged burials. Another,
conspicuous, empty area is south-west of the black surface. Even if
the black surface itself was avoided, it does not explain why the area
south of it was not used for burials. Is it possible that a shallow layer
of similar soil actually covered a larger area than is visible today?
The disturbed graves are relatively evenly distributed over the site
and do not indicate any especially exposed zones, which might ex-
plain the empty areas of the site. The post-holes do not provide any
clear indications that might explain these voids either (see Burenhult
2002: colour plate 13 on CD). Such empty areas may be the result of
a number of unintended circumstances, but the fact that burials
have been intersected at seven instances (10%) suggests that the area



- The Materiality of Serial Practice -

97

for burials was in some ways restricted. It is thus likely that there
were some visible, superterrestial remains from previous or con-
temporary activities which prevented the use of the area rather than
grave-markers.19

A promising approach for the purpose of identifying internal
sub-groups horizontally within burial fields is advocated by Chap-
man (2000a) and Müller (2002). They make use of the tradition of
burying the dead in rows at certain cemeteries. This approach is,
however, is not necessarily interesting at Ajvide, as the burials need
not have developed in such a way. There seem, however, to be some
possible lines of burials of different lengths, similar to those found at
STR cemeteries that may indicate a sequence of events. The obvious
problems are to know which end of the line is the first and whether
such a system of lines was employed at Ajvide. Another, less dis-
tinct way would be to seek for spatial clusters of graves that appear
to be more spatially or typologically related to each other than oth-
ers (cf. Morris 1992:190-93).

Demography
According to the excavators, the social demography at Ajvide seems
to mirror a ‘complete Stone Age society’ (Ajvide homepage: gravar).
Indeed, the distributions of sex and age seem to follow a ‘normal’
pattern, including newborn children as well as elderly individuals
up to 70 years of ages of both sexes. No traces of violence have been
found on the human bones, apart from one fracture of an individ-
ual’s right leg (Molnar Appelblom 1997:92). However, many bones
show marks of occupational stress caused by excessive labour. This
phenomenon has been suggested to indicate traces of spear-
throwing or canoe-paddling but may as well be due to the dragging
of fishing nets or heavy boats up on land etc. (Burenhult 1997e:179).
The buried individuals are in general of normal stature; males have
an average height of 171 cm and women of 156 cm.20 A gross divi-
sion of different sexes and ages is as follows: seventeen children
(approx. 0-12 years, not sex-determined), twenty-two adult men (c.
36% between 50 and 70 years old), and nineteen females, (c. 37%
over 40). To these numbers, the eight cenotaphs and six indetermin-
able individuals (incl. 3 adults) are to be added. The average age of
adult men is 43 and of women 35, and the general life expectancy at
birth (children included) is c. 30 years. The adult-child ratio is c. 3:1
(27% in general or 33% if cenotaphs and indeterminable individuals
are omitted). These are quite normal values for agricultural popula-
tions, but maybe a little high for hunter-gatherers (cf. Morris
1992:183). The suggestion of Ajvide being a community burial
ground for a tribe-like type of group is thus at first glance sustained.
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The normal distribution of individuals at the site makes it less prob-
able that other individuals of different statuses etc. were buried
elsewhere, but such a scenario is, of course, possible. The main
question that the demographic data pose is under what circum-
stances the area was used as a burial ground; for how long,
continuously used or in separate phases, and by whom? The demo-
graphic numbers may thus change if the graves originated from
separate series of individuals in different phases, instead of from a
continuous use by only one social community.

The radiocarbon dates of the eleven individuals suggest that
the area was used for burials over a period of c. 500-1000 years.21 As-
suming a continuous use, this suggests that burials occurred
between every 7th or 14th year. The number of generations for the
same time would range from 16 to 33. Do these numbers make
sense? Österholm (1989:181) has calculated, on the basis of all
known Neolithic sites, that Gotland encompassed 14 separate
groups with c. 35 individuals in each. Counting four generations per
century, this makes about 15-20 generations (Österholm 1989:193).
The calculations are based upon the hypothesis that it takes a mini-
mum of c. 500 individuals for an isolated population to constitute a
healthy population. How do these figures fit with the evidence from
Ajvide? Ahlström (2001:334) provides a simple formula to calculate
the approximate number of individuals:

P = population, D = number of buried individuals, e0 = life expectancy at
birth, and t = the time-span of the burial ground.

According to this formula, we find a maximum number of 4.7 (500
years) and a minimum of 2.4 (1000 years) individuals.22 If we reverse
the calculations and instead base them upon Österholm’s estimates,
we end up with a period of use at Ajvide for about 67 years (2-3
generations). These rather strange figures would, however, turn out
differently if the burial ground was used periodically instead of
continuously, for instance, a scenario of two or more phases of quite
short extent. This is one aspect that I shall return to in the section on
analytical strategies and operations.

Categorisation of graves and interments
All the burials at Ajvide were inhumations (except for the ceno-
taphs). The general practice was to put the deceased individuals on
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their backs in extended positions in a shallow, oval pit. A number of
the graves are quite long, up to 4 meters, while others are ‘normal-
sized’ or simply round pits. The extreme length of some graves re-
quires some sort of explanation (17 are over 2.5 m and 10 over 3 m).
One hypothesis suggests that the dead were buried in some kind of
boats, possibly logboats (Janzon 1974:12,22; cf. Malmer 1975:49;
Malmer 2002:92). There is, however, no material evidence to support
either assumption, except for the dark colour of the pits. Österholm
(1989:93) has suggested that the coloration rather was due to train-
oil, which may have been used in a part of the burial ritual. She par-
ticularly addresses the case of the bones in grave 16, which were
black in colour and thus seemed to be impregnated with train-oil.
This case is, however, not true for the majority of the burials and
similar extended graves found at other sites on Gotland (e.g., grave
24 at Västerbjärs; Janzon 1974:17). The question of the construction
of the graves is important, as it helps to analyse the material evi-
dence recorded from the graves. The excavators have been careful in
separating actual grave goods from accidental material that adhered
to the layers through which the grave pit was dug. That is especially
important at Ajvide in view of the fact that the burials were dug
through a previous culture layer. Broken or fragmented artefacts
may be deliberately deposited (e.g., Chapman 2000b), but, if some
individuals were buried in boats, it is likely that many of the small
fragmented, sift-finds, like broken fish-hooks etc., can be regarded
as unintended depositions.23 Such small items may have been
dropped or trashed during previous uses of the vessel. A similar
consideration needs to be given to remains of clothing’ and ‘per-
sonal ornaments’, which do not need to be of same status as other
intentionally, deposited interments. Material evidence of dress and
clothing can, for instance, vary between summer and winter burials
or indicate different social series.

The energy expenditure invested in the burials is, from the gen-
eral point of view, relatively homogeneously distributed between
the sexes and ages, which may indicate an egalitarian and sexually
equal community (Burenhult 1997e:176; 2002:34; cf. Österholm
1989:182; Taffinder 1998:88). Axes, for instance, have been found in
14 graves (4 female, 6 male, 2 children, and 2 indeterminate). Janzon
(1974:53) found hollow-edged, stone axes exclusively in male graves
at other Gotlandic sites, a trend that is not sustained in Ajvide,
whereas such an axe was found in burial 34 in association with a
female individual. Battleaxes found in some graves seem unrelated
to age and sex, an instance that perhaps makes them less likely to be
status items, that is, for the buried individual (Burenhult 1997b:28; but
see Malmer 1975:73). Janzon (1974:104f) reports of no finds of ce-
ramics in children’s graves in her survey of Middle Neolithic graves
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on Gotland. Janzon proposed that they were mainly ‘utility articles’,
suggesting that the smaller pots were used as lamps. Nonetheless,
some children were accompanied by other kinds of utility articles,
like fish-hooks and arrow-heads, that they seem to have been too
young to have ever been able to use (for instance the infant in grave
10). Burenhult takes such instances as evidence of inherited prestige
(e.g., Burenhult 1997d:62). This is, however, to jump to conclusions
and to ignore various, possible, symbolic and social aspects of mate-
rialities (cf. Strassburg 2000:200). It may very well be that ‘unrelated’
individuals placed ‘valuable’ grave interments like axes etc. in order
to gain respect from the living. That would suggest that a burial was
rather an ‘opportunity’ for all than a matter for the next of kin etc.
Grave interments may, of course, also represent the communal
deposition of a series of individuals.

A general feature of this kind of Neolithic graves is the rela-
tively high frequency of imported goods (Malmer 1975:108).
Possible imports on Gotland are amber, dentalium shells and beaver
teeth (Janzon 1974:46; Malmer 2002:83). Ortivican flint is local, while
cretaceous flint is imported (Taffinder 1998:86). In addition, one pot
from the Ire site has been found to be of a type of clay not known to
exist on Gotland (Taffinder 1998:87). Amber, dentalium shells and
battle-axes are assumed to come from Denmark or southern Skåne,
whilst bear and beaver teeth, slate and clay figurines are believed to
have northern origins (Österholm 1989:187). Lindquist & Possnert
(1997a:73) have also suggested that the tubular pearls of fowl bone
found in grave 2 at Ajvide are possibly imitations of the dentalium
shells and are thus pseudo-exotica (which may also apply to the so-
called ‘flutes’). Taffinder has analysed 104 of Gotland’s Middle
Neolithic graves in terms of exotic (non-local) interments. Her gen-
eral result suggests that exotica are mainly found in adult burials
and that more men than women are buried with exotic interments
(Taffinder 1998:88). The exotic elements in the burials do not neces-
sarily indicate status differences but may be employed to separate
series of individuals who were involved in more far-ranging, serial
routes than others. This instance may prove to be interesting in rela-
tion to other properties of the graves. The exotica may, for instance,
turn out to constitute a chronological trait.

The main source of chronology is normally ceramic design. But
the so-called GRK ceramics are not very suitable for traditional ty-
pology of shape and décor, because they are normally quite plain
with few significant traits. The place and situation of the pots in the
graves may, however, be significant. The practice of putting some of
the pots upside down in the graves is perhaps a result of unin-
tended consequences or of formation processes but is yet common
enough to imply a deliberate practice. This may have been done to
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cover or protect something or, as Malmer (1975:42) suggests, to dis-
play the ornamentation. According to Österholm, ceramic decor
generally changed during the last phase - from being modest to
‘vulgar’, covering the whole pot (Österholm 2002a:22; cf. Österholm
1989:99, 121). Is this a hint that burials with pots placed upside
down are later than the others?

To sum up: The question of whether the dead actually owned
or used the artefacts (or similar) that accompanied them in their
graves is not really the most interesting one. It may perhaps be pos-
sible to search for traces of particular wear on the bones which may
be deduced to typical working positions and thus put down to the
use of certain artefacts, but that is rather far-fetched enterprise (cf.
Janzon 1974:126). Discussions of individual status are also problem-
atic. Burenhult (1997d:61) suggests that it is possible that the
individuals of highest rank were buried with few or no interments,
because they were inherited, while the individuals of low rank were
buried with all their less valuable personal items. Nonetheless, he
believes that it is irreconcilable with general human behaviour to
put fish-hooks in the grave of a woman who had never fished dur-
ing her life (1997e:177). But, as I pointed out in the general part of
this chapter, there are many ways in which objects may find their
way into a grave: apart from the manifestation of the
status/role/identity of the dead or the ‘buriers’, we may consider
the possibilities of a two fold system, one for the living and one for
the dead, or ideological ‘empty gestures’ signifying equality. In ei-
ther case, it seems that the traditional categories of sex and age do
not indicate any clear differentiation at Ajvide. Does this really
mean that the series who buried their dead at Ajvide were egalitar-
ian and equivalent to ‘happy families’? Perhaps a corporeal analysis
of subjection and subjectivation may provide another picture. Such
an alternative approach discusses associations between corporeal and
material attributes, in order to expose subjectivated categories and
possible social relations. We may also study social change by tracing
differences in such associations. Associations may go both ways. We
are often inclined to assume that the interments are associated with
the buried individual, but we might find that depositions and
hoards are ‘completed’ by the remains of a human. The cenotaphs at
Ajvide may be interpreted in this way. The approach makes it easier
to deal with the double burials as well.

The material evidence of the Ajvide site thus seems to be inter-
esting in many respects for microarchaeological analysis. The
variability is, however, too complex to master without help of addi-
tional operations. A primary goal is to make the relative chronology
better in order to make social analysis less general (shorter time-
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spans) and thus constitute a platform for discussing social change
(on the local level).

Analytical strategies and operations
To make progress in the analysis of the complex Ajvide data we
need to employ a series of operational techniques that make use of
as much of the potential social information as possible. The primary
goals are:

(a). to establish a finer chronology and divide the graves into a
       number of temporal series.
(b). to find and discuss associations within the series and
       discuss changes in structurating practice and subjectivation.

To achieve these goals, the data need to be quantified in some man-
ner. The questions regarding the quantification of archaeological
data were widely debated during the 1970s and the discussions
yielded a variety of approaches and ways of looking at cultural data.
This is not the place for extended discussions regarding such mat-
ters (but see Cornell & Fahlander 2002a:104-9); it must suffice to
mention the most promising approach for this case: element analy-
sis. Element analyses do not need to be complex procedures. The
main issue is to avoid, as far as possible, the classification of arte-
facts according to their assumed functions and relations to other
materialities. Instead, their material properties are registered, as
well as several hypothetical classifications. Element analysis thus
suits the microarchaeological approach well. As we pass several
‘nodes’ of changing symbolic orders, we cannot know for a fact
what to expect. The result needs to be analysed in some way to
make sense of the patterns and relations found and will, of course,
still be based on contemporary fictions and uses of appropriate data.
It will, however, probably be less predictable and biased, as the
‘killing’ of the objects will be done at a later stage of the analysis.
The procedure is similar to hypothesis-testing, but it may also be
used for more or less random analysis in the search for ‘unthinkable’
or unexpected patterns. Of course, such possible relations still need
to be analysed and validated according to traditional praxis.

An interesting study that makes use of such an ‘intuitive ap-
proach’ is Mary Whelan’s discussion on the Black Dog burial site in
Dakota, USA (1995). Whelan’s main point of departure is to analyse
sex and gender separately. The study follows more or less common
sense praxis in assuming that the variability of the burial site will
‘reveal 19th-century Dakota gender values’. That is, that the ar-
rangements and grave goods will in some manner vary according to
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the buried individual’s social persona. However, Whelan employs a
somewhat backward method: she divides the artefacts into ‘likely
gender categories’, before comparing her series with the anthropo-
logical sex estimations. In this manner, she ends up with more,
possible, gender categories than by the ‘normal’ way of procedure.

I may briefly mention some other aspects of registration and
classification. The data of Ajvide have already been classified and
thus ‘killed’ to varying extents, but the analysis will seek to expand
this information when appropriate. For instance, axes are analysed
in several ways: as a tool-category, as well as according to type and
material (e.g., ground-stone/flint and local/exotic etc.). In a similar
sense, pierced seal teeth are registered as pierced teeth, as well as
according to the kind of animal etc. Table 2 shows the principal ele-
ments involved. Unfortunately, extensive corporeal associations are
not possible, as the osteological information is mainly restricted to
sex, age, stature and occasionally extensive wear.

Type: Interments: Osteology: Other:

Grave no. Harpoon No of ind. C14/C13 dates
Orientation Fish-hook Body position Fishing gear
Cenotaphs Axe Stature Hunting gear
Dimensions: Arrow-head Age Exotica
(L/W) Bone-point Sex Clothing
Shape ‘Flute’ Wear Ornaments
Double graves Amber bead Extra Tools

Fowl beads Pseudo-exotica
Flint tools
Other stone tools
Pottery
Pierced teeth
Teeth
Animal bone
Birch bark
Ochre/coloured soil

Table 2. Principal elements of analysis (data from Burenhult 1997d; 2002).

The quantification of the elements is conducted in a soft, ‘Spauld-
ingian’ manner rather than with a strict, ‘Malmerian’ approach. This
means that continuous values are generally transformed into nomi-
nal; the actual statures of the individuals are lumped together in
height-groups, and, when appropriate, artefacts are divided simply
into ‘small’ and ‘large’ or ‘short’ and ‘long’ (cf. Spaulding 1977).
Some of these categories are trickier than others. Age-groups are
almost impossible to construct in a relevant manner. To simply em-
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ploy groups of 0-10, 11-20, etc. is, of course, a meaningless division.
To employ terminology of physical anthropological (foetus, juvenile,
adult etc) is possibly better but may still not be relevant to any given
case, as corporeal subjectivation is socially constituted. Perhaps cor-
poreal thresholds are a better alternative? By this, I do not refer only
to, for instance, maturity and menopause, but also to the average
age of first social speech, ability to walk, to manage without the help
of primary others, a certain level of fine motor ability or level of
knowledge (tacit and social) and so forth, until the decline towards
death. In this case, I shall settle for a tripartite division between
young, middle-aged and old, based approximately on corporeal
abilities and traits, but also according the nature of the given data.In
the study a number of ‘constructed’ categories are also analysed, for
instance, exotica (imports), fishing or hunting gear, possible cloth-
ing, ornaments, etc. The result is analysed from a dot-matrix, in
which some awkward cases can be present in more than one col-
umn. The resulting, amorphous series are thus defined poly-
thetically. In addition, particular information and 'peculiarities’ in
osteological data, artifacts, etc. are given in a special section.

General tendencies and patterns
A quick review of a number of single variables implies the possibil-
ity of discerning a few horizontal agglomerates. As may be
suspected from a general survey of the data, a good number of sin-
gle aspects are more or less evenly spread among the graves. Most
clusters and patterns are found in relating categories of elements to
single or compound aspects.

Regarding the demographic and corporeal variables, some inter-
esting patterns emerge, while others seem insignificant. The stature
(height at death) of the buried individuals shows no general signifi-
cance, besides the absence of the tallest series (3) in the northern
part of the site. The different age-series show only faint patterns: the
majority of the oldest individuals (>60 years) are found in the
northern part with one exception (grave 53). The younger series (1)
are mainly found in the southern part of the area, and the semi-
adults (2) are mainly found in the mid-southern part. The graves
with more than one individual are found only in the middle part of
the area. As regards the importance of biological sex, there are no
distinct patterns; they seem randomly distributed between the dif-
ferent series of artefact and construction details. Individuals with
traces of wear and muscular stress are somewhat related to age, but
also to lifestyle in general (i.e. executed practice); it may be worth
noting that there are no such individuals east of the black surface.
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The varying grave types also show some patterns, such as the differ-
ent lengths of the grave pits: the longest (>2.5 m) are generally
found in the northern part of the area that was first excavated. Per-
haps the length of the pits may have something to do with different
excavation technique and stratigraphic interpretation of these
graves, but the practice is nonetheless interesting. Somewhat sur-
prisingly, there is virtually no distinct variable between the general
N-S and E-W series regarding numbers, type or assemblages. It is
also interesting that all the cenotaphs have N-S orientation and are
found only in the northern part of the area. Concerning the orienta-
tion of the graves, there are no correlations between their general
directions. There is a horizontal difference between the northern
and southern parts of the area D upper, in which the southern has a
greater ratio of E-S aligned graves (16 vs. 5; 10 vs. 22 N-S). It may
also be worth noting that all clusters of the corresponding align-
ment are situated in the middle and southern parts of the area (with
the exception of the cluster of graves 2, 7, 13 and 14).

