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In archaeology objectivity is both possible and necessary. Objectivity
primarily means that we at least try to find the truth about what happened
in prehistory. A minor fact is worth more than a great fiction. Archaeo-
logical actualism has three main variants: ethnoarchaeology, archaeo-
logical experiments, and our own personal, subjective impressions of
the archaeological material compared with basic physical phenomena
in the world around us. Personal actualistic explanations are accep-
table and useful if they concern general human conditions.
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Jacques Lacan somewhere said that a prob-
lem which each civilization must consider
and try to solve, is how the dead can speak to
the living and the living to the dead (cf. Gus-
tafsson 1996:44). I think these words express
the meaning and function of archaeology
very well. Presumably Lacan did not have
prehistoric times particularly in mind, but
rather times with a written language. How-
ever, the quotation applies very well to arch-
aeology, since it is unique among the huma-
nities in that we have to give prehistoric times
a language before a discourse is possible. Or,
more exactly, we have to give prehistory a
clear-cut language.

Clearness, objectivity and a critical atti-
tude distinguished good historians of all pe-
riods. Thukydides writes thus: “But as to the
facts of the occurences of the war, I have
thought it my duty to give them, not as ascer-
tained from any chance informant nor as see-
med to me probable, but only after investigat-
ing with the greatest possible accuracy each
detail, in the case both of the events in which
I myself participated and of those regarding
which I got my information from others. And
the endeavour to ascertain these facts was a

laborious task, because those who were eye-
witnesses of the several events did not give
the same reports about the same things, but
reports varying according to their champion-
ship of one side or the other, or according to
their recollection.” (Book 1:22).

Leopold von Ranke, the founder of mo-
dern historical research, has a similar position
in his field as C. J. Thomsen in archaeology.
They were almost the same age (born 1795
and 1788, respectively), and both carried on
traditions from the Enlightenment. In the
preface of Ranke’s first book are the famous
words: "History has assigned to it the task of
judging the past, of instructing the present
for the benefit of the ages to come. To such
lofty functions this work does not aspire. Its
aim is merely to show how things actually
were”, wie es eigentlich gewesen (Ranke
1824, translation by Tosh 1984:11). Ranke
demanded of historians that they should use
primary and contemporaneous sources, and
that they should scrutinize them critically and
objectively. Thomsen made exactly the same
demands (Malmer 1989). But moreover,
Ranke says, the prerequisites of every time
must be understood, and its atmosphere and
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mentality has to be reconstructed. We must try
to understand why people of the distant past
acted as they did. This may be called a
hermeneutic outlook.

Obviously it is good to try to understand
the situation of people of the past. It gives our
own problems more reasonable proportions.
To be able to illustrate the long row of past
centuries with clear pictures and tales will
give most people a feeling of being secure and
at home.

Archaeology is useful to the present so-
ciety, above all owing to its long axis of time,
which other humanities lack. Sometimes it is
said that archaeology’s field of research is
only society in its entirety, whereas history
often deals with individuals. But it is not
quite like that. With the osteologist’s help we
can draw conclusions from graves, such as
age and sex of the deceased, illnesses and
possibly the cause of death. Grave-gifts can
tell us about ideology, status and wealth. In
fact we often know more about an anony-
mous prehistoric individual than about a
medieval person, about whom the written
sources often tell nothing more than his name.

The research findings of archaeology are
generally reliable, for our sources are nume-
rous and moreover almost always both gen-
uine and truthful. This is not always the case
for instance in medieval history, where an
important event may be mentioned only in a
single text, which furthermore may be ten-
dentious or even faked.

Now, which are prehistoric archaeology’s
sources of knowledge? Obviously the artefact
material. And by artefacts I mean, now and
later in this paper, all that is manufactured or
worked by man, prehistoric objects and mo-
numents, ecofacts and all traces of man in his
environment.

Hardly anybody has failed to notice that
during the last few decades the study of
artefacts has often been criticized. In many
cases the criticism is not rational, but a dis-
inclination for the study of artefact materials
is rather shown. A jargon has been develo-
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ped, in which one condescendingly speaks
about a fixation for objects, as if it would be
a mistake to examine and document the arte-
facts carefully. One speaks as if knowledge
about prehistoric times could and should be
searched for elsewhere than in the artefacts.
But if this is considered, it is of course an
illusion. All information about prehistoric
times is exclusively in the form, substance
and location of artefacts. Of course we want
knowledge about a prehistoric world of
ideas, about social systems, ideology and a
lot else that is immaterial. But still the only
source of information is nevertheless mate-
rial: the artefacts’ form, substance and loca-
tion. Sometimes our problem is such that it
will not be meaningful to measure the object
or study its form in detail. The best strategy is
often to see the object in broad outline, to
catch its aesthetic qualities. But such an
aesthetic impression is also entirely depen-
dent on the object’s real, physical form.

