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Response #4

Reintegrating Humans into Fieldwork


The major question that stood out in these readings for me came from McFadyen, as quoted in Lucas: "Why are we so professional about creating an archaeology devoid of us? (13)” Some movements in contemporary archaeology endeavor to make it a hard science, coupling a rigid methodical system with an impartial analysis of the results. However, myself and many other contemporary archaeologists see archaeology differing from hard science in two important ways. First, archaeology is not replicable; as one digs, one destroys. The principle of replication is integral to the traditional scientific method, but because archaeology is a destructive process, this principle cannot apply here. Second, human interpretation is central to the archaeological process in a way that most hard, laboratory-based sciences attempt to avoid. The production of archaeological data is not created by combining substances to produce predictable results, or by treating some things one way and some another, and then running statistical analyses on the resulting numbers. Archaeological data already exists; it is up to the archaeologist to recover, study and interpret. Archaeologists shy away from this fact, because even though it brings unique challenges and limitations to the process, it also brings unique capabilities of connecting people and thinking through our shared human experience.

There are several ways at the John Brown House that I feel are successful in incorporating the field worker, and sharing a unique human experience with outside observers of the project. The website is crucial in making the project visible, and direct involves us (the fieldworkers) in the ongoing experience of excavations at the JNB. The field blogs are especially crucial here, as this assignment gives every field worker a place to write about their personal reactions to the project. Writing about the project in this way even allows us to explore and be more honest about our biases while working in the field, which may help in more accurate interpretation of the data. Also, when three or four people write about each unit every day that we work, that day takes on more dimensions than just the context paperwork. Each person did a different job that day, and each is bringing a unique perspective as a student of archaeology; this is already reflecting in our field blogs this semester.


The photography and videography on our project is also important, as it shows outside observers how we excavated, preserves our connection to the project and allows us to think about our work as something that will be preserved. I think we could do more videotaping of our fieldwork. So far, we have basically taped the most interesting artifacts in situ, with a voiceover of a fieldworker saying a bit about the artifact. A simple picture and a short narrative in our field blog could easily accomplish this. It would be more interesting to all parties involved to actually do some informal taping of workers excavating around the object – interacting with it and the context in which it exists. This would better preserve the excavation process, create a multi-dimensional experience for later observers, and provide a reference point for us when we are doing labwork later in the semester. 


I’ve also been thinking about the prospect of videotaping an entire excavation process. This would create incredible reference material for the workers in the finds part of the site or in the lab. These people generally have lots of paperwork at their disposal; they can easily look up on what day and where an object was found. However, having a videotape to reference would mean that they would know (or remember, if they were the same people as the fieldworkers) what the tone of the site was like that day, how closely in time this object or context was found compared to other around it, and how the object was treated as it was directly excavated. This type of multimedia project would require the field workers to note certain times in their paperwork that they think might be important for later observers to reference later in the process.


I also wish that, as students of both fieldwork and our site, that we knew a little bit more about the site. We’ve talked about its history in brief, but I don’t feel confident in remembering years of occupation, or connecting social actions or architectural movements to those time periods. Perhaps that will come later as we begin to analyze our artifacts, but I wish we were more informed about the site, as field workers. I can connect a lot of my fieldwork to other readings and research about early Providence that I’ve done for other classes, but I can imagine that students who haven’t had that experience might feel even more disoriented than me. Beginning the class with some brief documentary research of our own might give us a more well-rounded view of the site and make us all more clear of our goals here before we stick a shovel in the ground.


On the whole, I tend to agree with those who want to rethink archaeology as something more than a scientific process. Archaeology is an anthropological process. I don’t mean “anthropology” as in “the academic department that has a problematic relationship with archaeology” here, but anthropological in the sense that it consists of people interacting with things and places because they are interested in how people have previously interacted with those things and places. Archaeology certainly has and is aided by many scientific elements, tools and processes, but will be more powerful when those things are coupled with an interest in and respect for the human process. I think we are capturing some of that power at the JNB, but we could always do better.

Works Cited

Lucas, Gavin. Introduction in Critical Approaches to Fieldwork. Routledge: London, 
2001. Print.
PAGE  
1