Some of the grave interments reveal some clustering and pat-
terns, while others are more evenly spread. Bone points, flint items,
ceramics and pig bone are frequent and are found in graves through-
out the site. There do not seem to be any spatial patterns of various
species (e.g., seal, hedgehog, fish, elk), but three of the four graves
(2, 18, 21 and 62) that contain remains of hedgehog are found in the
north. Grave 62 is distinct from the others spatially, as it is the only
grave without pig bones but containing remains of hedgehog and
bones of elk. Seal teeth are found in c. 30% of the graves, but not in
the mid-part or east of the black surface, a pattern that is even
clearer when only the pierced ones are concerned. There are no
pierced teeth in any of the graves with more than one individual.
The finds of amber correspond to the finds of pierced teeth, a pattern
that is also found in the distribution of the category of ‘exotica’ (axes
of cretaceous flint, amber, etc.) The category of pseudo-exotica
(‘flutes’ and fowl bone, etc.), however, are more evenly spread.
Taffinder’s analysis of other Gotlandic, Middle Neolithic graves
suggests that exotica are mainly found in adult burials and that
more men than women were buried with exotic interments
(Taffinder 1998:88). This conclusion is not sustained in the Ajvide
material. It is also interesting to note that finds of amber and den-
talium shell are found only in the older graves of Västerbjärs
(Malmer 2002:94). However, there is no similar pattern at Ajvide.

The category of ‘Stone tools’ (other than flint items, e.g., wheat
stones, pounding stones, etc.) is found mainly in the northern part.
There is also a tendency for ‘fishing gear’ (fish-hooks, harpoons,
birch rolls) to be found mainly in graves in the northern part of the
area. It is interesting to note that this category seems to be juxta-
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posed to the category of ‘hunting gear’ (bone and flint arrow points).
Graves that include elements of the category of ‘hunting gear’ are,
however, quite few in number. The Birch rolls are found only in
graves in the northern part of the area, perhaps a result due to
varying conditions of preservation? Also occurrences of ochre and
yellow or red soil are mainly found in the graves of the northern-
most part.

It is increasingly clear that the graves of the northern part of
Ajvide D upper are different in many respects from the others. Most
obvious is the greater number of different artefact types. These pat-
terns are interesting as such, but in order to discuss social change
and the development of the burial ground, they need to be related
chronologically. We need, however, to be more precise to make
sense of the contradictory evidence of C14 and stratigraphy. A pos-
sible way of achieving this is to recognize a number of hypothetical
series of two or more graves that seem to be related as a chain of
events on the episodic level or were constructed by similar, structu-
rating practices. Here, I mainly focus on the varying practices
behind the construction of the graves and their relation in space.

Serial practices at Ajvide: Tracing series of events
As there are very few, if any, generally distinctive, chronological
traits at Ajvide, we need to follow another path in order to make
sense of the apparent entropy. By focusing on the practice of making
the graves, we may establish a number of series based upon the so-
cial practices of construction that are hypothetically related in time.
Nine series call for attention (A to H). These are attended to in order
and those that seem solid will be related to each other, in order to
discuss the social change and development of the burial field. The
first series (A) encompasses graves nos. 6, 19 and 30. These are all of
the latest series of radiocarbon dates which may distinguish them
from the older ones.

What distinguishes these three graves, besides their late radiocar-
bon dates, is that they possibly form a line oriented N-S and share
the general orientation. It is interesting here that grave 19 has the
only radiocarbon dating that is clearly later than the others and that
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the grave include a faceted grindstone of STR-type (Malmer
2002:96). Taking these aspects as a starting-point, we may also add
graves nos. 21 and 47 at the northern and southern ends of the same
line respectively. Looking at other data, we find that the ‘core’ of the
series shares other elements: all buried individuals are males, bur-
ied in long pits, which contain neither ornaments nor exotica. Of the
two candidates, grave 21 is quite different in many instances, not
only because it is a cenotaph, but also in the types and categories of
grave interments. The other candidate, grave 47, is different, insofar
as it is a small grave of a child but does not raise any other objec-
tions to being included in the series.

A second series (B) is those
graves that form a circular bow or
even a circle around the empty
area in the northern part (1, 3, 17
and 18, and possibly 12, 19, 22, 23
and 29 or 4, 16, 9, 10 and 15).
Here, we find that grave no. 1 is
in many ways different from the
others, which also applies to
grave 16 in respect of interments
and spatial position. Grave no. 29
is a triple grave and, like 16, is
also spatially separated from the
others. Grave 12 is the only
cenotaph. The remaining graves,
however, share a number of features: the pits are aligned N-S (ex-
cept no. 23), and they are ‘poor’ in that they contain unusually few
interments. Grave 19 of series A seems to be a later ‘intruder’ to be
included. This series is perhaps the fuzziest, with many possible
candidates and alternative combinations. This assemblage, how-
ever, leaves us with the graves 3, 4, 18 and 29 as constituting series
B.

Series C consists of graves nos. 2, 7,
13 and 14. They are all quite alike, except
for no. 14, which differs in more respects
than being ‘out of line’. All have the same
E-W orientation, most are burials of old
individuals of male sex (except for no. 2),
the pits are of extended length, and all,
except 14, contain fish-hooks (but no har-
poons), pierced seal teeth, and various
animal bones. It is nonetheless an inter-
esting line of graves that possibly constitutes a chain of events of
short duration, especially as regards their exactly corresponding
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orientation. It is worth noting that grave no. 2 contains an amber
bead in the shape of a ‘double-axe’, which suggest that grave 2 (and
perhaps series C) is actually one of the oldest graves at Ajvide (cf.
Malmer 2002:83).

The row of graves nos. 1, 3, 4, 8,
15 and 24 constitutes series D. They
are all of extended length, aligned N-S
and share similar kinds of interments.
Grave no. 1, however, once again
stands out from the others in several
ways: it is the only one that contains
animal bone, flint, pierced/unpierced
teeth, exotica (axe, amber) and thus ornaments. Also no. 24 is
slightly different as regards closeness in space, with the head ori-
ented in the southern direction and the presence of fowl bone and
muscular wear. Here, it is also interesting that two of the graves (8
and 15) are cenotaphs.

There is also a series (E) of graves
separated from the rest, as they are situated
west of the ‘black surface’ (25-8, 34, 36 and
37). These graves are fairly consistent but
form pairs rather than a series. One example
is nos. 28 and 36 which are both hocker
burials in round pits. It is interesting to note
that no. 36 actually differs most from all the
rest; it is the only one containing fishing
gear, as well as 3-4 times more interments
than the others (which are unusually low in
numbers). The individual in grave 36 is also
the only woman. The two graves do not share the same series of ra-
diocarbon date (series 1 and 2 respectively) but may still be
contemporary and thus hint at an older date.

In addition to the general spatial series, we can also pursue
others constituted by distinct social practices. For instance, the se-
ries F, which consists of the cenotaphs (8, 9, 11, 12, 15, 21, 32 and 33).
The last two differ in the respect that they are separated from the
others in space and nos. 11, 12 and 15 are aligned in a row. It is in-
teresting to note that the cenotaphs do not contain any pierced teeth
or ‘flutes’; only one of them has amber and fowl bone (no. 21). This
may sustain the assumption that these elements are ornaments or
clothing, that is, items belonging to a body and thus not deposited
in a similar sense as the other interments. The grave with fowl bone
and amber is also, together with nos. 32 and 33, separated spatially
from the others. Cenotaphs 32 and 33 also stand out, as they do not
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contain any material at all
(neither bones nor inter-
ments), which makes them
questionable as ‘real’ ceno-
taphs. Also no. 9 stands out
from the other cenotaphs in
a similar, but not so ex-
treme way as no. 21. There
is no animal bone in the
cenotaphs, which may sug-
gest that unworked animal
bones are generally remains
of food offerings. The prac-
tice of making ‘empty’
graves seems to be a
chronological trait in gen-
eral in which the row of
graves nos. 11, 12 and 15 may
constitute a sub-series.

Another serial practice that di-
verges from the ‘normal’ practice is in
series G; the graves with more than one
individual (nos. 23, 29, 30, 38, 42 and
52). These are both consistent and
varying in relation to each other. The
most conspicuous trait that they have
in common is that they cluster in the
middle of the area due west of the
black surface. Grave no. 52 has the
highest degree of differentiation from
the others and is the only one that does
not contain any adult. It is interesting
to note that double burials 30 and 42
contain no interments at all but share
the same orientation. The radiocarbon
dates of graves 29 and 30 adhere to dif-
ferent series (1 and 3 respectively).

The extraordinary long grave pits (1-9, 11-13, 15, 21, 25, 31 and
33), mainly found in the northern area, constitute series H. Two
graves over 2.5 m long are excluded (42 and 52), as they are double
burials. The extended length of the pits is a quite distinct practice
that separates them as a series. It is an open question why they were
made twice as long as necessary; perhaps these individuals were
buried in some sort of boat or, as Malmer suggests, a wooden coffin
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or a ‘symbolic’ boat
(1975:49; 2002:92). They
are concen-trated in the
northern part of the
field with only a few
‘outliers’ in the middle
part. There are no other
individual attributes
than extreme length
that distinguish these
graves from others.
Three graves belong to
different radiocarbon
dated series (series 1: 2
and 13, series 2: 1, and
series 3: 6), which is a
confusing circumstance
that does not fit well
with the stratigraphic
evidence. These graves surely constitute a series of their own, al-
though the extreme length may not necessarily prove to be a
straight, chronological parameter.

The analysed series (A to H) give a confusing result. Indeed,
identification of patterns is a means, not an end. The series cannot
easily be put into a relative, chronological frame, but there are a
number of indications of several distinct phases of use. The radio-
carbon datings make little sense and cannot directly be used to
sequence individual graves or series of graves. The only instances
for which we have clear dates are graves 2 and 29, which are radio-
carbon-dated from three independently sources each. It is also quite
safe to assume that grave no. 19 is one of the later graves, both ac-
cording to artefacts (the grindstone) and the radiocarbon dating. At
first glance, it seems that the northern part of Ajvide is older than
the southern part (divided roughly in the middle). A similar, hori-
zontal division between an older (northern) and a later (southern)
phase of use is, as mentioned, found at the Västerbjärs site (Malmer
2002:94f). Indeed, the northern part of the Ajvide area is special in
many ways: the buried individuals are generally of old age, but in-
clude none of the tallest individuals; it encompasses all cenotaphs,
the majority of non-flint, stone tools, birch rolls and ochre and gen-
erally the extreme lengths of the pits. It has much greater NAT
values (Number of Artefact Types) in relation to the average. It is
interesting to note that the lion’s share of the E-W oriented burials
have been found in the southern part (ratio of 16:5). However, if we
are concerned with possible chronological traits, such as the series
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of C14 datings, finds of amber, stratigraphy, etc., we may end up
with a rough, tripartite division of the Ajvide site. The southern-
most series of graves seem as a general rule to be more or less
contemporary with the northern series, leaving the middle part as
the latest. In short, the northern graves are the oldest, then graves
were dug further south and finally the middle series was con-
structed – which also span over the older northern and southern parts.
Indeed, the disturbed graves are found in the north and the south.
The middle area contains all double and triple burials but no ceno-
taphs or extended pits. It is tempting to suggest that series C
actually belongs to the ‘southern’ phase; that is, after four attempts
which all intercepted with older graves, the ‘undertakers’ continued
in the southern part.24 Of course, such a tripartite, chronological di-
vision is very crude, with many exceptions, but yet seems valid in a
general sense. It is not obvious how the area east of the ‘black sur-
face’ may fit onto the general scheme; it is separated spatially from
the rest and marked by the absence of children (0-10 years of age),
as well as any individuals showing osteological traces of wear. The
C-14 datings of these graves span from the later series to the older.
It is not very likely that this series constitutes a temporal phase on
its own.

It thus seems likely that the burial ground developed through a
series of more or less independent events of constructions, in which
the participants had varying knowledge of the extent of the past
uses. Such general structure and development will surely encom-
pass many anomalies and exceptions. This is what we must expect
if the graves were constructed in several phases and perhaps by in-
dividuals with little or no knowledge of each other. Some burials
are possibly solitary ones, constructed when individual deaths oc-
curred. They must not be separated by any long time from the
others, but enough to make the older ones invisible. I shall deal
with a few of them here before I sum up.

Peculiarities: The tooth, the whole tooth and nothing but the tooth
Statistical and comparative analyses have many advantages in
finding patterns in complex datasets, yet tend to fail to identify the
unique and cannot automatically discern elements of social impor-
tance. There is thus a need for a brief elucidation of some of the
peculiarities at Ajvide and for a discussion of how they may relate to
the general patterns. There is a general problem of how to relate the
unique and ‘odd’ to the general, but the fragmentation of the ar-
chaeological record also brings about an uncertainty as to how
frequently a given practice really was executed. Solitary acts are
normally not structurating, but they are nevert performed in a social
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vacuum; they are always on some level, subversive or not, related to
some elements of active fibres and threads. Archaeologists are gen-
erally inclined to emphasise unique objects if they contain rich finds,
valuable metals or material that is normally not preserved. This is
not my point here. I want to cover the odd and the outliers of Ajvide
in order to complement the general analysis. Some peculiarities can
perhaps be ‘explained’, but there are still some practices at Ajvide
that, to use Lacanian terminology, resist symbolisation. This is not
the place to account for every facet of the Ajvide burials, nor is there
much room for individual photographs or drawings (but see Bu-
renhult 2002), but I would like to discuss a few examples in some
detail.

One example concerns graves 16 and 23, which indicate signs of
reburial. Grave no. 16 contains fragmented and dislocated parts of a
skeleton. Österholm (1989:183) suggests that the individual, a
woman, seemed to have been ‘folded’ into the grave and that the
bones were black in colour (possibly from train-oil).  It is not clear
whether the state of the grave is due to later, natural or cultural
processes. Missing parts may have perished or been removed. The
other grave, no. 23, is more interesting. It is recorded as a double
burial of a man, 50-60 years old, and a young boy of 12-13 years of
age. The extremity bones of the adult are missing and show signs of
having been decarnated. The adult is laid out across the chest of the
young boy and the femur bones have been rearranged to fit into the
pit. It thus seems like a two-event burial. Perhaps an older grave of
the adult was accidentally or intentionally intersected while making
room for the young boy and the older bones were relocated to fit
into the new grave? Another possible scenario is the opposite; the
grave of the young boy may have been intercepted when burying
the adult. Perhaps the undertakers did not for some reason want to
disturb the older grave but rather made efforts to make the adult fit
into the same pit? The latter hypothesis is perhaps far-fetched but, if
correct, it can tell us something about the importance of orientation.
The bodies are not placed along the same axis, but at an angle of 45°,
despite the outline of the pit.

Graves nos. 16 and 23 have otherwise little in common; they do
not share the same sex of the corpse, interments or orientation, but
are relatively close together (c. 8 m apart) in the northern part of
area D upper (Fig. 4). It rather seems as if they belong to the same
category of accidentally disturbed graves as the other intersected
graves rather than intentional, reburial and post-burial activities.
There is, however, one example of a clearly manipulated burial.
Grave no. 6 contains the remains of a young man of 18-20 years of
age with the upper vertebrae and cranium missing. This would
seem to be due to the fact that the upper part of the grave is inter-
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sected by another (no. 7) in a vertical direction. The strange aspect of
this grave is that the teeth of the young man have been laid out as
they would have been if the cranium had not been removed. Even
stranger is the fact that two canine teeth have been replaced by two
animal bones (pig and seal). There are no indications of capitation
and the teeth seem to have been rather carelessly removed, which
suggests that the missing parts were removed post mortem. This is a
disturbing and unintelligible kind of practice that is hard to relate
to. It is very possible that grave 6 was accidentally disturbed while
digging grave no 7 and that the skull was removed. This is the case
of, for instance, grave no. 4. But to take the time to remove the teeth
and put them back in place with replacements for two missing or
kept teeth is a strange act, about which we can only speculate.

Fig. 15. Vertical photograph of grave 6. Detail of the cranial area with ex-
tracted teeth in situ. Photograph: Göran Burenhult (modified from
Burenhult 2002: colour plate 22d of the CD-Rom).
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There is nothing else that distinguishes this particular grave from
others. We have no clues as to whether this act was unintended and
improvised by one individual or something that was known and
sanctioned by others. What we do know is that teeth in general were
collected and utilised in many ways during the whole period of use.
It is strange for us to imagine that the skull of a dead human could
be removed and used for unknown purposes but that the teeth
needed to be put back in the grave. This instance, along with the
other patterns found in the presence of animal teeth and jaws in
some of the graves, may indicate that teeth in general were loaded
with social significance. If we follow this idea to the extreme, we
may suggest that seals and other animals were mainly hunted be-
cause of their teeth rather than for food.

Burials nos. 28 and 36 are also distinguished from the rest as the
bodies have been placed in the hocker position rather than stretched
out (grave 51 is semi-hocker). The two graves are placed next to
each other, due east of the black surface. No. 28 included a boy, 18-
19 years of age, placed with his head towards the south, The indi-
vidual buried in grave 36 was a woman of 20-25 years of age with
her head towards the west. Grave 28 was nearly empty of artefacts,
while no. 36 included fishing gear, flint tools, a hedgehog jaw, etc.
The common location, form, size and burial position of these two
graves suggest that they are roughly of contemporary date. The ra-
diocarbon dates, however, suggest otherwise; the human in grave 36
is several hundreds of years older than the individual in grave 28. If,
despite differing radiocarbon dates,25 they are contemporary, this
may tell us something about the possible importance of orientation
of the head. The orientation towards the north and the west may be
coincidental but may also have been intended according to corpo-
real associations (e.g., sex or age).

There are two individual graves that have been especially high-
lighted by the excavators. One is no. 60, which contains a child
accompanied by no less than 32 pig jaws more or less randomly
distributed at the foot end. The other example is grave no. 62, which
contains an individual, 25-30 years of age. The sex is ambiguous, the
individual is taller than the average woman and has a robust cra-
nium, but the pubic bone indicates that it is a woman’s grave
(Molnar 2002:373). The special feature of this grave is the large
amount of small, hollow bones found within it. The artefacts are in-
terpreted as flutes but may just as well be imitations of dentalium
shells, which suggests that these are dress ornaments (cf. Lindquist
& Possnert 1997a:73). In general, this grave is unusual in respect of
the grave interments which include a bone comb and mother-of-
pearl ornaments not found in any other grave.
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Indeed, there are some strange combinations of finds at Ajvide.
Some may be discarded by alternative interpretations whilst others
are still difficult to grasp. Are these subaltern practices, things that
have little to do with the ‘normal’, structurating practices of the dif-
ferent series at Ajvide? Perhaps they are simply anomalies, acts of
single (un)related individuals. Perhaps the ‘strangest’ practices were
performed when the thread of structurating positivities was weak.
Clifford Geertz has expressed confusion on this matter; he wonders
’What are we to make of cultural practices that seem to us odd and
illogical? How odd are they? How illogical? In what precisely does
reason lie?’ (Geertz 2000:104). As Geertz stresses, we cannot satis-
factorily distinguish ‘strange’ from ‘normal’ practices. Archaeology
also faces the question of representativity, which also imposes
problems in distinguishing singular from repetitive acts. There is no
solution to this problems, somethings are perhaps better left unin-
terpreted(?).

Summary: Life and death at Ajvide
The graves of Ajvide present an interesting and thought-provoking
set of data, which is by no means homogeneous or simple to ana-
lyse. The published documentation of the Ajvide data is thorough,
although it contains some contradictions and question marks, for
instance, regarding the sex of the individual in grave 59 (Burenhult
2002:42; Molnar 2002:373). There are always problems in analysing
archaeological evidence without first-hand knowledge of the exca-
vation process; some aspects have to be taken at face value, while
others are more questionable. The documentation is partly detailed,
while other information is general or non-existent. The problems of
the kind of ‘armchair archaeology’ that I have conducted here lie,
however, not only in the quality and quantity of data, but also in the
chains of associations that have already been made by the authors. It
is not simply a question of a double hermeneutic in the Giddensian
sense, nor of any Foucauldian archaeology of documents and state-
ments. Rather, the process may be described as an archaeology of
hermeneutics. It means digging through the layers of interpreta-
tions, statements and chains of associations in order to reach a point
where the nodes of the deductive chain can be identified and in
which a lower stratum can be found from which we can pursue new
chains of associations. We cannot always take the arguments of the
authors/excavators at face value, as the information they provide
follows deductive chains whose premises may be incompatible with
microarchaeology. It is problematic, as the provided information is
also ‘filtered’ through the logic of the argument. In other words: it is
very easy to be led through the texts and to end up with or to high-
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light the same elements. The ‘archaeological’ component in this
process thus lies in identifying the ‘nodes’ in the chain of argu-
ments, in order to allow other reasonable lines of thought.