My very first archaeological excavation
made an ineffaceable impression on me. In
November 1945 Professor Greta Arwidsson
excavated an Iron Age house near the Jigers-
ro race-course in Malmo, and I was her assi-
stant. It rained, and it was cold and dark. The
clay was stiff, and we found very little, just
a few undecorated pottery sherds. In those
days there was a famous jockey on the race-
course, whose name was George Killick. Not
only was he a skilful horseman but also a
clairvoyant, a spiritualistic medium. He visi-
ted our excavation, and he quickly seized a
pot sherd and put it to his forehead. Then he
told us what he saw: how the house was fur-
nished during the Iron Age, how fire blazed
in the hearth, how men fought and women
lamented. I shall not go into my own views
about parapsychology, but the comparison
between Killick’s seance and our method
was instructive.

Probably most archaeologists think that a
careful record of the details of the artefact
material is important. Nevertheless warnings
are given against collecting a lot of data



which will not result in increased knowledge
about prehistoric times (Johansen 1979:129).
I think that these warnings are unjustified
and detrimental. No matter how carefully an
artefact material has been studied, it is al-
ways possible to make an additional observa-
tion. Of course every observation is not equ-
ally informative, but any new observation
will increase our knowledge about prehisto-
ric times. However, obviously we need a the-
ory to help us find those elements in the
artefact material which will give the best
possible knowledge.

The word theory has enjoyed changing
popularity in the course of time. In the be-
ginning of the 1980s I once found the words
“theory” and "theoretical” 16 times in the first
half page of a paper by a distinguished col-
league. By that time “theory” obviously was
a very fashionable word, used to embellish
one’s text. On the other hand I looked in
vain for the word in my own doctoral thesis
(Malmer 1962:V and 879). In the latest arch-
acological texts the word ’theory’ is no lon-
ger very popular; it has been superseded by
other fashionable words. For my part I used
“method” and “hypothesis™ instead of “the-
ory”, because [ was of the opinion that these
words had a clear meaning, and clearness
was something I really aimed at. "Theory”,
however, is not a sharply defined notion.
Prawitz (1995:173) explains the meaning of
the word thus: ”A group of assumptions or
statements which explains phenomena of
some kind, and systematizes our knowledge
of them”. So according to this definition,
theory is simply synonymous with sensible
mental activity. Thus the difference between
theoretical and practical archaeology is small.
For example, it is quite correct to say that the
planning of an excavation is a theoretical
act (Apel et al. 1995:52). Sometimes it is put
forward as something rather radical to have
a theoretical base when selecting the mate-
rial details which you intend to discuss, but
that is of course self-evident.

In order to function as a good tool arch-
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aeological theory has to be structured, of
course. Trigger (1989:20) has made a classi-
fication in three levels. On the lowest level
are the data of the artefact material, as well
as generalizations of them, usually in the form
of defined types. Middle level theory includes
generalizations of human behaviour, such as
the economic, social and ideological func-
tion of artefacts, but also for instance the
organization of the family, the structure of
the village and political circumstances. Bin-
ford’s (1981) middle range theory aims at the
relation between observable artefacts and
archaeologically unobservable human be-
haviour. And this is, of course, a central point
in archaeology.

In the case of high level theory it is ne-
cessary to make a more definite choice be-
tween systems such as ecological determi-
nism, Marxism and idealism. Trigger points
out that these high level theories cannot be
tested effectively; rather, they are like reli-
gious dogmas. Nevertheless many archaeo-
logists are mostly interested in these high
level theories. And nowadays, unfortunately,
many think that work on the lowest level is
at best uninteresting and at worst meaning-
less.

Archaeology has two great groups of
neighbouring sciences, namely the other hu-
manistic disciplines and the natural sciences.
The materials of the first group are verbal
and human. The materials of the second group
are mute and non-human. The material of pre-
historic archaeology is different from that of
all these disciplines in that it is both mute
and human (Malmer 1984:266, 1993:146).
Consequently archaeology is almost unique.
Only somatic medicine may be said to have a
similar position; and the comparison between
archaeology and medicine is not so pointless
as it may seem at first. The medicine of the
old ages was, at best, common sense, and the
same may be said about archaeology before
Thomsen.

During the last few decades criticism has
often been directed against a supposed ideal
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of natural scientific reasoning, which has
been said to characterize archaeology espe-
cially during the first half of the 20th cen-
tury. Possibly archaeological problems have
sometimes been treated in such a manner that
humanistic aspects are superseded by natu-
ral scientific ones, but in my experience, this
has not occurred often. The opposite situa-
tion is much more frequent. Archaeological
artefacts are 100 % substance, even if they
express psychological or ideological reali-
ties. Thus we cannot, with retained scientific
reputation, analyse archaeological materials
without mathematical, physical, chemical
and other natural scientific methods.

Yet archaeology is not a natural but a
humanistic science. The difference is ob-
vious if one tries to use Thomas Kuhn’s no-
tion of paradigm in archaeology (Sterud
1973). Kuhn (1970:11) introduces this no-
tion by quoting an example from the history
of physical optics. According to Newton’s
Opticks, which was published in 1703, light
consists of small particles. Einstein taught
that light is transversal wave motion. Today
physics textbooks tell that light is photons,
i.e., quantum-mechanical entities. There is no
possibility to combine these three explana-
tions into a unitary theory; you have to ex-
plain the character of light in one of these
three ways. This is the reason why the three
theories replaced each other in a revolutio-
nary manner, as the title of Kuhn’s book
suggests. Common to the three theories is,
however, that they are abstract. They have
nothing to do with a seeing man’s experience
of light, and so far they are inconceivable to
human common sense.