But how about life and death at Ajvide? Seen from a tradi-
tional point of view, that is, as archaeological evidence from a
culture group (i.e. Pitted Ware Culture) or a small, local community
of such an entity, the burials give a picture of a peaceful, hunting-
fishing community with little evidence of social stratification or ine-
qualities (cf. Burenhult 2002:34). Indeed, the osteological data show
no signs of violence and there are quite large numbers of old indi-
viduals. It was not necessarily an easy life for all, though, a number
of skeletons show signs of extensive wear from hard labour. Does
the microarchaeological analysis differ in any way from the culture-
historical one? Indeed, it does. Although the analysis is not com-
plete, employing all possible analytical strategies and operations
and only considering a sample of all the excavated graves, we have
managed to establish a number of points. The graves of Ajvide are
unlikely to represent a communal burial ground in the normal
sense. One rather gets the impression that new graves were dug
during different periods of occupation or at random visits. The se-
ries of perfectly aligned graves hint that they are reasonably
contemporary (i.e. little solar variation), while other, larger series of
graves with similar traits, but varying alignments, may cover a
longer period of a generation or two. The spatial division found at
Västerbjärs may hint at a possibly similar division at Ajvide (al-
though not homogeneous). However, by making the proposed,
general, spatial distinctions, we can begin to discuss changes in
structurating practices regarding the disposal of the dead.

It seems likely that the cenotaphs actually constitute a series in
a temporal sense, although not all of them are likely to represent an
event on the situational level. This may tell us something about the
attitudes towards corporeality and death. The dead body seems
never to have been an abject; in a similar vein the ‘Real’ of the body
(blood, flesh and bones, etc.) is not likely to have been troublesome
or traumatic. The series C (nos. 2, 7, 13 and 14) is interesting here, as
the graves intersect and partly destroy only slightly older graves.
This series is clearly later (but not necessarily much later) than se-
ries B of the cenotaphs. The ‘undertakers’ must have realised that
they had come across remains of humans whose bones were either
taken care of in some way or trashed elsewhere. The first three
graves are aligned, but the last, no. 14, is not. This can be inter-
preted as meaning that, from experience, they tried to avoid
destroying another grave. The irony is that they did so anyhow,
which may have been a reason for not continuing the original
alignment and thus to start burying the dead elsewhere. This could
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also imply a sequence of events starting with the digging of grave 4
and ending with grave 14. The general numbers of artefacts may
support this hypothesis, as they decline along the suggested se-
quence of events. It is indeed a small sample, but it is worth noting
that none of the graves of series C are cenotaphs. This may indicate
a change towards corporealities or beliefs about death and the af-
terlife, but also a shift in social practice. The graves of series C do
contain fish-hooks but no harpoons, an instance that may slightly
sustain the drowned-at-sea hypothesis of the cenotaphs (of which
two contain harpoons). The graves of series C are, however, linked
to series H, as three of the four graves are of extended length. Al-
though the practice of extended graves is distinct from others with
regard to energy expenditure, that particular, structurating practice
may be of longer duration and spatial extent (cf. similar graves at
other sites on Gotland, e.g., Janzon 1974). It may be worth noting
that the extended graves in general contain fishing gear that may be
an argument for the buried-in-boat hypothesis. It is also interesting
to note that the graves of series C are also later than the ‘line’ of se-
ries A and the ‘row’ of series D.

The empty space in the centre of series B seems special with
regard to the lack of burials and to the density of bones in the cul-
tural layer. It ought to have been an area with some kind of visible
marker above ground, perhaps a three of some significance? The
series of graves aligned around this area does not, somewhat sur-
prisingly, show any convincing evidence of being related or even
contemporary. What we can assume at this stage is a possible, tem-
poral gap between the graves of the middle part and a northern and
a southern series of graves.

The double and triple burials constitute a semi-independent
series (G) located in the middle part of the area and possibly partly
of a later date. We can only speculate about the reason for this pat-
tern. But they differ from the extended pits and thus the cenotaphs
in respect of labour investment. The graves contain both pairs of
adults, adults with children and children with children. This is gen-
erally interpreted as mirroring some kind of social relation, such as
kinship or even family-like relations (e.g., Malmer 2002:93). The
grave interments are few, which may indicate difficult times, a pe-
riod of back-lash, perhaps epidemics or simply less food, but also
unfavourable circumstances for digging. This may be one reason
why we find more than one phase of use at Ajvide. Their orienta-
tion, stature, age and sex seem random and all but one
indeterminate individual share the general back position and nor-
mal grave dimensions. No amber and no pierced teeth are found in
these graves (as are generally found in graves with old radiocarbon
dates), but one includes an imported flint axe and other pseudo-
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exotica. What we may face here is a phase of ‘rationalization’, that is,
instead of burying the individual corpses in a line of individual
grave pits, they are all placed in one. Such a hypothesis hints at a
period of stress or perhaps unfortunate circumstances. It may very
well have been the case that these communal graves were dug dur-
ing winter or in other unfavourable circumstances for pit-digging.
Nonetheless, it is worth noting that none of these graves are of
greater length than ‘necessary’ and that the only grave without any
adult differs from the rest. There is also a social ‘explanation’ which
may suggest the presence of a series of individuals or a phase with
less stress on individuality, but that may be pushing the data too
far(?). We may, however, consider a comparison with a hypothetical
series of graves 5, 9 and 10. The infant buried in grave 10 received
an individual grave in relation to the cenotaph and the female of
grave 5. If we assume that these three graves constitute a related
chain of events on the episodic level, they are distinct from the
practices of double burials in the mid-field.

The proposed series (A to H) are in various ways linked to
each other. Some seem to be more or less contemporary, while oth-
ers belong to separate phases. Somewhat surprisingly, the
radiocarbon dates are of little use here, as they do not match the
evidence of stratigraphy. There may be variations between indi-
viduals in the extent of marine diet that produces mismatching
dates. Here we are probably better off emphasising stratigraphy and
horizontal parameters. The clearest difference is found between the
later series C and series A, D and F (possibly also series B). These
series do not need to differ very much in time; perhaps they were
constructed within one or two generations or even in the same year.
It may very well be that most graves were constructed during a
relatively short period of time (as is hinted by the radiocarbon dates
of graves 2 and 29 and the stratigraphical evidence). Such a per-
spective suggests that the differences are more of a social character
than of changing practices. It is always problematic to differentiate
temporal from social parameters. There is no way that we can be
certain in this case without more radiocarbon datings, preferably of
bones of terrestrial animals found within the graves and comple-
mented by C13 values for each individual. This instance points to
the ambiguity of the data and the importance of detailed analysis.
Frustrated archaeologists commonly cry that they need more time,
more money, etc. to be able to pursue an interesting line of thought.
The lack of resources may be an obstacle in some cases, but it need
not be a question of resources. With a careful project design, dedi-
cated to the given circumstances of an object, it may be more a
question of priorities. We may perhaps employ the metaphor of fi-
bers and threads here, in the respect that some series of artifacts and
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construction elements that have chronological significance are of
longer duration than others, sometimes parallel, sometimes ex-
changed for others or simply cease to be important.

The data of the Ajvide site seemed at first to be very promising
for an analysis of serial practice and corporeality, but unfortunately
they were not perfect. For instance, the attempt to establish associa-
tions of corporeal attributes finds little support at Ajvide.  At this
point, the material remains of the dead do not allow for a thorough
analysis of corporeality. The osteological data are meagre in relation
to what can be recorded of better-preserved corpses (hair, eye-
colour, tattoos, etc.). This does not suggest that studies of the social
significance of corporeal attributes and social subjectivation are un-
interesting. On the contrary, is the lack of corporeal series due to the
question of what the graves really signify, the living or the dead?
The data from Ajvide rather suggest that the grave interments are
generally to be associated with the ‘buriers’ rather than with the
buried. From such a perspective, we can imagine a number of indi-
viduals of different social series who repeatedly returned to Ajvide
and perhaps other places to bury the recent dead. In some instances
they brought only one or two corpses, but in other cases a greater
number. This scenario is partly sustained by the number of ‘pairs’ of
graves found at Ajvide. Also the cases of dislocated bones in some
of the graves follow this line of thought, as they may have been
temporarily buried elsewhere and moved to Ajvide at a later stage.

We should thus perhaps rather discuss the social constitution of
the buriers that utilised Ajvide than analyse the corporealities of the
dead. The variety of artifact assemblies between and within series of
graves suggests that the buriers and participants in the burial events
were not restricted to a special series of individuals. On the con-
trary, they seem to have included individuals from a broad series of
various, corporeal constitutions, as well as from different, subjecti-
vated categories. The unfortunate implication of this hypothesis is,
however, that the extent and changes in subjectivating elements and
parameters are difficult to grasp from the burial data. We lack in-
formation about the relations between the deposited items and the
active subject (or the social series that they may represent).

A question that remains unanswered is why it was so crucial to
dig so many graves within such a small area? There ought to be a
reason for this. The Ajvide area was, in different periods of time a
somewhat special place that initiated certain activities. We have
traces of extensive slaughtering of seals etc and perhaps feasting
rituals during five to seven generations at the site. For some reason,
it was later transformed into a burial ground. We can only speculate
about why this particular place was chosen, but it is possible that
the islands of Stora and Lilla Karlsö are part of the solution. They
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are quite unique and conspicuous features that may, for various rea-
sons, have made the place suitable for burials. In the following
chapter, I shall continue to discuss structurating practices in relation
to archaeological data with special concern for such possible ‘natu-
ral’ signifiants, for instance, the possible potential in discussing the
location of graves as nodes of structuration in relation to their local
microecologies. We shall, however, move in time and space from
Ajvide and the Neolithic to Iron Age Greece and the parish of
Arcadia.
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4
Making Room for the Dead

Structurating practice and the material environment

The size of the sun is the width of a human foot.
Heraclitus, fragment 326

In the Introduction and Chapter 2, I touched upon the spatial as-
pects of the social structuration process, that is, the ways in which
‘natural’ and ‘modified’ materialities may initiate or prompt structu-
rating practices. Here, we may find inspiration in Whyte’s example
of how material culture (air-conditioners) can be used to track gen-
eral, day-to-day movement and find sociomaterial explanations of
the spatial distribution of such materialities (see Chapter 2). We may
also recall the seemingly irrational route of the old Greek woman in
Chapter 1. The sociology of space now makes up an extensive body
of literature concerning the spatial aspects of houses and landscapes
in many different disciplines, including anthropology, ethnology,
geography, architecture and archaeology (for a general introduction,
see e.g., Peet 1998). This is not the place for a summary of the lit-
erature, but I will present a brief introduction to the general
perspectives and terminology. Many theories of social space are not
suitable for archaeological analysis; some need actual behavioural
studies or living informants to make sense, while others are gener-
ally hard to make operative. Space is a relative concept in a social
sense, which means that we may expect to find multiple and con-
flicting uses and ideas of space in any given area. Nonetheless,
despite social multivocality, varying abilities and power strategies,
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Whyte’s example illustrates how some relations between social
practice and the material setting can be identified and discussed.
However, owing to imprecise and fragmented evidence, most ar-
chaeological examples are more or less bound to be tentative in
character, which does not necessarily mean that they are not inter-
esting and useful. In this chapter, I shall stress the spatial relations
between cultural constructions and their position in a natural envi-
ronment, with a special focus on parameters that structurate the
location of burials.

Materialities, landscapes and social structuration
As in any question on social practice, there are a number of con-
flicting views on how to approach social space and the structuration
of landscapes. The processual, settlement archaeology of the 1960s
and 1970s advocated a culture-ecological approach and focused on
formation processes (deforestation, coastal variations and cultural
transformations of the environment), as well as on the utilisation of
regional resources. By stressing the concepts of evolution and ad-
aptation, processual archaeology placed much weight on
environmental conditions as formative factors for the ways in which
cultures developed (e.g., Binford 1982). The environment was
mainly viewed as one-dimensional space, a provider of the necessi-
ties for survival and, to varying extents, constraining human action.
The tendency of processual archaeology to stress adaptation as a
general, unidirectional law is, needless to say, quite deterministic.
Not surprisingly, the functional environmental approach has been
criticised by geographers, anthropologists and archaeologists for
neglecting the variability and creativity of human agency (e.g. Cos-
grove 1984; Giddens 1984, 1985; Urry 1985; Shanks & Tilley 1987a;
Rose 1993; Barret 1994; Macnaghten & Urry 1998).

A less deterministic approach to social space is found in the
new landscape archaeology, ‘the phenomenology of space’, inspired
by strands of thought from human geography (Tilley 1994:10). In
this perspective, social action and the non-human context (the land-
scape) are seen as an integrated, mutually structurating process
(e.g., Bender 1993; Tilley 1994:23; 1999; Saltzman & Svensson 1997;
Johnston 1998; Bradley 2000). In contrast to the culture-ecological
view, the landscape is perceived as embedded sets of space-time
relations: “In learning about the landscape, it acts as a primary me-
dium of socialisation, and from this follows the landscape’s
importance in the creation and reproduction of power” (Tilley
1996a:161-62). The phenomenological, landscape approach thus
bridges social and geographical studies. Humans are not simply
situated in landscapes; a more or less mutual relation is assumed, in
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which, on the one hand, the landscape constrains and enables some
social practices, but, on the other hand, the landscape is modified
and rearranged by its inhabitants. For instance, tombs or other
monumental constructions may enhance the social significance of
certain special places. Richard Bradley has suggested that the
building of monuments in Neolithic Europe changed the experience
of time and place as an unintended consequence of the changes they
imposed on the landscape (Bradley 1993:21).

The phenomenological approach in landscape analysis is not a
homogeneous project; it lacks defined methodologies and opera-
tional procedures to deal with empirical investigations (Criado &
Villoch 2000:190, 212). The focus is in general set on visibilities in the
landscape; stressing sight-lines and visibility between monuments
and their relation to environmental features, such as rock outcrops
and other morphological features. The intricate question is who is
observing; how and why are seldom concerned (cf. Criado & Villoch
2000:189). The circumstances and purposes of visibility may be im-
portant matters in some instances, but we should not overlook that
this may be a specifically western, male way of seeing (Cosgrove
1984). What is more important, landscapes are not only ‘visual’;
their specific topography and material constitution are probably
more important factors in the structuration of social space. Land-
scape settings often offer cues for types of behaviour (Peet 1998:58).
The type of landscape (desert, forested, rocky, etc.) surely initiates
different needs and evokes different ways of movement, building
and organisation.

Probably the most valuable feature of the otherwise dim as-
pects of the phenomenological approach is the corporeal perspective
on the material world. Tilley emphasizes the process of ”interpreting
the significance of place through the body: the hill in its physical re-
ality, in my memory and in myths, the histories as stories told of it,
the way in which I approach it, and from where” (Tilley 1999:180).
The traditional search for patterns with the aid of two-dimensional
maps or GIS data is generally too crude to identify such aspects, if
restricted to recorded cultural features and terrain models (cf. Tilley
1993:56; Richards 1993). To discuss small-scale aspects of movement
and activity in a landscape, we need a corporeal perspective to
grasp those intricate observations that can help to make sense of the
social landscape. The corporeal implications of phenomenological
theory entail a general, ‘in the flesh’ point of view, which does not
necessarily imply an emphatic or subject-oriented perspective.
Nonetheless, the passive, experiencing subjects are much more fre-
quent in landscape studies than active (e.g., working), social subjects
(cf. Gosden 1994:80, but see Ingold 1993 on taskscape).27 The empha-
sis on the symbolic aspects of the landscape would certainly benefit
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from including aspects of the hard-fact reality of materialities, hu-
man necessity and activity/movement (cf. Peet 1998:60).

Structuration of space: Activities, movement and accessibility
The undoubtedly most discussed features of the landscape in ar-
chaeology are habitation sites, production sites and graves, but there
are, of course, many other, just as interesting kinds of ‘places’.28 In
any populated landscape, there are normally paths and roads, trans-
fer-ways, fords and bridges. Such features may follow topography
or brutally neglect it or constitute many alternative connections
between different places or features. Movement and accessibility are
thus important parameters in the social analysis of space. For in-
stance, the path by which we approach megaliths may be as
important as the site of the megalith itself (Tilley 1993:73; 1999:180;
Johnston 1998:61). From a corporeal point of view, accessibility is to
varying degrees enhanced or constrained by positive and negative
‘friction’ in the landscape. A steep slope, dense vegetation, etc., can
impose negative friction (constraint), while the opposite, positive fric-
tion (enabling), is more closely tied to levels of technology. A boat or
canoe may change the time-space ratio of waters (lakes and rivers)
etc. Besides such practical aspects, ideological or metaphysical as-
pects may also be as constraining as a steep slope or marshland. It
will suffice to mention areas and places that may not have been
utilised or crossed, owing to a variety of mental or social considera-
tions (e.g., ideological, superstitious, aesthetic or cosmological).
Examples of these could be any given area (e.g., of waters, hills,
marshy areas, etc.) or just places endowed with social significance
(cf. Tilley 1999:182f). We should thus expect that the past landscape
was used and appropriated in several different ways by different
series of individuals who moved about, doing different things on
different serial routes.

In addition to activity areas, paths and routes, we should also
expect to find non-places and back-areas, etc. (cf. Giddens
1984:122ff; Augé 1995; Löfgren 1997). We can also add places or
features loaded with social content, history and memory or ordinary
places where something happened to occur (cf. Hornborg 1997;
Bradley 2002). So-called signifiants of the landscape may take many
forms; they may be boundaries (mountain steeps, waters, vegetation),
pathways (passages, valleys, coastlines), and landmarks (special ‘natu-
ral’ features, a tree or a rock), etc. (Lynch 1960; cf. Gansum et al
1997; Lekberg 2002:233ff, Heimann 2002:44ff). All these more or less
distinct features, places or locales may be important for the social
analysis of space. Such places and features can function as ‘nodes’ in
the structuration of space or as ‘stations’ on serial routes. We must,
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however, expect that many such features will no longer be identifi-
able; roads, paths and such do not necessarily leave any durable
traces.

The structuration of space, that is, ways of utilising space and
the organisation of movement and activities in a given locale, is a
social process, and, as such, we are likely to trace structurating
practices and thus structurating positivities from the material resi-
dues of the structuration process. Cultural constructions are not
randomly distributed in space; they are in one way or another re-
lated to the structurating practices of a microecology. Nota bene, I
refer to practices, not people. Social practices are normally conducted
at a definite place and at given moments (although some may ex-
tend over long periods of time). Their implications and results,
however, are not so restricted in time and space. What we should
expect to find when analysing traces of social practice in a landscape
setting is thus a variety of structurating practices. Normally, such
variations are attributed to different groups, cultures or time peri-
ods. The problem with such general perspectives is that the
archaeological data seldom fit the observed significant pattern; there
are always data that do not fit, diverging from the norm or simply
not making sense. Such data may be the result of ‘subaltern prac-
tices’ or simply random traces of, for us, unimaginable practices.
From a regional viewpoint, this variation may be interpreted as in-
tra-group segmentation (women, warriors, elites, etc.), social change
or perhaps variations in production. Surely, a ‘standard’ heteroge-
neity of any group is likely to yield a variety of social practices. As
pointed out in Chapter 2, we would benefit from a serial perspective
in which we can discuss the movement and agency of series of indi-
viduals and their differing ways of relating to the local, material
environment. Regarding more general, structurating practices, we
may find other explanations; we may even find that some variability
is illusory. If variables that are more specific are to be included, we
may find that different cases are more alike than they seem at first
sight. We may speak of a matrix of structurated practices being in-
volved; each of them may be combined with another or may exclude
others. One example of this kind, which I will explore in this chap-
ter, is the placement of burials in relation to other activity areas and
the ‘natural’ landscape.

Places of the living and of the dead
In the remaining part of this chapter, I shall continue to focus on
burials. Not so much as archaeological objects, but more as to their
spatial relations to the natural and cultural environment. Graves are
interesting, as they may change the significance of a place or may be
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placed at significant places. As such points in space, they may be
employed to identify structurating ‘nodes’ of reference in a given
landscape. There is surprisingly little elaborate discussion of the
question of where to place the dead, especially regarding less
monumental, rural burials (Cleary 2000:127). The general models,
more or less based on empirical evidence, regarding the placing the
dead are often of a common-sense nature. The ‘proximity hypothe-
sis’ is perhaps the most frequently applied. It seldom requires
additional, identifiable relations other than closeness in space. Such
a perspective is often combined with assumptions that there are
‘natural’ or typical places for different activities. Habitation areas,
for instance, are often supposed to be situated close to natural re-
sources (fertile soils, areas with plenty of game, etc.) or, when
appropriate, situated in areas that are easy to defend. It is simply
considered that burials are placed nearby (e.g., Forsell 2001:59) on
less attractive areas, like rocky hill-slopes, or visually manifested on
hilltops and ridges. Arguing from examples in Boeotia and Attica,
Snodgrass has pointed to the tendency for graves to be placed in the
interstices between clusters of small, rural sites during the Classical
period (1998:39). The fact that they are often situated on arable land
leads Snodgrass to suggest that they were located on field bounda-
ries for different reasons. There are, however, a number of problems
in arguments about closeness, mainly because of the often frag-
mentary and incomplete information. For instance, if a site not yet
discovered had been known, another conclusion might have been
drawn. The temporal depth also presents problems, especially when
reliable dates for the features are lacking. Both habitation sites and
burial grounds can be of very short duration and hence situated in
the same area, or close to each other, without being directly related.

Another popular theme considers the visual aspects of burials.
It has been argued that monumental tombs with high visibility were
placed at boundaries in order to define territorial borders and to
claim authority to land (e.g., Madsen & Jensen 1982:83). However, in
a contrary way, it is also possible that burials were sometimes delib-
erately ‘hidden’, situated so as not to be seen from the settlement or
other activity areas (cf. Tilley 1993:79; Parker Pearson 1999:124; Pers-
son & Sjögren 2001:213). Another theme concerns orientation, that
is, the relation of burials to settlements, sanctuaries or other activity
areas. For instance, Axel Persson suggested that the Mycenaean
burials of Dendra were placed west of the habitation because, if
placed in such a direction, their spirits would not “disturb the living
on their journey to Hades” (Persson 1942:152-153). Another common
example of how burials are related to cultural elements is the delib-
erate use of older burial grounds for secondary burials, perhaps to
relate the present to ancestors of a mythic, distant past (cf. Wells



- The Materiality of Serial Practice -

127

1990:128; Antonaccio 1994). This structurating practice is best
known in relation to monumental and superterranean burials like
tholoi, chamber tombs and megaliths but may apply equally to sub-
terranean burials accidentally discovered or remembered (e.g., Hägg
et al 1980:114, Gates 1983:32f). Other examples of common locations
of graves are along main roads and routes (Kurtz & Boardman
1971:91-93; Schneider & Cancik 2000:196ff; Cleary 2000:128, 137;
Rudebeck 2002). There are certainly a number of simple relations
between the placings of the living and the dead, but the material
evidence seldom supports generalisations from a regional view-
point. Many of these examples are found in different areas and
times, often in combination with parallel practices. For instance, the
idea of Persson and others concerning the orientation of tombs and
settlements is a little too general. Indeed, the majority of the Medi-
terranean Bronze Age tombs seem to have been placed west of the
habitation: examples are to be found in the cases of Berbati (Schallin
1996:171) and Athens (Kurtz & Boardman 1971:30, 34-36), but there
are nevertheless numerous exceptions (e.g., Branigan 1998:17;
Cavanagh & Mee 1998:43, 61). There are few, if any, cases in which
there is a perfect match between one or two single variables. We
should not forget that individual, situated knowledge, what we see
and believe is real, certainly differs from the views of others.

Zubrow (1994) argues that the reasons why some specific lo-
cations were chosen for activity depended on a mix of ideal and real
circumstances. Real (material, topographic) factors often interfere
with the preferred ideal (cognitive, mental) circumstances for the
location of a habitation area or a cemetery. “Settlement and housing
location are the result of a series of personal and cultural decisions.
The ideal pattern of settlement, in the minds of the natives, may be
tempered, adjusted and transformed by topographic reality /.../
The prehistoric landscape is the result of numerous compromises
between the ideal and the real (Zubrow 1994: 108). Despite the fact
that Zubrow’s argument is marked by a simplified duality, he still
makes an important point here, very much neglected in settlement
archaeology. Instead of ‘real’ circumstances, we may prefer ‘local
material context’ (microecologies) and as a substitute for the term
‘ideal’, we may think in terms of bundles of structurating practices.
There are certainly many kinds of social aspects (e.g., religious, tra-
ditional, economic, functional, etc.) that can be active components in
the structuration of space, but they are not alone sufficient to ac-
count for all the factors involved in the process. It is thus essential to
make the arguments more fine-grained in relation to given, local,
material contexts. The notion of ‘suitable space’ is a complex ques-
tion, which involves materialities, attitudes to death and dead
bodies, social negotiation and power relations with many variations.
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The social significance of natural features/materialities
To restrict spatial analysis to orientation and relation to cultural
variables is probably seldom sufficient. Besides the obvious factors,
such as arable soil etc., there are a number of ecological elements
and features of the landscape to consider (Bradley 2000). In the an-
thropological literature, we find reports of how small-scale groups
use certain features of the landscapes as ‘mnemonic pegs’, i.e. as
material references for oral histories (Tilley 1994:202ff; Tilley
1999:182). Structurating practices must not be focused on or around
such features; they may simply function as nodes or points of refer-
ence in the landscape. Such features may be conspicuous elements,
like ridges and smaller hillocks, but also less prominent features,
like rock outcrops, caves, isolated trees or groves, marshy areas,
springs and large rocks, which are charged with social significance.
For example, a mountain peak may be one node of a sight-line that
directs an approximate location for burials. The practice of charging
natural elements of the landscape with social significance or content
is known from ancient sources and the ethnographic record in gen-
eral (Tilley 1994:24-25; Bradley 2001; Aijmer ms.). We must add here
that it is awkward to make sharp distinctions between ‘cultural’ and
‘natural’ features; such distinctions are likely to vary between indi-
viduals and over time, especially in seeking relations to older
constructions that may seem ‘natural’ to some, while ‘natural’ for-
mations on the other hand may seem constructed (cf. Fahlander
2001:47f).

Tilley has on many occasions proposed various relations be-
tween burial monuments and geomorphic features of the landscape
(1993; 1994; 1996a; 1999). In a study of the locations of southern
Scandinavian megaliths, he finds some regional tendencies. In the
parish of Västergötland, the frequency of megaliths are great and
they seem to be sited to maximize views over mountains, mimick-
ing or duplicating the landscape in various ways (1993:63). In
Bohuslän, the tombs are generally smaller, often placed in the mar-
gins with views over valleys and the sea or related to rock outcrops.
They are in a sense ‘embodying commentaries upon the landscape’
(1993:67ff, 78f). In the flat terrain of Skåne in southern Sweden, the
Neolithic tombs are mainly located on productive arable land close
to the sea and to rivers (Tilley 1993:59). The regional differences in
location may have many explanations, and one of them may be that
their location was not very important or ‘meaningful’ after all.
However, the general patterns suggest that they represent different
‘bundles’ of structurating practices, which to some extent vary ac-
cording to the local milieu. This is perhaps something to expect; the
Neolithic of southern Sweden was not very homogeneous, although
there surely were some common fibres and ropes. Different re-
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sources, topography, etc. may yet be significant parameters. Criado
and Villoch (2000) have made some interesting notes on these mat-
ters in their study on the location of Neolithic barrows in the
Barbanza mountains of north-western Iberia. Their approach falls
between phenomenological studies and structural analyses of social
space. They do not seek to study perception on the individual level,
but rather on the social scale (2000:190). They investigate four types
of possible relations underlined by visibility and proximity:

1. Association with natural lines of movement,
2. Association with rocks and significant natural features,
3. Association with other previous monuments and
4. Association with the villages of the builders (2000:199).

With the aid of formalised access diagrams and permeability dia-
grams (Fig. 1), they sketch out an ideal, topographical scheme of
natural rooms and pathways connecting them: “the link between
monuments and movement indicates that the barrow acted as an
artificial reference within a complex code of signals which transmits
information about routes” (2000:211). The paths linked the dead
with the living.

Fig 1. Formalised outlines of the Sierra de Barbanza area: diagrammatic
scheme of the landscape (top centre), translation of this into physical space
(left), and representation of the symmetrical correspondences of the bar-
row system (bottom centre and right, Criado & Villoch 2000:207).
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In the Barbanza mountains, natural features, like rock outcrops,
seem not to have been significant in the organisation of space (al-
though the authors point out that such relations are known to been
important in related regions, 2000:201). Points 3 and 4 are more sug-
gestive; cup-marks, are suggested to outline topographical borders.
The barrows of the Barbanza area are divided chronologically into
two groups; the first type was constructed between 4200-4000 BC,
while the second type was erected between 3500-3000 BC. Criado
and Villoch argue that the later barrow-builders made strategic use
of the first group in an “act of reaffirmation of what has come be-
fore, and negotiating with it or overcoming it”. They claim to have
found a general structural pattern in the organisation of space,
based on a re-use of natural spaces and the construction of artificial
spaces based on circularity. All barrows in the area share three cen-
tral features: 1. a circular vista, visually enclosed, close to
watercourses, 2. a border of a panorama of natural features, visible
from the horizon, and 3. a well-defined, centre point. These defined
panoramas are circularly organised as two opposing halves: one
open for domestication, the other hidden and enclosed. This general
model is repeated in smaller variations (2000:207). Criado and Vil-
loch’s study is impressive and innovative but nevertheless leaves a
number of questions unanswered. One is how they defined the
routes and paths of the area, as there seem to be many alternatives.
Another problem lies in their formalisation of space; it seems that
their model is self-fulfilling and abstract and present a general pat-
tern that the prehistoric inhabitants would have had problems in
apprehending from their situation within the ‘real’ landscape. The
circular principle and opposition between domesticated and wild
would thus be an unconscious imperative typical of Neolithic Iberi-
ans, but why and how are questions that Criado and Villoch leave
unanswered. Instead, it seems as if the model that was applied to
help the analysis rather became the conclusion. It does not seem
very likely that the inhabitants on any conscious or unconscious
level could have acted in accordance with a circular principle which
is only identifiable after a series of top-down general abstractions
(habitation equals domestic area and the ‘unmarked’ landscape is
supposedly wild and undomesticated). It would undoubtedly be
better to speak in terms of certain structurating practices, instead of
ascribing a general, circular cosmology or mentality to the Neolithic
barrow-builders. Nonetheless, Criado and Villoch’s study is still in-
teresting, as they point to a variety of material and cultural aspects
that may have functioned as nodes in the structuration of space.
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The significance of waters as structurating media
One example of a natural element that is seldom accounted for in
detail in spatial studies is the potential use of different kinds of wa-
ters as structurating nodes. Many archaeologists have pointed out
that waters may be important elements in burial practices. Richards
has discussed the ritual aspect of waters in relation to late Neolithic
burials in Britain, and Pikoulas has suggested that some burials
were placed on the other sides of waters to prevent contamination
(Pikoulas 1988:188-191; Richards 1996; see also Hall 1976:361; Tilley
1993:59; Parker Pearson 1999:125, 132). Water is a complex aspect of
the environment with many different and changing characteristics
and may have different effect in relation to different activities.

Mike Parker Pearson (1993) has explored such relations in an
analysis of Iron Age Jutland (500 BC to AD 400). This is a regional
analysis that involves relations between burials, settlement, topog-
raphy and proximity to water (1993:208). The settlements of Jutland
are generally situated within 300 m of fresh water but diverge over
time in topographic situation and orientation. The location of burials
is more varied; in the early pre-Roman period (PRIA), they were
generally situated on the upper slopes of hills or plateaus, c. 200-500
m away from settlements and far away from waters (up to 1000 m).
This variability is decreased in the following periods, in which the
locations of both burials and settlements tend to get closer and to
use similar topographical settings. In the late Roman period (LRIA),
there is also a tendency for burials to be placed on hilltops rather
than on middle and lower slopes (Parker Pearson 1993:211). Parker
Pearson finds no significant patterns with regard to the location of
burials above or under settlements or orientation from settlements
(1993:212). In the early period (500-100 BC), when the dead were
placed far from the settlements, the corpses were cremated and ac-
companied with only simple, metal or bone, dress fittings
(1993:224). Around AD 200, however, when the burials were situ-
ated closer to the settlements, the burial customs changed towards
inhumation and a gradual decrease in the portable values of grave
interments. In the later period, the internal layout of the burial
grounds also reveals spatial differentiation by gender (1993:224).

Parker Pearson thus identified a number of differences in the
disposal of the dead, internal changes in the graves, intra-site, spa-
tial differentiation, and different relations to waters and
topographical settings. He identifies a change of the situation of
burials in relation to waters; in the early PRIA, they were placed at
distances of up to 1000 m but in the final PRIA and LRIA periods,
they were placed closer to water (100-200 m). Parker Pearson inter-
prets this variation mainly as a social development, a growing
concern with lineage and individuality and gender differentiation.
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The structuration of the landscape is thus seen as a strictly social
(human) process which only utilises the properties of the environ-
ment. The layout of the landscape and previous activities play a
passive role in the process and the spatial analysis is two-
dimensional neglecting local visibility and the fact that distances are
relative according to the level of friction in the landscape. Of course,
it seems better to incorporate and combine as many aspects of the
environment as possible, including visibilities and accessibility.

Summary of the general arguments
The examples of Parker Pearson, Criado & Villoch and Tilley are
based upon larger samples of excavated and chronologically situ-
ated information. They cover extensive time-spans and the data are
interpreted within regional and cultural frames. This synthesising
approach is, somewhat surprisingly, widely accepted in archae-
ology, bearing in mind the many objections to such generalisations
(cf. Chapter 2). Differences between local structurating practices and
material circumstances make such general patterns less significant
from a microecological point of view. Topographical analyses of ac-
tivity areas need, generally speaking, to be relative and adjustable to
compensate for ‘ideal’ and ‘real’ compromises between the materi-
alities of given microecologies. To discuss such relations, a dot on a
map will not be sufficient. One time-consuming but effective ap-
proach is to employ ‘phenomenological associations’, a corporeal
experience of their situation in the natural and cultural landscape.
From a situated viewpoint within the topographical context, visibil-
ities (e.g., sight-lines) towards special, surrounding, cultural and
natural features and alternative ways of movement can be regis-
tered. It is admittedly a little strange to use the bird’s-eye
perspective of two-dimensional maps since pre-modern individuals
seldom had the ability to act and think through such a perspective
(cf. Horden & Purcell 2000:10). But, indeed, corporeally adjusted
maps can also be generated with GIS software in various ways
(Zubrow 1994; Fahlander 2001:56f;).

Another central issue, which is well illustrated by Parker Pear-
son’s data, is the temporality of topographical relations and how
quickly they can alter within a culture group and region. An aspect
that is not pursued is the question of the actual relations between
settlements and burial grounds. Closeness in space and time seems
sufficient for assuming actual relations. Such parameters are proba-
bly relevant in a majority of cases, especially regarding formal
cemeteries, but as we have seen at the Ajvide site, such spatial
proximity can be illusory. There is no way that we can be sure that,
for instance, a group of graves next to a settlement actually contains
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dead individuals from that settlement. It may be a likely assump-
tion, which may be reinforced by similarities in datings,
materialities, etc., but closeness in time and space can be more com-
plex than we tend to believe. Just to give an example, during the
expansive period, the Roman military needed quick routes to trans-
port armies and hence built roads across some strategic areas in
occupied territory (Alcock 1993). These constructions were in some
respect ‘alien’ to the local farmers and inhabitants of mainland
Greece but ran close to their settlements etc. They were likely to
have been used locally for many purposes than the initial, main ob-
jective but were still imposed on them and their local setting by
‘outside’ powers. We would thus expect to find burials of the work-
ers who constructed the roads, as well as burials of wounded or sick
individuals of passing troops who happened to die while moving
from one camp to another. There is a multitude of possible varia-
tions that we need to consider in our analysis; perhaps the most
important are to develop more ‘intuitive’ approaches, in order to
grasp the possible relations between settlement sites, burial grounds
and attributes of the landscape.

Asea and Tegea: Two microecologies of Greece
In the introduction, the recent discovery of a number of cist burials
in the Asea Valley was discussed. I shall continue here and discuss
the structurating practices involved in placing the dead in relation
to the spatial position of empirical data. The data are primarily
taken from the parish of Arcadia in the middle of the Peloponnesian
peninsula of Greece, particularly the high-plateaus of Asea and Te-
gea. Asea is a relatively small (c. 50 km2), hilly valley surrounded by
high mountains, while the much larger Tegea includes a varying
topography and a longish extent that comprised several individual,
ancient poleis. The discussed data were mainly acquired by tradi-
tional, intensive, surface surveys, in which I participated. The Asea
Valley was surveyed during the period 1994-96 and the area around
the ancient polis of Tegea was surveyed during the period 1999-2001.
Very little of the material discussed here has thus been excavated
and the information from each feature is scarce. But because of my
in-the-flesh experience of these localities in general - and the graves
in particular - I have found Asea and Tegea to be interesting micro-
ecologies in discussing relations between the placing of the dead
and the environment. There is little meaning in comparing directly
the results of these two rather different cases. I shall rather take the
opportunity to demonstrate the fallacies in making regional gener-
alisations even between two neighbouring locales like Tegea and
Asea. The study would certainly benefit from a larger sample, but,
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owing to the workload that such extensive fieldwork would require,
I have to settle with these examples and minor excursions.  I will
begin by briefly discussing the practice of surveying and the specific
problems in finding and dating graves from different periods, be-
fore I discuss the two microecologies in turn.

Fig. 2. Asea and Tegea and other discussed sites in the Peloponnese.

Survey fieldwork is not a straightforward approach with a consis-
tent, uniform methodology. The degree of intensity, the recording
procedures and the sampling strategy vary both between and within
survey projects (for a general critique of field survey methodology,
see e.g., Bintliff 1991b; Alcock 1993; Cherry & Davis 1994; Bintliff
2000; Iacovou 2001). The traditional, main object of modern field
survey has generally been to pin-point settlements or activity areas
of different time periods. The scale for analysis is normally a ‘terri-
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tory’ or environmental region, a ‘logically’ limited area (e.g., Cherry
1994:105). The concluding result is generally presented, with or
without the help of GIS and statistical tools, as a number of dot
maps or interpolations showing artefact distribution or the spread of
settlements of each period within the region. The interpretative
analysis is thus conducted on the meso- or macro level, although the
actual fieldwork may be quite fine-grained in detail. The detailed
knowledge and experience of the landscape derived from fieldwork
and the information retrieved from large quantities of sampled arte-
facts and other traces of activity is reduced to general, spatio-
temporal models. What is finally published is thus the end of a se-
ries of interpretative chains based on various fragmented sources,
from the classification of a single potsherd to remains of structures
or fragments of literary accounts (cf. Hodder 1999). These chains of
associations and hypotheses are rarely accounted for or discussed in
detail, although anyone working with survey data is well aware of
how yesterday’s conclusion may be overturned by the re-
interpretation of a single variable.  For instance, the date of an arte-
fact may on closer examination suddenly turn out to be a couple of
centuries older or later and re-visits may provide contrary or new
information. I shall present the case of a more detailed account at
the end of this chapter that illustrates the complexity of different,
simultaneous and separate uses of a small area. At this point, I settle
with emphasising that these overall, problematic circumstances of
surveyed data are bound to make the following discussion tentative
and illustrative rather than to present a culture-historical account of
the local burial customs.

Surveying burials
Traditionally, survey projects have not been particularly interested
in locating such non-habitation features. The practice of modern sur-
face surveying has its main origins in the settlement archaeology of
the 1970s, and its traditional goal has been to discover habitation
areas in order to discuss long-term, settlement patterns (Barker
1991:1). Graves have traditionally been regarded as objects that need
to be excavated to be of importance (although there are regional
analyses that start from the positions of graves of estimated dates).
Burial archaeology as a sub-discipline generally discusses popula-
tion ratios, life-spans, social identity, gender relations and social
structure by relating burial structures and artefacts within or be-
tween areas or time periods. This kind of analysis is hardly possible
for burials registered in surveys, mainly owing to the paucity of re-
trievable information. It is therefore not surprising that burials are
seldom recognised or explicitly discussed in traditional surface sur-
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veys. A quick look at some of the recent, published surveys carried
out in Greece shows few newly discovered graves in relation to the
number of habitation sites and other activity areas. The numbers of
registered graves and grave-like features vary from 0.1 to 1.12 per
km2 (Table 1).

Survey Area No. of graves Graves/km2

Keos c. 40 km2 5-8 0.12-0.20

S. Argolid c. 44 km2 11-16 0.25-0.36

Laconia c. 70 km2 9-11 0.13-0.16

Berbati-Limnes c. 61 km2 20-23 0.33-0.38

Nemea c. 80 km2 16-19 0.20-0.24

Asea c. 33 km2 18-23 0.55-0.70

Tegea c. 50 km2 56 1.12

Table 1. The number of registered graves and grave-like features in recent
published surveys (Keos: Cherry, Davis & Mantzourani 1991; S. Argolid:
Jameson, Runnels & van Andel 1994; Laconia: Cavanagh et al. 1996; Berbati-
Limnes: Wells 1996; Nemea: Cherry, Davis & Mantzourani 1996; Asea:
Forsén & Forsén 2002).

The numbers in Table 1 are tentative figures and are not directly
comparable. Important factors that affect the number of registered
features are the extent of the area that has been surveyed and the
detail in which the work has been conducted (intensive/extensive).
Another factor is the degree and quality of the information provided
by the local villagers. Many graves have certainly been lost due to
recent, destructive, formation processes, such as agricultural and
building activities, but the major reason for the low number of reg-
istered burials in surveys is most likely to be the extremely low
visibility of many types of graves. The visibility is dependent on
both burial traditions and social aspects. Monumental burials, such
as megaliths, chamber tombs and Bronze Age tholoi or mounds, are
obviously more easily spotted than subterranean ones of more mod-
est construction. This factor also skews the balance between
different time periods, as the visibility of burials varies according to
changes in burial practices.

The dead may, during some periods, have been disposed of in
such a way that the remains are not retrievable in the archaeological
record (cf. Morris 1992:196). For instance, some individuals may
have been buried at sea or in rivers (Bradley 1995:vii, with refer-
ences; Kyle 1998:214, 252.). Another factor is, of course, variations in
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population ratios and social strategies that permit only parts of the
population to be ‘properly’ buried. Not surprisingly, the majority of
recorded burials are either of superterranean type from the prehis-
toric periods or graves from later, more populated periods. The time
factor is also affected by mode of construction. Stone-built cist
graves and, to a lesser extent, tile graves are more durable than, for
instance, simple pit or earth-cut graves. The visibility of subterra-
nean burials also depends on the rate of modern utilisation of the
environment, such as intensive farming or different kinds of con-
struction work (e.g. Kristiansen 1985:7ff). Generally, subterranean
burials are visible only because of recent, destructive activities.
Many of the registered features are commonly visible in road scarps
— or, as in one case in Asea, at a modern quarry. A further impor-
tant factor is the extent of looting; many features would never have
been found later if the burials had been left intact.

What we are facing is complex relationships between several
unknown factors, which make it hard to draw any substantial con-
clusions from graves registered in surface surveys. The conditions of
such graves are commonly disturbed and seldom contain bones or
burial interments, rendering a positive date for the structures diffi-
cult to establish. Hence, too, it is sometimes problematic to
determine whether the discovered feature is de facto a grave at all.
For these reasons it may seem a waste of time to devote effort to
finding burials in surface surveys. Nonetheless, burials are not only
interesting with regard to their interments and types of construc-
tion. Their location in time and space, and their relationship to other
activity areas and elements of the landscape, can also provide inter-
esting social information. The locations of burials are seldom
randomly chosen but are related to the properties of the landscape
and to the structurating positivities of the particular social forma-
tion. The structurating practices involved in placing the dead are
most likely to be a mixture of the practical, economic, social and
cosmological considerations of a heterogeneous population. In such
a time-space perspective, burials can supply valuable social infor-
mation, as well as enhancing methodological strategies to increase
the number of registered features during surface surveys.

Chronology: Dating and typologies
A central problem concerns the dating and typologies of burials
from different periods. Settlements and other activity areas are gen-
erally easier to date from the type of tile, ceramics or other artefacts.
Burials found during surveys are often more difficult to date. The
construction elements of the less elaborate burials are unfortunately
seldom sufficient for dating — even if they are found nearly intact.



- Making Room for the Dead: Particular -

138

Cist graves of stone, for instance, were employed in prehistory, as
well as in historical and modern periods, in a large part of Greece
and beyond (e.g., Kurtz & Boardman 1971; Cavanagh & Mee 1998).
There seems to be no clear, chronological correlation between differ-
ent types (e.g., pits with cover slab, cists built up of rubble, more
elaborate cists of larger slabs, etc.). The tile graves are also difficult
to date; tile graves of varying constructions are recorded from the
Helladic to the Late Roman/Byzantine periods.29 Tiles have appar-
ently been deployed in burials for as long as they have been used in
buildings. There are no indications of specially designed burial tiles;
all these graves seem to be built up of ordinary roof-tiles (Backe-
Forsberg 1978:124; Coleman 1986:152). The tiles themselves can,
however, offer a rough date for a burial. For instance, black and red
brush-painted tiles are generally ascribed to the Late Archaic to
Hellenistic periods, while light-red, dip-painted tiles are a typical
Roman feature. In some cases, incisions, like finger-stroke marks or
stamps, may hint at a date. A problem here is, of course, that the
tiles are often re-used in later constructions. The different types of
tile-graves: flat-tile cover, gabled-tile cover, flat-tile cover, over and
under body, and tile cist (Backe-Forsberg 1978:124) are represented
from different periods but may still carry chronological traits. Hägg,
by comparing published Classical with Late Hellenistic material
from Corinth, Olynthos and Eridanos, found correlations between
the uses of flat and curved tiles and that of gabled and flat graves.
His analysis indicates a change in the late Classical/early Hellenistic
period from the Laconian towards the Corinthian type of tiles, as
well as a more marked change in the same period from gabled
graves towards a greater number of flat graves (Hägg et al 1980:119).
There are many examples of how the grave or elements of it imitates
houses (Vermeule 1979:48f). Hodder (1990; 1994), among others, has
argued that elements of the houses of the living are symbolically
represented in the properties of burials (the ‘houses of the dead’).
The third type of tile graves (flat-tile cover, over and under body)
may thus hint that such graves were constructed in periods when
the houses were floored with bricks or tiles (i.e. Roman).

However, the type of construction is not only a chronological
trait; it also involves social aspects. For instance, at Asine, the gabled
constructions are used only for adults, whereas the flat- and single-
tile burials are mainly for infants. Hägg also found some local cor-
relations between the orientations of the graves. In Athens, the early
(i.e. Classical), gabled graves are mainly orientated east to west,
while the later (i.e. Hellenistic), flat burials are of north to south ori-
entation (Hägg et al 1980, 120). Hägg’s analysis is altogether
interesting, but it also points to the fallacies of pan-Hellenic or re-
gional comparisons. The burial practices of ancient Greece seem
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generally to have been very much locally constituted and to have
varied considerably, even within quite small regions (cf. Vermeule
1979: 6). In the cases of Asea and Tegea, as well as most surface sur-
veys, these chronological traits are thus of minor help. The type of
construction or orientation is generally undeterminable or vague.
Here the most promising approach is to date the bones, when they
are present (as has been done with features S 44: 1d and S 42: 2b in
Asea).

Period Approximate time span
Dark Ages (Geometric) Second half of the eleventh century to eighth century BC
Archaic Seventh century to early fifth century BC
Classical Second quarter of fifth to later fourth century BC
Hellenistic Last quarter of fourth through first century BC
Early Roman First to third century AD
Late Roman Fourth to early seventh century AD
Byzantine Seventh to early thirteenth century AD
Ottoman Second half of thirteenth to early nineteenth century AD

Table 2. Chronological table (after Alcock 1993:36). The different periods
are used here only as general temporal divisions, not as cultural signifiers.

The graves of Asea Valley
The Asea Valley has not until recently been subjected to any major,
large-scale, archaeological analysis. The locations of some ancient
remains are known from the diaries of the early travellers of the 17th

century (see Forsén & Forsén 2002), while the first archaeological
work was conducted by Erik Holmberg in the 1930s and 1940s
(Holmberg 1941; 1944). He excavated the remains of Bronze Age
houses and burials on top of the acropolis Paleokastro and made a
plan of the Doric temple on top of Mount Agios Elias. In the post-
war period, some rescue excavations have been carried out by the
local ephorate (county administration), especially in relation to the
construction of the modern highway that runs through the valley.
An extensive survey conducted by Pikoulas in the 1980s also in-
cluded the Asea Valley (Pikoulas 1988). The first large-scale
investigation of the valley was performed in 1994-96 by the Asea
Valley Survey Project (AVS), directed by Jeanette Forsén of the uni-
versity of Gothenburg. The intensive survey of c. 18 km2 (with an
additional, extensive survey of c. 15 km2) of the valley, aiming “to
reconstruct the settlement history and the interplay between settle-
ments and landuse in the valley drawing not only on material
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culture distributed in the area, but also on geological information
collected in a geomorphological survey accompanying the archaeo-
logical field work” (Forsén et al 1996). The AVS project has
continued by additional analyses; in 1997 the Doric temple was re-
excavated (Forsén, Forsén & Østby 1999) and in 1999 the remains of
the city wall of the polis Asea were documented (Forsén, Forsén &
Karlsson 2002).

The burials in the Asea valley constitute a total number of c. 25
features distributed between 11 locales.30 Some of the features are
registered as ‘possible graves’, while others are more likely to be
remains of ancient burials. In some cases it seems plausible to apply
the proximity hypothesis, for instance, the burials at S3 which are
contemporary with the large medieval settlement on the hill slope.
There are no circumstances that suggest that these features do not
‘belong’ to that settlement. In a number of cases, however, the rela-
tions between settlement and burial grounds are diffuse and not at
all obvious. This may be explained by the nature of the survey,
which can never reconstruct or present all activity areas of all times.
We may, however, suspect that the proximity hypothesis is not the
only parameter in the structurating practices of placing the dead. As
previously argued, there are more likely that a matrix of a series of
parameters is involved (we may use the metaphor of fibres and
bundles of fibres). Some parameters may concern distance or visi-
bility from settlement or other activity areas, others may be related
to natural and/or cultural aspects of the environment. In theory, we
may add a whole range of metaphysical, economic and social as-
pects that may be coherent or contradict each other etc.

Notwithstanding the difficulties of separating the aspects of
structurating practice and material, biotopic parameters, it may be
interesting to discuss the location of a few of the burials at Asea in
relation to elements of the landscape and cultural features. For in-
stance, it is tempting to relate the Roman burials of S 42 (features 1a-
e) to the nearby Roman villa rustica at S 1.31 The burials are situated
about 300 metres north-east of the site. This would fit well with
similar proposed relationships of the Roman burials that are associ-
ated with a Roman villa rustica at Berbati (Hahn 1996:219-20). In this
case, orientation may have been a main, structurating parameter
during the Roman period at these locales. A further hypothesis is
that the burials were placed along what was possibly an ancient
road from the Tegea valley to Asea. The kalderimi (a stone lined me-
dieval donkey trail) at S 42 may be a later re-use of an older path
dating from earlier times. This hypothesis is based on another dis-
cussed relation: the placing of burials along roads. The burials may
in either case be related to the villa rustica at S 1 but be placed ac-
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cording to either of, or by combining, two general structurated pa-
rameters.

Fig. 3. Map of the Asea Valley, the survey area, and the locations of discussed features.

Similar reasoning can be applied to the Roman or Late Roman grave
relief that was found by villagers west of the Panaitsa ravine at
Chorafambela (Forsén et al 1996:92). If the information of its origin is
correct, it may indicate a series of undiscovered burials along the
suggested ancient road that stretches from Paleokastro to the west
(Forsén 2002:79-104). These burials may be related to the contempo-
rary site S 22-23 on the other side of the Panaitsa ravine.32 Here, we
may be dealing with another set of relations: burials placed along a
road and on the opposite side of waters; unlike S1 and S 42, they are
placed south-west of the settlement, which may indicate that the pa-
rameter of orientation is less important. The case of S 22-23 is quite
complex: according to oral information from the villagers, there are
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many possible burials in the area of which only a few were located
during the survey (Forsén & Forsén 2002). Here, we face chronologi-
cal problems, as the burials may be older, contemporary or later
than the settlement. Unfortunately, the burials of S 22-23 provide no
chronological traits or datable material.

Relations to water and roads and orientation are, however, not
the only parameters that may play a role in choosing the locations
for burials. Another, just as interesting aspect is the relation between
the signifiants of the landscape and the location of burials. In this
particular locale, such a possible feature is the oddly shaped rock,
popularly referred to as the ‘Gypsy Rock’ or the ‘Black Rock’, situ-
ated c. 100 m north-east of S22-23 at Agios Nikolaos (Pikoulas
1988:62). This conspicuous, small rock sticks out of the landscape
and, as its names hint, has obviously stimulated people’s imagina-
tions in the construction of local myths. It is plausible that this
special feature was, consciously or semi-consciously, charged with
social significance also in the past, operating as a structurating node,
and that it seemed appropriate to place burials in its proximity. As a
single case, this hypothesis may be stretching such relations too far,
but it is nonetheless provocative.

The ‘missing’ necropolis of Paleokastro
Probably the most interesting example in the Asea valley concerns
the question of where the inhabitants who lived on, and around, the
Paleokastro were buried. When Holmberg excavated the site in the
1940s, he discovered a number of intra-site burials on the top of the
acropolis. He excavated seven cist graves, two pithoi (with children)
and 22 earth-cut graves at the centre of the plateau. One of the cist
graves contained a Late Helladic vessel and three of the earth-cut
graves contained vessels dated by Holmberg to the Middle Helladic
period. Several of the burials are associated with the Middle Hel-
ladic buildings and are hence of the same date. The other graves
were dated to the Middle Helladic on the premise that the acropolis
lacked settlement during the Late Helladic. However, Holmberg
also suggests that they may be attributed to another, unknown,
nearby settlement. The cist graves were of varying types of con-
struction. Apart from the common type of lined stone slabs with
covers, some were in the form of cists with a floor of smaller, flat
slabs without covers. Other graves were built-up stone enclosures
and at least eight individuals were buried underneath the floors of
the buildings (Holmberg 1944:22-26). These dated, prehistoric buri-
als have unfortunately no direct parallels among the other
registered features in the valley.
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A curious aspect is that Holmberg did not find any burials of the
Neolithic and Early Helladic settlement phases. “In spite of ener-
getic searching in the slopes of the nearest hills north and north-
west of the hill of Asea, we have not succeeded in finding traces of
any necropolis there” (Holmberg 1944:21). Also Pikoulas surveyed
the area without result (Pikoulas 1988:56). Could it be that another
structural parameter overruled the handiest solution of placing the
dead in close proximity to the settlement? Indeed, there are cases in
which burials are situated quite far away from the settlement. For
instance, the distances between Bronze Age settlements and their
related, tholos burials range from within 100 m up to 1,500 m
(Cavanagh & Mee 1990:54; Wells 1990:128, Branigan 1998:17), even
though, as in the case of Paleokastro, there are suitable places closer
to the settlements.

Fig 4. Asea Paleokastro seen from north-east (Forsén et al  1996:79).

Bearing these considerations in mind, it may be possible to attribute
the graves on the north-western slopes of Tambouria (S 44, features
1a-e) to the settlement around and on the Paleokastro. S 44 is situ-
ated c. 800 m east of the Paleokastro on the other side of the
Alpheios river. The parameters involved here would include the
water of the Alpheios, functioning as a separating medium between
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the living and the dead. Indeed, the closest area on the opposite side
of water is the north-western slopes of Tambouria. The reasons why
people would have bothered to transport the dead for long distances
are far from obvious. It may have been as Pikoulas suggests, to
avoid contamination, but other metaphysical and cosmological as-
pects may also have been involved. A factor that contradicts a
relation between the early (Neolithic and Late Helladic) occupation
phases around Paleokastro and the burials at S 44 is the radiocarbon
date (UA-15485) of one of the buried individuals (feature 1d, cal. AD
540-645). However, as previously argued, it is not necessary to at-
tribute all burials to the same period. It is suffice to mention the
cremation burial 1e of S 44. There may thus be cases of deliberate or
unconscious, secondary burial in the area.

Alternative candidates to the burials at Tambouria are the
graves at Agios Nikolaos (S 22-23), which are separated from the
Paleokastro by the Panaitsa ravine. There is even a possibility that
both clusters of burials (S 44 and S 22-23) may be attributed to dif-
ferent periods of settlement around the acropolis. The two burial
grounds are similar in construction, being simple cist burials, placed
on opposite sides of waters, but differing in visibility in relation to
the acropolis.33 The Tambouria and its eastern slopes are highly
visible from Paleokastro, while the small hillock of Agios Nikolaos
is less visible. The difference of visibility, too, suggests that the two
burial grounds belong to different settlement phases around the
Paleokastro. If the radiocarbon date of feature 1d is representative of
the whole group of burials at S 44, they may be connected with a
Late Roman settlement phase. The problem is that there is little evi-
dence for a Late Roman, occupation phase around Paleokastro; only
a few sherds of that period were registered during the survey. It is,
however, plausible that the area was settled also during that time
but which at the present is buried under the silted area east of Pa-
leokastro (Forsén & Karivieri 2002:491ff; but see Drakopolous
1997).34 If this was the case, some of the burials at S 44 may have
been placed according to the parameter of division by water but also
by a principle of visibility from the settlement. The same principles
would be true for the burials of S 22-23 but with the difference that
they are ‘hidden’ from the settlement. This may indicate a change in
structurating practice between different, occupational phases or
perhaps a social differentiation between different, social series.

Traces of extra-local, structurating practice
The acropolis of Paleokastro is an excellent candidate for an object
that can function as a signifying node in the structuration of space.
Indeed, the Paleokastro is an impressive sight from the lower slopes
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of Tambouria. There may very well be a recollection/association
and glorification of the Bronze Age acropoleis, similar to the hero
cult of Bronze Age tombs (e.g., Morris 1988; Sourvinou-Inwood
1993; Antonaccoi 1994), which make the site special and loaded with
significance. We must, however, consider the possibility that some
of the graves originated from temporary visitors, i.e. extra local se-
ries of individuals. Possible candidates may have been Roman
soldiers, traders or other kinds of ‘passers-by’, etc. According to this
hypothesis, it is thus possible that the site was chosen for burials in
order to make claims to the land, as well as to establish a connection
with its past.35 The low visibility of the type of graves would not
necessarily make such a practice less suited for ideological state-
ments. Relations of this kind (water - acropolis) exist only in a
limited number of contexts. It is therefore possible that the dead
were transported to an appropriate setting. In such microecological
matrices of cultural and natural elements some relations may be
more important than others.

Fig 5. Feature 8a at Agios Nikolaous (S 22-23). Photograph: F. Fahlander.

At this point, we can only speculate about who were buried on the
slopes of Tambouria, and by which kind of series, but it is interest-
ing to note a parallel phenomenon at Pylos in Elis (Coleman 1986).
As in the case of Asea, a number of Late Roman burials were dis-
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covered east of the acropolis on the opposite sides of waters. The
settlement phases of the Pylos acropolis stretch from Classical times
and it was resettled during the Byzantine period. But there are no
traces of domestic buildings from the Late Roman period. It thus
seems as if these culture-nature relations are somehow related to
certain structurating practices in the disposal of the dead.

The graves of Tegea
The Tegean plain is situated on a mountain plateau c. 670 m above
sea level in the midst of Arcadia (Fig 2). As mentioned, it is larger
than the Asea valley, but the area in question here is restricted to the
south-eastern part (Fig. 6). The ancient polis of Tegea, situated c. 10
km south-east of the modern city of Tripolis, extended over a quite
large area that at present is occupied by nine smaller villages (Fig.
6). Tegea was excavated several times during the late 19th and early
20th century (e.g., Bérard 1892; Dugas 1921; see Voyatzis 1990), and
the remains of the old temple of Athena Alea, the Tegean agora, a
theatre, etc. have been exposed. A shrine was also excavated on the
Agois Sostis hill north of the ancient Tegea. Despite these and other
archaeological works in the area, many constructions and places still
remains to be identified. For instance, from the written sources, we
know that there ought to be additional shrines, a gymnasium and a
stadium in the area (Voyatzis 1990:14-17).

After a period without any major archaeological fieldwork, the
area was once again the object of archaeological investigation in the
1990s. The temple of Athena Alea was re-excavated (Østby et al
1994) and the ancient city area with its surroundings was surveyed
by the Norwegian Arcadia Survey project (NAS) between 1999 and
2001 (the results are not yet published, but see Ødegård et al ms).
The data of the Tegea survey present a different kind of material
and environment from those at Asea. The ancient polis of Tegea was
larger and occupied a more strategic location between other ancient
city-states. The archaeological information recovered by the survey
suggests that the central area was more or less continuously popu-
lated from archaic times to the present. The area is also at present
more densely populated and suffers from greater, recent ‘distur-
bances’ in the form of intensive agriculture and a larger quantity of
domestic housing. There are also differences in extent and method-
ology between the two surveys. The Asea project was a typical,
large-scale, survey seeking to cover as much of the land as possible
while the survey of Tegea was more of a small-scale site survey. The
survey of Tegea had a number of goals, ranging from identifying the
hydrological and botanical development of the area, to determining
the extent of the ancient city among several subsidiary projects. One
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of the latter aims was to locate ancient burials, especially the main
Tegean cemeteries. The result was in some respects less impressive
than that at Asea, but still yielded c. 56 possible grave features dis-
tributed at 10 locations (see Fig. 6). It is tempting to apply the
hypothesis from Asea to the neighbouring microecology of Tegea, to
see if any of the suggested relations are also to be found in this area.
If not, that would tell us something about the fallacy of regional
generalisations regarding the placing of the dead or perhaps sustain
the hypothesis of the importance of the topographical environment.
We may also find the data of Tegea interesting, as the different cir-
cumstances evoke other types of questions regarding the importance
of grave location.

Fig. 6. The locations of the graves of Tegea. The extension of the ancient city
has approximately the shape of an oval covering the modern villages of Nea
Episkopi, Paleo Episkopi (the site of the ancient theatre and agora) and the
northern edge of Alea, the location of the temple of Athena Alea (Modified
from Ødegård et al ms).

The environmental setting of Tegea differs, as the ancient polis of
Tegea is situated on a plain with few possibilities of finding likely
signifiants that may have had a function as structurating ‘nodes’



- Making Room for the Dead: Particular -

148

(e.g., small hillocks, rocks, etc.). In the area of ancient Tegea, there is
no monumental acropolis like the Paleokastro at Asea. The hillocks
of Acra and Agios Sostis (north of Tegea) may have served a similar
purpose, but their inconspicuous and less monumental constitution
makes them less likely to have been loaded with metaphysical sig-
nificance. They rather serve a purpose as a ‘northern barrier’
separating the polis of Tegea from visible contact with the rest of the
plateau. Also the burials found in the Tegea area differ in many re-
spects from those in Asea. The major part seems fairly recent (e.g.,
Slavic/Medieval/Turkish of whose burial customs in this region we
know less in comparison with the Bronze Age to Late Roman cus-
toms). Within the presumed city wall, there are a number of later
burials at two locations. A number of burial pits were discovered
during the excavation of the temple (S5) and fragments of similar
features were found in a scarp next to the ancient theatre (S3). It is
hardly a pure coincidence that we find these burials here, as both
the temple and the theatre during this time were converted into
chapels. It is, however, also plausible that the very existence of an-
cient structures initiated a practice of burial in their vicinity (cf.
Cleary 2000). There are parallel burials (possible Slavic) found dur-
ing the recent excavation of the temple on top of Agios Elias in Asea
(Forsén et al 1998; 1999).

Traces of more ancient burials in Tegea are, in contrast to the
more recent ones, all found ‘outside’ the assumed limits of the an-
cient city. The registered features comprise one stone-lined cavity on
the slopes south of the temple of Alea (S7), two grave stelai incorpo-
rated in houses in the villages of Nea Episkopi (S2) and Stadio (S10)
or the shattered remains of an elaborate burial found south-east of
Palaio Episkopi (S4) and west of Agios Sostis (S1). It is difficult to
make any associations regarding the locations of these burials; the
hydrological situation is complex in the area, but it is likely that at
least some of them are situated according to similar parameters to
those in Asea (separated by waters and placed along roads). How-
ever, their positions highlight another positive aspect of the benefits
of locating burials. They are in general placed outside the presumed
city wall.36 The general pattern of later Iron Age city-states was the
practice of extra-mural burials. The location of ancient burials can
thus be helpful in determining the extent of the ancient city wall of
Tegea. Some of these scattered traces may indicate the locations of
the cemeteries that ought to have been located outside the city (the
position of the grave stelai may hint at the possible locations of an
eastern and a western cemetery). Their positions would actually fit
well with the proposed location of the ‘Pallantic gate’ in the west
(Callmer 1943:113) and it is also likely that there was also an eastern
gate towards the Argolis area. A problem with such speculations is,



- The Materiality of Serial Practice -

149

however, the fact that ancient marble pieces are known to have been
transported for quite long distances. It will suffice to mention the
grave stele found in Asea at Chorafambela, which at present is situ-
ated in the floor of a goat-pen c. 5 km up the Agios Elias mountain
in the village of Ano Asea (Forsén et al 1996:92).

The somewhat few traces of graves near ancient Tegea is partly
due to the flat topography of the area, which give rise to problems
in locating ancient graves. The slopes of the small hillocks sur-
rounding the ancient polis have all been searched for traces of
burials but with little result (the stone-lined cist S7 in the south and
the Roman burial S1 in the east). The most promising location, the
southern slopes of Acra and Agios Sostis, was scanned thoroughly
without result. These slopes are separated from the city area by a
small stream that runs from the north-east, following the contours of
the hill. Perhaps some aspect(s) prevented this area from being util-
ised for burials. There are nonetheless traces of activity on the hill,
for example, scattered remains of a Roman villa rustica. It is situated
on a ridge of the northern slopes between Agios Sostis and Acra, c. 5
km east of the polis. No burials were found in its vicinity. Perhaps
the closeness to the polis made it more suitable to bury the dead in
one of the main burial grounds than to establish a private burial
plot? However, oral information has been received from local farm-
ers that suggests that there were once Roman burials on the hills in
the area, but with no details of their exact locations or age. Both
these examples are awkward; we do not know for sure whether the
lack of registered features implies that there never were any graves
in the area.

The cairns of Papabela and Psili Vrisi
Although the Tegean plain shows little evidence of the normal types
of grave that one would expect (stone cists and tile graves), it pre-
sents us with a more unusual kind of structure. The most peculiar
structure found on the surrounding slopes of the Tegean plain are
clusters of cairns. The cairns are constructed of small stones and
pebbles, ranging from 5 to 20 cm in diameter and forming mounds
with varying diameters (1-3 m) and heights (0.5-1.5 m). Construc-
tions like these are not unique to the Tegean plain, although they are
in unusually high numbers in the area. A resembling feature was
found in Asea situated c. 20 m north of the Paleokastro. It was first
registered as a possible grave but was later dismissed as possibly a
clearing cairn or perhaps a property marker. However, the cairns in
Tegea may alter that interpretation. On the northern and north-
western slopes of the Palpabela hill, about 40 cairns were registered
as possible burial cairns (S8). Some smaller ones are probably just
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property markers and others are likely to be remains of collapsed
terraces. The internal relations, situation and form of the majority of
the cairns, however, apparently indicate something else. They
mainly appear close to each other and often in the middle of the ter-
raced fields. In addition, they occupy only the northern and north-
northwestern parts of the Palpabela hill, south of Alea (Fig. 8).

Fig. 7. One of the larger cairns on the top of Palpabela, ruined by a large tree
growing in the middle (seen from the SSE). Photograph: Fredrik Fahlander.

The largest cairns (up to 6 m in diameter and 3 m in height) are situ-
ated on the eastern crest on top of the Palpabela hill with a
panoramic view of the southernmost part of the valley, including
Lake Taka in the west. This evocative pattern suggests a hierarchy of
the cairns with the most prominent (or first?) situated on the top
and thus visible from long distances. These circumstances suggest
that the cairns are possibly graves. That interpretation is also sus-
tained by the reports of locals who claimed to have found bones
(human or animal) inside ‘stone structures’ near Ag. Dimitrios on
Palpabella (Moraitis 1832). Some of the cairns also show traces of
looting or at least attempts to reach the core.

Similar clusters of cairns are also found on the slopes of the
village of Vrouno between Lake Taka and ancient Tegea (S6) and at
Psili Vrisi in the south-western part of the Tegea plain (S9). The lat-
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ter case also presents an interesting pattern. The cairns are at present
situated in a cypress grove, which is enclosed by a low wall of peb-
bles and stones of unknown date. The enclosure includes two of the
cairns, leaving one on the outside. The wall actually avoids the cairn
by making a circle around it, instead of simply letting it become a
part of the enclosure (Fig. 8). This phenomenon also suggests that
the cairns are something of a less mundane character.

Fig. 8. The cairns of the Palpabela hill, south of Alea (left) and at Psili Vrisi with the
enclosing terrace wall (right).

The dates of the cairns of Tegea cannot be established at this point.
During the survey, a few, medieval, glazed handles and rims were
collected in relation to them, both at Psili Vrisi and at Palpabela. The
local villagers who ‘excavated’ one of the cairns attributed them to
the Slavs for unknown reasons. That account must be taken at its
face value or at the most hinting at a rough date. From their differ-
ent appearances, the cairns give the impression of being of different
ages; a few of them are overgrown and some are covered with li-
chen, while others are ‘clean’ and seemingly more recent. It is
interesting to note that, if these cairns actually represent burials,
their number on Palpabela suggests that they belong to a larger
community, perhaps a later settlement phase of ancient Tegea. To
sustain such an interpretation, however, we will need to excavate
and get proper dates for the features.

The particular circumstances of Tegea, as being one large habi-
tation site with a long time span, make it less fruitful to discuss
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individual, habitation-burial relations, as in the case of Asea. Tegea
may not provide many examples of complex matrices involving re-
lations with the ‘natural’ landscape, but the data can nonetheless be
employed to illustrate the complexity of analysing relations between
different practices and events.  It is, however, interesting to note that
water may have played a similar, yet different, role here, as in Asea.
Unfortunately, the area east of the Sarantapotamos river has not
been intensively surveyed, although extensive scans for traces of
burial have been made. We do not know if more burials of the Te-
gean polis were ever located so far from the settlement area. It is,
however, interesting to note the differences between the poleis of
Asea and Tegea and those of Corinth or Athens, where several large
cemeteries of different periods are found outside the city walls.
There may be many different explanations for this lack. But it is
hard to believe that similar constructions in layout, extent and types
were ever present in the two microecologies. We may suspect that
there were some differences in burial customs, not accounted for in
the literary sources, which can explain the present data.

As previously mentioned, comparing two neighbouring locales
may not necessarily sustain general patterns of regional burial cus-
toms, but rather point at local variability. The differences in
constitution and data of the two microecologies thus call for differ-
ent questions. The cairns found in Tegea (burials or not) have only
one known counterpart in Asea, which makes that particular ques-
tion more favourable in the Tegean context. Instead of seeking
evidence of the discussed relations as being local, structurating
practices rather than single anomalies, it suggests that we need to
attend to any given microecology on its own terms (cf. Holden &
Purcell 2000:80). This also provides an opportunity to take the sur-
roundings of an ancient polis as serious as the main city itself.

In Chapter 2, I pointed to the need for detailed discussion of the
order and relation of different activities at a certain locale and so far
I have only briefly touched upon the ambiguity of the survey data.  I
will therefore take the opportunity to end this chapter by narrowing
the scope and discussing how such data may be used to adduce
chains of activities on the microlevel. Apart from smaller excava-
tions in the Tegean surroundings, it is the polis of Tegea that has
been the main object of study. The ‘outside’ hinterland has seldom
been highlighted despite the fact that a considerable number of in-
habitants of the polis probably did not live within the city walls (cf.
Purcel 1995). It may thus be interesting to present a slightly different
discussion of past activities in the outskirts of the city, that is, dis-
cussing the particular geology, hydrology, and the sociocultural
formation processes of locales and places in a given, small area.
Such a microarchaeological analysis will imply that we minimize the
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importance of  ‘external’ elements in the chain of arguments, as well
as general presumptions of what was the proper or common prac-
tice of a certain time and region (see Fahlander 2001, Cornell &
Fahlander 2002a). One such interesting microlocale is situated on the
Tegean plain c. 1.5 km north-west of the ancient agora (i.e. outside
the presumed city-wall), due west of the Agios Sostis hill. It em-
braces the suggested burial ground S1, which will make it
interesting to follow that particular chain of arguments in detail.

Adducing activities from surface scatters
The area in question can somewhat haphazardly be limited by two
modern asphalt roads: the smaller road from Tripolis to Tegea in the
east, and the road connecting the two running towards the modern
village of Palaio Episkopi in the south (Fig 9). The ridge of a small
hillock delimits the area in the north and a stream in the west.
About 80% of the area was walked during the survey and, despite
varying visibility, the extensive coverage of the surface provides a
good basis for detailed analysis. Most interesting is the north-
eastern part of the area, which yielded large quantities of ancient
material on the surface (fields 116, 118, 236, 238, 240, 242, 244 and
246). At present, the area is mainly used for agriculture; cereals are
grown on the slopes, but there are also some fruit-tree plantations
on the lower plain. There are only a few modern houses in the area,
mainly situated along the eastern road, but otherwise few modern
constructions in the area, except for some dirt roads. During the
survey, some fields were ploughed (fields 118, 244, 246, etc.) and
some had been recently harvested (fields 236 and 238), but some
parts were not walked over, owing to low visibility. Close to the
area, a few hundred metres east of it, near the top of Agios Sostis, a
concentration of miniature cups, figurines and fine ware of the Ar-
chaic to Hellenistic periods was found, indicating the place of a
small sanctuary.

The hydrological situation of the Tegean plain is generally
complicated. Rivers have changed their courses and flooding has
been severe during some periods. The area west of Agios Sostis,
however, seems not have been affected by this. At present, a small,
dried-up stream runs south of Agios Sostis and Akra and then di-
verges to the north, approximately following the Tripolis-Sparta
highway. The stream seems not to have caused flooding in this area.
The lowermost 20 m of the western slopes close to the stream are
empty of finds and the soil is more silted. In between fields 130 and
132, close to the stream in the lowermost part of the area, there is a
recently dug ditch c. 1,2m deep. In the scarp of this ditch, a number
of painted tiles and sherds of black-glazed pottery were found, situ-
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ated c. 60 cm below the present ground surface. The tiles lay hori-
zontally and were thus probably undisturbed by the plough.
Altogether, this indicates that there has been no major flooding in
the area, except for small occasional overflows. In addition, the
small ravine running down the Agios Sostis hill towards the eastern
asphalt road does not seem to have disturbed the area. There are
two minor aqueducts under the road, constructed of ancient slabs of
marble, but there are no visible signs of silting or flooding west of
the road. At present, a ditch along the road diverts any occasional
water from the ravine in the southern direction.

Fig. 9. The slopes west of Agios Sostis with surroundings. The dotted line
shows the extent of the kalderimi and the curly grey line the small stream.

Walked fields are enclosed by rectangles.
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Traces of ancient constructions and activities
There are a few remains of large constructions still visible on the
surface. The most striking one is the traces of a kalderimi running in
the SSW-NNE direction. It is a 1-1.5 m deep gorge lined with stones
stretching from the eastern road close to the ridge, but diverging in
the SSW direction (see Fig 9). After c. 50 m the stone lining ends and
the kalderimi changes into a dirt track for an additional 40 m. At this
point, all clear traces of its further extension end. There is, however,
yet another 30 m of a small, asphalted road in connection with the
kalderimi, but the direction diverges towards the east. A dirt road in
the same direction begins on the other side of the asphalted road to
Paleo Episkopi but leads into what must have been wetlands in past
times. The area between the southern road and Nea Episkopi is low
in altitude, reaching a level that is actually below the level of Lake
Taka. The fields consist of fine, silted soil and yielded very few finds
and seem thus to have been flooded at some point. There are, how-
ever, more traces of kalderima, on the slopes north of the area that
runs in the NNE direction.

There are also a few remains of ancient buildings in the area.
In the middle of the southern slopes of the small hillock west of
Agios Sostis (field 236) are traces of an undefined structure. It con-
sists of five concentrations of stones and slabs, forming parallel lines
down the slope (see fig 10). Only the southernmost of them resem-
bles a built wall, whilst the others are mere heaps or strands of
stones. On and around the structure, a number of thicker tiles were
registered. The structure was first interpreted as the remains of a
building, but, because of its curious outline, it may just as well be
the remains of another kalderimi. The date of the structure is un-
certain; it may very well be quite recent. The thick tiles found on
and around the walls suggest an ancient date, but they may also
have been re-used in a much later construction.

If the structures in field 236 are uncertain in age, the large,
rectangular slabs of marble visible at the southern end of fields 240
and 242 present better evidence of ancient buildings. These marble
blocks along with those re-used in the aqueducts of the eastern road,
are much more likely to have originated from the area, as there were
no reasons for later transportation to their present location. A piece
of a sima of Classical date, a number of larger tiles (one with a deco-
rative motif of tongue and dart, possibly Classical) and thick bricks
with finger strokes of Roman date were also found in the same
fields. Other traces of large buildings are also a small piece of deco-
rated marble frieze of possibly Byzantine date and large quantities
of black- and red-painted tiles (Classical to Hellenistic). These finds
alone suggest the presence of larger buildings of the Classical, Ro-
man/Late Roman, Byzantine and possibly Hellenistic periods.
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Fig. 10. Stone ‘walls’ indicating a 12x40 m structure built on the midst of
the slope of field 236. Scale 1:1000

The ‘small finds’ sampled in the fields of the same part of the area
(116, 118, 236, 238, 240, 242, 244, 246 and 248) further complicate the
picture. The ceramics indicate activities from the Archaic, Classical,
Hellenistic, Roman, Late Roman, Byzantine and medieval periods.
In addition, one possibly burnished, body sherd and a fragment of a
green-stone axe also hint at prehistoric activities. There are, how-
ever, no Bronze Age materials from the area. The majority of the
collected material consists of cooking wares, mainly from Ro-
man/Late Roman times, including terra silligata ware, a millstone
and trade amphorae, but also later medieval material (stabbed han-
dles, green-glaze ware). The finer wares are mainly of Archaic and
Classical date (craters, hydrias, red-figure vases, etc.). There are also
two fragments of Hellenistic figurines (a possible maenad and a
horse?) and a mould for making relief figurines (possible Classical
to Hellenistic date). There would be no logic in treating the material
from the individual fields of this part of the area separately. The
present-day fields are modern constructions which have very little,
if any, relation to ancient circumstances. Furthermore, after fifty
years of modern agricultural activities, the artefacts can hardly be
said to be in situ; it is more probable that they have been tossed
around from one point to another. The density of ancient material
on the surface is as high as within the ancient city area. This sug-
gests that the area was a place of intensive uses, both as operating in
concert as well as conflicting.

The Agios Sostis area thus presents us with complex evidence
of a diversity of activities over a long continuous time span. Here
we must be concerned with the relations between the long-term,
short-term and the situational events, as discussed in Chapter 2. The
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multiplicity of activities that the material evidence suggests calls for
a number of hypotheses that may or may not relate to each other.
The diverse and sometimes contradictory, material evidence from
the chosen area evokes a multiplicity of possible practices and
events. Some may seem evident; others are less supported by mate-
rial evidence or are based on weak chains of relations. At this stage
of tentative analysis, a pragmatic way of discussing past activities
on the slopes west of Agios Sostis is by discussing the bases for a
number of analytical fields of practice, based on the present data. The
first conserns the traces of ancient roads, whilst the second concerns
the possible use of the area as a burial ground. The other fields dis-
cussed concern traces of domestic and ‘cultic’ activities, as well as
possible, recent, formation processes.

Communications
We can safely assume that there are a number of paths and roads
connecting the polis of Tegea with the surrounding areas (size, trade,
military activities). There must have been some way of approaching
ancient Tegea from the north, for instance, connecting it with the
poleis of Orestesion and Mantinea or an east-west communication
link between Argos and Asea. An intriguing observation is that a
part of the eastern asphalt road points straight to the centre of the
ancient agora. Could it be that the eastern asphalt road is partly
based upon an ancient road from the north to ancient Tegea? Water
from Agios Sostis may have posed a problem for transport during
periods of much rain, but that seems to have been a limited prob-
lem. According to the present-day geology, the water from the hill
would flood for only a few days per year. In addition, this was ob-
viously not an insuperable problem for the kalderimi. Perhaps
ditches along the road diverted the water, as at the present time?

An interesting feature is, however, the divergence between the
kalderimi and the asphalt road. Could it be that the medieval kal-
derimi indicates older communication links? The initial direction
points straight to present day Nea Episkopi.  This is also the place
where Callmer argues that the western city gate (the Pallantic gate),
mentioned by Pausanias, was situated (Callmer 1943:115; cf.
Voyatzis 1990:13). But why would later communication choose an-
other route than a previous one? A possible scenario is that the
ancient road followed approximately the direction of the kalderimi
but that the direction needed to be changed in later times, perhaps
owing to the known flooding of the western part of ancient Tegea
(or that the kalderimi never reached Tegea but headed for another
medieval or Turkish village west of it). It is also significant that the
asphalt road follows a pretty straight route between Tripolis and
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Tegea, which hints at a later date (Tripolis has no known, ancient
predecessor).

Fig.11. Bérard’s map of the Tegean plain in the late 19th century (reprinted
in Callmer 1943:113). The suggested outline of the city wall is not in agree-

ment with the finds of the NAS survey but note the two roads passing
Agios Sostis.

Another possibility is that the diverging roads (the modern and the
kalderimi) may indicate an ancient crossroad. The fresh-water from
Agios Sostis would have made this a good resting-place, offering
water for the animals etc. The problem is that the area is very close
to ancient Tegea, i.e. there was little need for a resting-place. There
may, however, have been a need to keep animals (or individuals)
outside the city area for different reasons, perhaps to avoid con-
tamination? The high concentration of various artefacts may also
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indicate that the area was closer to the polis than was previously
thought, perhaps even right outside a city gate. The city-wall may
have been situated where the southern asphalt road to Palaeo
Episkopi runs at the present. This, however, is not very likely; it
would not fit with Bérard’s finds of city-wall remains (Voyatzis
1990:12f, see Fig. 11) or with the large slabs of stone found by the
NAS north-east of Nea Episkopi. In addition, the southern part of
the area is low in altitude and, as previously argued, easily flooded.
Nonetheless, such a picture would explain the intensive, multi-
period activity in the area, as well as the odd direction of the kal-
derimi.

Traces of burials
If we take a closer look at the smaller finds of the area, we find evi-
dence that can be related to the suggested ancient communications.
The finds from the area include a special category of material, indi-
cating that the area may have been an ancient burial ground during
the Archaic/Classical period. Among the finds, there are fragments
of red-painted amphorae, Laconian craters, smaller pithos (for child
burial?), and amphora lids made of re-used tile. Such objects are
generally well known in burial contexts. Following this line of
thought, it can be argued that some of the painted tiles and the mar-
ble slabs may have originated from monumental graves of the same
period. For instance, the one piece of a decorated marble frieze
found in field 244 is likely to have originated in such a structure. It
has been preliminarily dated to the Byzantine period but may prove
to be older. If the preliminary date stands, it may also indicate a
continuous, or later, use of the area for burials. The burial hypothe-
sis is further sustained by the fact that the area is separated from the
polis by water (the stream running south of Agios Sostis and Acra),
which, as previously pointed out, is a common factor in placing
burials in Archaic to Roman times. Furthermore, the stone axe
found in field 246 can be linked to the general burial hypothesis. The
axe and the possible, burnished, body-sherd may at first glance in-
dicate Neolithic activity, but the material is a bit too small and
uncertain for such an interpretation. Interestingly, the axe was
found amongst the Archaic to Hellenistic debris and seemed curi-
ously to originate from the same context. A perhaps far-fetched, yet
not impossible, interpretation is hence that the axe may have been
re-used and may originate from one of the proposed burials. The re-
uses of prehistoric stone axes in such contexts are rare but are
known from several cases (e.g., Montelius 1874:158-62; Romaios
1954). It is interesting to note that the first four hypotheses, which
are not based upon the same material, support each other. As al-



- Making Room for the Dead: Particular -

160

ready pointed out, monumental and upper-class burials are often
situated along the roads outside the city wall of a polis (e.g., Kurtz &
Broadman 1973:91f).

Domestic use of the area
The burial hypothesis thus seems plausible, even if we rule out
some of the links in the chain of arguments, but there are nonethe-
less data that may not fit with such a picture. A striking feature is
the quite large amounts of coarse ware found at the site (including a
millstone and thick bricks with finger-stroke incisions) of Ro-
man/Late Roman date. A plausible interpretation of such
assemblage at extra urban locations would be a small villa rustica or
hamlet. The diffuse structure of field 236 may have been a part of
such an agricultural complex, although it does not resemble any
known type of agricultural building from that period. The evidence
of domestic use in Roman/Late Roman times does not necessarily
contradict the burial hypothesis. As argued, it seems a little strange
to place a domestic building in an old cemetery. However, Tegea
may very likely have suffered from the general, demographic de-
cline during the Early Roman period (Alcock 1993) and hence,
owing to a series of events, amy have broken with the previous
burial tradition. It is nevertheless a little unlikely that the burials
would have been completely forgotten and invisible. It may be that
also the Roman coarse ware originated from less elaborate burials in
the area and thus point to continuity (which also would make sense
of the Byzantine marble frieze).

Traces of cultic activity
A more confusing type of material evidence is the two clay figurines
and the mould from fields 240 and 242. One figurine would have
been easy to dismiss by referring it to the nearby sanctuary of Agios
Sostis c. 200 m east of the area, but two is one too many. One likely
hypothesis is that the figurines, the mould, the marble blocks, the
fine pottery and the monumental tiles originated from a sanctuary,
possible of Archaic to Hellenistic date. There are, however, at least
two known sanctuaries with figurines on Agios Sostis; one exca-
vated in the 19th century (Voyatzis 1990:16ff) and the site recorded
by NAS in field 88. Nonetheless, the kinds of figurine like those that
can be made from the mould are not known from either of the two
sites. The area may thus also include a small, figurine-
manufacturing site for the sanctuaries on Agios Sostis.
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Recent formation processes
Some of the mentioned contradictions and anomalies may be ‘ex-
plained’ by recent formation processes. We know that soil from
other areas has been spread over fields in the valley, in present and
in past times. It cannot be excluded that some of the material in
fields in the north-eastern part originated from somewhere else. The
survey team experienced this kind of situation in the very first field
that was walked between Alea and Paleo Episkopi. The field yielded
a great variety of fine-ware sherds and even ancient metal frag-
ments, but it turned out later that the owner had once transported
soil from the excavations of the agora to his field.  It is thus not un-
likely that the finds from the fields in question actually originated
from some other place. In fact, the concentration on F88 may also be
a dump from the excavation of the figurine sanctuary of Agios
Sostis. However, the marble blocks and the monumental tiles and
the sima suggest that there actually was some larger, possibly public
building in the area, perhaps a sanctuary and/or monumental bur-
ial(s). Even if we consider the possibility that the smaller finds may
have been brought to the area in recent times, the blocks are un-
likely to have originated from any known excavation in the valley.

Of course, other fields of practice than those discussed are
plausible. At this stage, however, the hypothesis of ancient commu-
nications and a burial ground are most conclusive. The material
evidence and their relational links suggest that the area includes
some ancient communication links related to the polis of Tegea. It is
also hard to neglect the possibility that many of the sampled finds
hint at ancient burials, although the temporal extent of these activi-
ties is still uncertain. Certainly, these hypotheses are worth
investigating further. At present, only half of the sampled material
has been preliminarily dated, and revisits may provide additional
information, both qualitative and quantitative. Georadar probing,
especially around the structure of field 236, and more general bo-
tanical analysis may also provide enlightening information. It must,
however, be clear from the varied amount of material evidence that
the area west of Agios Sostis was an important place in ancient
times. This emphasises the importance of discussing city-states in
context, instead of restricting the analysis to within the presumed
city walls.

Summary of the particular studies
The suggested relationships between burials, settlement and the
landscape sustain only a tentative discussion. The data from Asea
and Tegea are too small and fragmentary to allow of any substantial
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conclusions. Yet the choice of location for burials seemingly contains
interesting information that can be utilised in two respects. The first
is the social information that can be extracted. If some relations that
are not purely functional can be established, these may tell us
something about the cosmology and social organisation of a specific
microecology. The comparative data also suggest (not surprisingly)
that the topography is of importance in choosing the location for the
dead. They also suggest that some vectors of the structurating ma-
trix are present at both locales but that others have to be rephrased
or varied in relation to the given properties of local topography. It is
therefore important, when discussing matrices of structurating pa-
rameters (or bundles of fibres), to view them as multidimensionally
related and constituted. Some parameters may be of long term and
span over large areas (that is, also beyond the ancient Greek cultural
sphere), while others are of shorter duration and perhaps mainly
concern local practices. Some structurating parameters may thus
overrule other parameters in some regions but be weaker or irrele-
vant in others. Structurating parameters with different degrees of
supremacy may coincide or contradict each other. They may work
in concert, coalesce or initiate epiphenomenal fibres. In short, there
can hardly be any clear and unambiguous relations between the
structurating principles of a certain time or space.

The second aspect of the study concerns methodology. In
northern Europe, burials have been the main reference for locating
settlements, as the latter are more difficult to discover, owing to the
low visibility of domestic material. Such an approach is also possible
for the Mediterranean region, although the factors are generally re-
versed. Here, habitation sites are easier to locate, since
concentrations of tiles and sherds are commonly visible on the sur-
face, while subterranean burials demand more thorough efforts for
their discovery. If some of the discussed structural parameters can
be sustained, the known positions of settlements can be used in
combination with properties of the local environment to find possi-
ble locations for burials. At present, we face a “Catch 22” situation:
more data are needed for guidance to gathering more data. The ex-
perience from Asea and Tegea nevertheless seems promising. As
mentioned, most burials recorded in surveys are visible because of
construction work or looting, and this is also the case at Asea and
Tegea. The number of registered features, despite the small area,
lack of subterranean burials and relatively well-preserved rural en-
vironment, is the result of quite limited efforts. Revisits to areas with
one or two registered features have often proved to result in the dis-
covery of additional features, turning single graves into cemeteries
(e.g., S 44 and S 42). This implies that more advanced strategies,
based upon structural relations between activity areas and the prop-
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erties of the local landscape, are likely to yield further burial fea-
tures that have not been found during ordinary fieldwork.

The discussion regarding the fields west of Agios Sostis in Te-
gea also seeks to illuminate the problems in interpreting activities
and actions from fragmented and incomplete, archaeological data.
Materials from surface surveys are often contradictory and seldom
support simple, one-dimensional conclusions. The archaeologist
needs to consider at least three dimensions in any analysis of past
activities: spatial, temporal and social. It is not sufficient to establish
that a locale was, let us say, a sanctuary. Some sort of cultic practices
may very well have been performed there at some point, but we
need to establish the actual time span and question its continuous
use. It may also be that it was a sanctuary only to some individuals,
but something else, or nothing, to others. There are unfortunately no
straightforward ways of determining such relations, other than from
the known evidence in each given case. Human social practice is
seldom simple, rational or straightforward; it is rather messy, con-
tradictory, different, multivocal, etc. By keeping our analysis on the
general level, we would perhaps be able to dismiss some irregulari-
ties as ‘background noise’, but on the microlevel, including short-
term or episodic activities, we must take that ‘mess’ into account. It
will thus be hard at this point to construct a historical account of the
area that ‘explains’ and embraces all the known evidence. But it
highlights the possibilities of constructing hypotheses based on
complex and fragmented information, which can help to direct fu-
ture studies in a more precise manner.
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5
Summary

The small and the local are significant?

I think we agree. The past is over
George W. Bush 200037

Personally, I like reading summaries. If they are good, they capture
the main content of an extensive text and leave it to me to enter
more deeply into details if I find it interesting. The very same rea-
sons lie behind my agony in writing summaries. How can I
summarise the preceding arguments in a way that makes them un-
derstandable and evokes interest in an impetuous reader like
myself? The microarchaeological approach does not constitute a
completely logical system which prevents any simple schematics or
brief summaries. I believe, however, that Zizek is right in his argu-
ment that no system, of belief, ideology or scientific system, can
ever present a complete set of arguments. Instead of trying to cap-
ture an imaginary whole by a flawless model, it is certainly better to
employ a flexible model. Yet such a model needs to be operative,
comparable and sustainable as a basis for comprehensive, descrip-
tive narratives. But all right, I will provide something for readers
like me, a brief recapitulation of the major themes that I have dis-
cussed in the preceding chapters, but I will also present a somewhat
less traditional version that perhaps better grasps the ‘Real’ content
of this thesis.

In Chapter 1, I postulated a number of general themes that I
promised to discuss in the following text. These areas of interest
will suffice for a general summary. The first theme was to explore
the possibilities of the small and ordinary, the ‘subaltern’ objects of
the past. This means both an interest in the non-spectacular and the
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seemingly non-informative fragmented objects of the past, as well
as highlighting everyday practice instead of general cosmologies,
religious systems, etc. (i.e. conceptual imaginaries). In the theoreti-
cal chapter, I have thus focused on particular aspects of social
practice. A number of concepts, like series, serial collectives and se-
rial routes, have been elaborated in order to make sense of the
regular aspects of social practice without falling into the trap of
structure-functionalism and simplified notions of social identity.
The serial perspective somewhat solves the problem of emic versus
etic perspectives, as it is based on executed practice in relation to local
materialities.

The interest of the small and ordinary also lies behind the
choice of empirical examples in Chapters 3 and 4. The graves of
Asea and Tegea have not previously received any great attention
from archaeologists; they are generally regarded as indefinitely
mute, subaltern objects. I hope that that view can change and that I
have succeeded in my attempts to stress their potential despite their
poor state of preservation. The suggested relationships between
burials, settlement and the landscape seemingly contains interesting
information that can be utilised in social analysis. If some relations
that are not purely functional can be established, these may tell us
something about the social structure of a specific microecology. By
comparing the data between Asea and Tegea it is also suggested
that the local topography is of importance in choosing the location
for the dead. Some structurating vectors seem to have been present
at both locales but others seems to have been rephrased or varied in
accordance to the given properties of local topography. It is there-
fore important, when discussing matrices of structurating
parameters (or bundles of fibres), to view them as multidimension-
ally related and constituted. Some parameters may be of long term
and span over large areas (that is, also beyond the ancient Greek
cultural sphere), while others are of shorter duration and perhaps
mainly concern local practices. Some structurating parameters may
thus overrule other parameters in some regions but be weaker or
irrelevant in others. Structurating parameters with different degrees
of supremacy may coincide or contradict each other. They may
work in concert, coalesce or initiate epiphenomenal fibres. In short,
there can hardly be any clear and unambiguous relations between
the structurating principles of a certain time or space. I have also, in
the discussion of the Tegea survey data, tried to illustrate the need
to keep the chain of deduction ‘open’, as many areas (and artefacts)
have multiple, overlapping, succeeding or contemporary uses.

The Ajvide data in Chapter 3 are more complex and can per-
haps not be regarded as insignificant and ordinary, at least not from
a regional and culture-historical point of view, that is. For a burial
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ground of the Pitted Ware Culture, the Ajvide site represents about
two-thirds of the known graves so far (Malmer 2002:91). But taken
out of that context, the burial ground is quite modest, encompass-
ing only 71 graves so far. In my study, I have discussed the practice
of burials from the viewpoint of the social practice of the living over
the social identities of the dead. This was done to, at least partly,
overcome the awkward questions of what is manifested in a burial;
the social personae and the social significance of the dead or the
needs and wishes of the living. The study has proved to be inter-
esting in many senses, and I believe that I have illustrated the need
for thorough discussions regarding the sequence of events.

Another outcome of the Ajvide study leads us to my next ob-
jective: to stress social heterogeneity and find means of doing
archaeology without confining the analysis to general cultural traits
or regional traditions. The concepts of structurating practice and
structurating positivities were developed for this purpose. Structu-
rating practices are not confined to certain individuals or series of
individuals. They are situated in time and space but are still often
part of a larger pattern of structurating positivities or ideologies.
These concepts are particularly open and flexible in relation to
‘closed’ concepts like culture, region, society or any other static and
regular notions. The relation between the concepts of structurating
practices and structurating positivities is illustrated by the meta-
phors of fibres and threads. The thread (i.e. general structural
patterns) is built up of entwined fibres (i.e. structurating practice),
of which only a few, if any, are sustained throughout the whole
length of the thread. Some fibres may break and disappear without
affecting the endurance of the thread and others may replace some
fibres. The metaphor is thus flexible in time and space, working be-
yond the fields of emic vs. etic and general vs. particular. To be able
to discuss clusters of fibres, I have also elaborated the concept of
microecologies. Microecologies are analytical, fuzzy entities that can
be employed as a way of discussing local social practice without a
need to confine the empirical analysis within cultural, regional or
natural boundaries. They point out the intersociality of social prac-
tice; it may be locally executed but their incitements and
consequences can be much wider.

The summary presented so far is one version of many and, as
promised, I shall also approach the text from another angle. Let us
begin with a return to the burials of Tambouria that introduced the
thesis. Do we actually know more about these inconspicuous re-
mains other than what first struck me when we rediscovered them
back in 1995? In one way, we do know more, in another, we stand
even more confused. The radiocarbon dating of human bones from
one of the graves suggests that they (or at least one of them) was
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constructed approximately between AD 530-650, during what is
generally termed the Late Roman period. After several revisits, we
also know that the original graves are part of a series of other,
roughly contemporary graves. In one way, we thus know a bit more
about the structures of Tambouria (i.e. type and date) but the more
we pursue questions of their relation to other activities and ele-
ments of the landscape, the dimmer becomes the clear image of
their social significance. The initial idea that the graves at Tam-
bouria were related to the settlements around the Paleokastro may
still be valid, but the apparently interregional character of some of
the structurating practices involved (Late Roman burials on the
other side of water in relation to an acropolis) also suggests that
their constructors (and the dead) constitute a series that perhaps did
not even live in the area.

It was originally an outspoken attempt to register not only the
properties of the grave, but also the possible relations to prominent
features of the landscape, as well as taking time off to evoke ‘phe-
nomenological associations’ (i.e. smoking cigarettes while imbibing
the environment). This does not necessarily imply that we fall into
the grip of a phenomenology of meaning; the recorded observations
do not aspire to have any emic content. A surface survey, intensive
or extensive, can never provide a full picture of all the activities and
uses of places in a given area. Landscapes change; buildings, routes,
paths change as well, and so do the different apprehensions of the
elements of the landscape by different individuals. It is nonetheless
interesting to study the place of the feature in this way, discussing
the choice of location and what parameters imputed a given, par-
ticular place before others. Such ‘subjective’ data are not as
straightforward as the radiocarbon figures but are not necessarily
less interesting.

Archaeologists are generally eager to place their objects firmly
within a chronological frame. Indeed, dating and categorising ob-
jects are sometimes described as be the main goal which provides a
basis for organising old and new data into some sort of system or
general narrative. By dating our objects and constructions, we can
relate and compare contemporary data, in order to ‘expand’ or
‘mend’ the fragmentary evidence into ‘whole pots’ of knowledge.
Perhaps this emphasis on chronology and firm dates provides a
sense of security that we are actually doing real science? Is archae-
ology a science in that respect? It is interesting to note here that
Lacan (and Freud also, for that matter), despite their outspoken
aims, never really considered psychoanalysis as a science (Miller
1996:26). In a similar sense, Foucault was well aware that he never
wrote anything but fictions (1980:193). The same objections apply to
much archaeology, which ought to have consequences for how we
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pursue our analysis and construct our models and narratives. As an
exemplification, let us consider the following quotation from Saul
Kripke on the existence of unicorns:

...even if archaeologists and geologists were to discover tomorrow
some fossils conclusively showing the existence of animals in the
past satisfying everything we know about unicorns from the myth of
the unicorn, that would not show that there were unicorns (Kripke
1980:24).

Kripke’s reasoning may seem disturbing at first glance; indeed
many archaeologists would be contemptuous if they discovered
data that supported a theory of, let us say, a typical kind of social
organisation. What Kripke is saying is that, if data are discovered
that fit the description of unicorns, they may suggest that there once
were horses with horns but that they were not necessarily the same
as the mythical figures of unicorns. There is a difference, and it is
this difference that I am seeking to highlight here. The very same
reasoning applies to our construction of models and fictions, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 2. If we find data that fit well with our idea of, let
us say, the general structure of chiefdoms, this does not imply that
the past social formation in question was a chiefdom in the same
sense. Our models of contemporary, small-scale or western, indus-
trialised, social formations are at best food for thought, but not
ready-made, universal, social models.

The same is also true for objects such as those in the previous
discussion of bronze items like ‘razors’. It also applies to composed
objects, such as ‘graves’, ‘boats’ or ‘cities’. When we excavate a pre-
historic pit containing artefacts and human remains, we have not
necessarily found a grave, as it is symbolised in a personal or con-
temporary order. It is a pit with artefacts and human remains that
need to be analysed as the social practice of another symbolic order
and ideology. The social aspects of Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory
implies that the constitution of the symbolic, the imaginary and the
Real are an outcome of the constitutional processes in which we be-
come social subjects. These realms are thus likely to be changeable
over time and space rather than solid entities, slowly varying in re-
lation to actual, structurating practices, structurating positivities (or
fibres and threads) and material circumstances. Because of the
glitches and gaps (symptoms) of these continuous processes there is
a need for some sort of reductive, intelligible scheme to make the
world intelligible: Zizek employs the term ideology for this ‘web of
alterations’. It cannot, however, be a question of only a single ideol-
ogy, but rather of a varying number of competing ideologies, of
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which some are ‘subaltern’ and others temporally more successful.
Ideologies can be partly intentional, as in the vulgar sense of the
term, but are more likely to be uncontrollable ‘creatures’ that ‘res-
cue’ us from the horrors of the Real. The question of change in the
matrix of associative chains of signification (meaning/sense) is
awkward. There may be brutal shifts, as in the epistemic changes
advocated by Foucault, or changes of nodal points (master signifi-
ers), as stressed by Zizek, but also in less abrupt ways, as discussed
in Chapter 2. However, they are most likely to be slow-changing
and inert processes, rarely apprehensible during the life spans of
single individuals.

By this, I am not suggesting that changes in ideologies or
structurating positivities happens above the heads of the individu-
als. Quite the contrary, the microarchaeological framework allows
several different ways in which social practices and even social
positivities can change rather than being reproduced. For instance,
we may consider small, unnoticeable changes in structurating prac-
tice, perhaps caused by misunderstandings or inability to do things
the ‘right’ way, that may cumulatively lead to social change.
Changes in material circumstances (ecology or human constructions
etc) can also potentially initiate changes in practice, as well as
changes in ways of handling materialities (e.g., technical innova-
tion, building techniques, house and settlement layout). Social
change may also occur because structurally conscious subjects that
occupy powerful subject positions may want it. Finally, structurat-
ing practices may change because of unintentional effects from
other structurating practices. The list can be continued.

The past is thus not the ‘culturally other’; the past is just differ-
ent, and it is different in many different ways. This is why we
cannot understand social practices beyond nodal points. Artefacts
and archaeological data may only have contemporary meanings; on
that matter, Hodder and other hermeneutics are possibly correct.
But, as I have tried to show by the discussions of psychoanalytic
and social theory (there is not really a difference between them), so-
cial practice, that is, collective practice, is by definition structurated
in various ways, and from that it follows that traces of practice are
not randomly constituted. Materialities and practice are very much
related to the changing constitution of contemporary symbolic or-
ders and ideologies, but there are yet patterns for us to retrieve and
discuss. Here is one important point on which microarchaeology
diverges from ‘traditional’ archaeology. Instead of finding parallel
phenomena, searching for origins and relating a given practice to a
contemporary, cultural context, microarchaeological analysis dis-
cusses relations between local social practice and then, so to speak,
tries to drag the threads out of the ball of fibres.
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But is it really true, does the temporal depth prevent us from un-
derstanding past practices? After all, there are some things that we
have in common with many dead and other, differently constituted
individuals. The remoteness of past social practice is quite apparent
in the study of the Neolithic burial site of Ajvide. For instance, how
are we to relate to the phenomena of grave no. 6, in which the skull
has been removed and the teeth have been carefully re-ordered in
their original places? The suggestions of ancestor cult or skull cult
do not really tell us very much more about such an event.  This
practice is, at least to me, as incomprehensible as the quotation from
the 16th century physician Pomme in Chapter 2. Is it an important
event? Is it perhaps an example of subaltern practice? Or is it actu-
ally a freak instance, in which the general, social significance of
teeth and jaws is articulated in the extreme? Either way, I hesitate to
try to make sense of such a practice (although I find the seemingly
overall social significance of teeth at Ajvide intriguing).

The general analysis of the Ajvide site and the patterns found
raise other, perhaps more apprehensible questions. One thing that
can be learned is that a detailed, particular study seems to extend
the degree of complexity. They often reveal social heterogeneity
also in small locales during short periods of time. What are we sup-
posed to do with these awful abjects (symptoms) that do not fit into
our general narratives? We can ignore (repress) them as insignifi-
cant anomalies or embrace them and be ready to change our
assumptions about a particular time or place, to acknowledge local
variability over homogeneous systems. This is a main advantage of
the microarchaeological approach to a general problem of archae-
ology. The interest in the particular and the local in favour of grand
narratives has only begun to meet with greater interest among ar-
chaeologists (except for highlighting the spectacular). This text has
not provided more than a first attempt in this quest. Microarchaeol-
ogy is not provable by a series of successful case-studies. We can
never firmly establish clear relations between different practices
and materialities of the past, but that problem of verification is not
one that is unique to microarchaeology. Lacan often emphasized
that he did not invent anything new; he merely advocated ‘a return
to Freud’. It was a reaction to the ‘misreadings’ of ego-psychology
that neglected the basic elements of Freudian theory (Lacan
1988b:10; 1996:60ff). Microarchaeology is in the same sense ‘a return
to the past’, a return to the objects and the material traces of practice
beyond hermeneutic relativism and stiff, contemporary models and
fictions.
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Appendix A: Radiocarbon and TL datings

Grave RE-corr unCorr Mar (%)

1a(h) 4120+/-85 4320+/-85 -
1b(h) 4030+/-60 4230+/-60 -
2(h) 4035+/-75 4235+/-75 62
2(s) 4150+/-96 4450+/-65 100
2(hh) 4150+/-65 4150+/-65 0
2(c) 4111+/-44
6(h) 3935+/-60 4135+/-60 -
13(h) 4185+/-65 4385+/-65 -
19(h) 3815+/-95 4015+/-95 66
28(h) 4150+/-85 4350+/-85 65
29(h) 4035+/-65 4235+/-65 80
29(s) 4205+/-99 4505+/-70 100
29(sus) 4195+/-70 4195+/-70 0
29(c) 4128+/-43
30(h) 3895+/-65 4095+/-65 86
36(h) 4015+/-75 4215+/-75 -
41(h) 4160+/-80 4360+/-80 -
53(h) 4000+/-80 4200+/-80 -

13 TL 2550+/-250        
14 TL 1810+/-200     

Table 1. Calibrated carbon dates of human and animal bones; reservoir effect
correlated (RE-corr), and without reservoir effect (Corr) and TL datings of ce-
ramics from burials (years in BP). Abbreviations: h=homo, hh=hedgehog,
s=seal, sus= pig, c=combined of all three datings. Data taken from Lindqvist
& Possnert 1997a:74, Possnert 2002:171f; Burenhult 1997f:xviii-xix; Lindqvist
& Possnert 1997b:55f and Österholm 1989:93, 123.
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Notes
                                                  

Chapter two:
1 Some prefer to discuss ‘corporeal materialism’ or ‘situated knowledge’ instead of
embodiment (Haraway 1989; Butler 1990b; Braidotti 1991) as a means of singling out a
more political dimension of the social body.
2 Phenotypic or genetic differences may certainly imply a different world-view in a
phenomenological sense. For instance, Chodorow has argued that the experience of
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pregnancy but also the small differences in sexual physiognomy, entail a different ex-
perience of the world (e.g. Chodorow 1978; cf. Featherstone & Turner 1991:20).
Chodorow is certainly right in criticising the modern concept of the self as mainly
based on male experience, but to suggest that female experience in general is different
is less valid (1978:25; cf. Irigaray 1994:83).
3 In line with Zizek, I do not read Lacan as a structuralist thinker but emphasise the
constructionist aspects of his work (cf. Zizek 1989:153, 183). I will also leave out as
much as possible of the indigestible terminology and mathematical models that fre-
quently occur in his texts.
4 On the relations between the Imaginary, the Symbolic and the Real, see Miller in La-
can 1996:22 and the translator’s note in Lacan 1977b:279f. For an extended discussion,
see e.g., Zizek 1992; Feldstein et al.  1996:39-237.
5 The term Other is here used according to the Lacanian notion of le grand Autre (the big
other), that is, discourse or ‘the way of doing things’. It should not be mixed with the
notion of the cultural other as used by, e.g., Todorov (1982).
6 These three concepts of Lacan are not to be confused with (or to replace) Freud’s to-
pographies (unconscious, pre-conscious and conscious or Id, Ego and super-Ego) but
are better conceived as abstract and analytical dimensions.
7 The concept of serial routes is akin to Hägerstrand’s ‘projects’. We also find similar
ideas in David Seamon’s notions of body ballets, place ballets and time-space routines.
A body ballet is “a set of integrated gestures and movements which sustain a particular
task; a time-space routine is a set of habitual bodily behaviors which extends through a
considerable portion of time”. The place-ballet is “a fusion of many time-space routines
and body-ballets in terms of place” (1980:158f).
8 There may be some confusion regarding the seemingly similar content between
structurating practices and serial phenomena or serial categories. Serial phenomena are
effects of the mutual practices of a serial category; these serial practices, however, do
not need to be structurating.
9 Göteborgs-posten 19 december 2002, p. 30.
10 The first term of Giddens’ concepts of structurating properties and structurating princi-
ples is defined as “Structurated features of social systems, especially institutionalised
features, stretching across time and space” (Giddens 1984:377). The latter concept are
“Principles of organization of societal totalities; factors involved in the overall institu-
tional alignment of a society or type of society” (Giddens 1984:376).
11 This notion of a third and fourth level of hermeneutics was later reconsidered by
Shanks and included in the double hermeneutics of Giddens. On comparing historical
and ethnographical interpretations, cf. Lévi-Strauss (1963:17).
12 For different definitions of society and social systems, see, e.g., Linton 1936:253; Ma-
linowski 1939; Parsons 1951:5-6; Giddens 1979:66; Barth 1992:29; Descola 1992:124 and
Luhmann 1995. Alternative suggestions of terminology are few. One was provided by
George Dalton, who unsuccessfully tried to establish Genus as a term for ‘socio-political
cultural units’ (Dalton 1981:39).

Chapter three:
13 In the original: Ich kenne den Tod, ich bin ein alter Angestellter von ihm, man
überschätzt ihn, glauben Sie mir! Ich kann Ihnen sagen, es ist fast gar nichts damit.
Denn was unter Umständen an Schindereien vorhergeht, das kann manja nicht gut
zum Tode rechnen, es ist eine springlebendige Angelegenheit und kann zum Leben
und zur Genesung führen. Aber vom Tode wüßte Ihnen keiner, der wiederkäme, was
Rechtes zu erzählen, denn man erlebt ihn nicht. Wir kommen aus dem Dunkel und
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gehen ins Dunkel, dazwischen liegen Erlebnisse, aber Anfang und Ende, Geburt und
Tod, werden von uns nicht erlebt, sie haben keinen subjektiven Charakter, sie fallen als
Vorgänge ganz ins Gebiet des Objektiven, so ist es damit..
14 There are, of course, many later elaborations and advances of the themes discussed
by Kroeber and Ucko but yet surprisingly little efforts to deal with the problems they
pose. On the contrary, the narratives of the history of burial archaeology are frequently
very similar. They normally follow a similar line, departing from the work of Hertz
(1960) Binford (1971) and Saxe (1970), followed by Tainter (1977), Pader (1982), Alek-
shin 1983 and O’Shea (1984). For the reader who is not acquainted with these works,
there are good summaries and discussions in Chapman, Kinnes & Randsborg (eds.)
1981; O’Shea 1984; Anderson Beck (ed.) 1995; Parker-Pearson 1999.
15 Houby-Nielsen (1995:145) argues that it is primarily the status of the family of the
deceased that is manifested in the grave. Houby-Nielsen thus assumes a universal
presence of family like systems and that the next of kin have a significant position in
the burial practices. This cannot be presumed for all prehistoric social formations, al-
though it is common in many contemporary cultures.
16 Morris (1987:95f, ch. 6) argued that the variability indicated that only a few (the
‘Agathoi’) received a proper burial, whereas others are not (the ‘Kakoi’). There are,
however, some problems in the chronology of the burials. Papadopoulos (1993) argues
that Morris, as in the mentioned case of Tilley in his Fjälkinge analysis, mixed chrono-
logical variables with the social (cf. Morris 1998).
17 There are certain problems related to discussions of age. Age and sex determinations
are in general vague based on osteological data, but are even more uncertain for indi-
viduals over 50 years of age (Crown & Fish 1996:807) and for children (Manchester
1989:11). Moreover, the general age-groups employed by physical anthropology are
not necessarily well fitted for the actually lived experience of age.
18 Burenhult (1997e:173; 2002:32) interprets the radiocarbon dates to cover a period
between 2750 BC and 2300 BC, while Lindquist and Possnert (1997b:74), calculating
with the reservoir effect, suggest a period of use between 2905-2072 BC (68% probabil-
ity) or 3062-1928 BC (95%).
19 An additional spatial aspect to be considered is the internal relations between the
places of interments in different zones of the grave (head, waist, feet, etc. (e.g. Pader
1982; Malmer 2002:93).
20 Österholm’s (1989:92) preliminary data from 1989 suggested a relatively low stature
(159 cm for women and 160 cm for men). The present data fit better in relation to the
average stature of individuals at other Middle Neolitic sites of Gotland: 169 cm for men
and 175 for women (Sjövold 1974:199f). The numbers can be related to other general
estimates, e.g., Mesolithic Skateholm: 161/153 cm, Danish Neolithic megaliths: 164/154
cm (Ahlström 2001:325). But see Bennike (1985: 480).
21 There may actually be 12 individuals that have been radiocarbon dated, but it is not
clear from the published data in which individual the dating termed “Ajvide 1/1994”
is taken from (see Possnert 2002:171f).
22 The number of buried individuals is 79 including the cenotaphs. The life expectancy
at Ajvide is c. 30 years. Minimum and maximum figures have been calculated for a
1000-year and a 500-year period of use respectively. The formula is based on a stable
population with equal birth and death rates.
23 The dark colour of the burial pits is, however, not found only in the long ones but is
also present in some of the shorter and in pits, which contradicts the boat hypothesis.
24 It is, of course, also likely that the ‘undertakers’ of series C actually wanted to relate
to the older graves by deliberately intersect them.
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25 There is still a small probability within the range of the C14 data (90% probability)
that all the burials are more or less contemporary.

Chapter four:
26 Kirk, G. S.  (ed) 1954. Heraclitus. The Cosmic Fragments, Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, pp. 280-3.
27 Ingold points to the relations between the landscape and the different forms of ac-
tivities performed within it: “Just as the landscape is an array of related features, so –
by analogy – the taskscape is an array of related activities” (Ingold 1993:158). The envi-
ronment is thus revealed to the perceiver through an active process of engagement,
rather than constructed through an ordering of sensations passively received.
28 The concepts of place and locale are awkward and relational abstractions, but useful
as general terms. The concept of place is a subjective (emic) objectivation of a particular
space in space (Tilley 1994:11). Places are seldom just any place but an area loaded with
ethics, emotions, social significance, etc. The concept of locales, on the other hand, re-
fers to the use of space as a setting of interaction (e.g. a room, street corner, city, etc.,
Giddens 1984:118; cf. Rapoport 1990:12; Tilley 1994:19; cf. Foucault 1986 on heteroto-
pias).
29 Kurtz & Boardman 1971, 164, 312; see e.g., Poulsen 1994:23; Schallin 1996:170 (Hel-
ladic); Jameson, Runnels & van Andel 1994:425 (Classical); Hägg et al 1980 (Hellenistic);
Coleman 1986:152; Forsell 1996:326 (Roman/Late Roman).
30 The burials of Asea are described in greater detail in Fahlander 2002.
31 Feature 2b (UA-15484) is dated to cal. AD 530-650 (63.8%), AMS.
32 In 2001, a small concentration of tiles, indicating the presence of burials, was discov-
ered on the slopes where the stele is claimed to have been found. The area was not
walked during the survey, owing to the dense vegetation.
33 Another common feature of the burials of S42 and S22-23 is the close proximity to
wells, which may be another factor in the structurating matrix.
34 Drakopolous (1997:301) argues that Classical and Roman Asea was situated else-
where. Building on Pausanias, he identifies Roman Asea with the site at Agios
Georgos, 20 statis from Paleokastron. Holmberg found no intermediate material be-
tween the Helladic and Hellenist periods, but artefacts from all periods were found in
the fields around the acropolis (Forsén & Forsén 2002).
35 Bone samples have been taken from 9 graves and may be used for future DNA
analysis to establish the individual’s spatial origins.
36 Burials were generally not allowed within the city walls for religious and practical
reasons (Toynbee 1971:48; Kyle 1998:169, but see Bodel 1986).

Chapter five:
37 The daily Morning News, 10 May 2000. Cf. Miller, Mark Crispin, 2001. The Bush Dys-
lexicon, London: Bantam Books. p.310.
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