Incommensurable explanations of this
type, which replace each other in a revo-
lutionary manner, cannot exist in archaeo-
logy or other behavioural research. Different
schools of research certainly exist, but they
don’t exclude but rather complement each
other, and they are, and must be, within the
human sphere. Consequently the notion of
paradigm does not function well in archaeo-
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logy.

Of interest is, however, an anecdote about
Thomas Kuhn, recently told by his student,
Professor John Heilbron (1996). During a
cocktail party at Harvard University Kuhn
was suddenly asked what type of research he
was doing. A silence fell over the room, and
everybody listened with strained attention.
Then Kuhn answered in real earnest: I seek
the truth.

Obviously archaeology should test the
applicability of theories and models of ex-
planation in neighbouring sciences, especi-
ally anthropology. Ethnoarchaeological re-
search is a very important connecting link
between the two disciplines. C. J. Thomsen
introduced ethnoarchaeology as early as
1836, and two years later Sven Nilsson pub-
lished a more detailed version of Thomsen’s
ideas. Anthropologists of today have largely
abandoned ethnographic artefacts, since they
are convinced that interviews with living
people will give much richer and more clear-
cut information about society and ideology.
And of course they are quite right, provided
that one speaks the language of the studied
population, and speaks it quite well. It is re-
ally not enough to understand the main sense,
one must also be able to detect the nuances in
a conversation about delicate and important
subjects. But in fact it gradually turned out
that even prominent anthropologists, such as
Margaret Mead, needed help from interpret-
ers. It also appeared that the persons inter-
viewed sometimes told stories which did not
really stick to facts, or even tried to make fun
of the credulous westerner (Freeman 1989).

Of course it would have been much easier
for anthropologists to test the veracity of
statements about the functions of artefacts.
But of late they have left exactly that undone.
So ethnoarchaeology on the whole has been
developed only by archaeologists. Butin spite
of the important work carried out by Binford
(e.g. 1967), Hodder (1982) and many others,
ethnoarchaeology has not yet acquired the
central position that it deserves. Good results



have been achieved, but most of the work
remains to be done.

Archaeologists have a natural disposition
to recognize themselves, so to speak, in pre-
historic man. They find their own notions
and ideas in the artefact material. In the re-
cent literature there are many warnings
against this. More seldom are there warnings
against a nowadays rather common, oppo-
site inclination to describe prehistoric man
as maximally different from people living
today.

The founder of modern geology is James
Hutton, who was an older contemporary of
C. J. Thomsen. In his work Theory of the
Earth (1795) he presented a theory which was
later called actualism. This theory says that
such geological processes which take place
in present times happened in the same way in
the past, during the historical development of
the earth. Consequently the theory can be
summarized thus: the present is the key to the
past. However, the theory does not rule out
that other processes occurred in the past,
which have no counterpart in the present.

Obviously the term actualism is of use
also in archaeology. One variant of archaeo-
logical actualism is ethnoarchaeological
methods. Another variant is archaeology by
experiment. But the notion of archaeological
actualism is much wider. It comprises the
totality of modern man’s perception of the
artefact material compared with the percep-
tion of the world around us, not least our
everyday surroundings. Surface, weight, light,
colour, water, stone and all other such ele-
mentary phenomena are probably experi-
enced in the same way by man today as in
prehistoric times.

If we want to find Stone Age habitation
sites within a certain area we can start by
listing those sites which are already known.
Then we can make careful statistics of the
position of these sites in relation to various
elements of the terrain. After that we must
revise the numbers with regard to those mo-
dern factors which caused the known sites to
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be discovered. Guided by these data, we can
at last try to find new possible places for
habitation sites.

But another method is simply to sit down
on the hillside and feel whether we are shelte-
red from the wind and warmed by the sun.
And if we feel comfortable on the hillside, it
may be worthwhile to dig a test pit. Even if
this simple form of actualism is insufficient
as the only method to find new habitation
sites, it may at least prove helpful.

In most artefact materials there is a po-
larization into two groups of data. The one
group consists of phenomena which can be
actualistically interpreted by means of mo-
dern ethnographic or western material, or by
means of our own personal experience. The
other group of data cannot be interpreted in
that way. After such a division we shall
probably find that part of the actualistically
interpreted first group actually seems to have
a double explanatory potential, with a link
also to the second group. In this way both
groups of data will get new explanatory
possibilities.

Fig. | shows a recently published bronze
statuette from the Late Bronze Age, found on
the mountain of Kullaberg in north-western
Scania (Paulsson 1996). This is the fourteenth
statuette known of this type (most of them
listed by Malmer 1992:382). Ten of the sta-
tuettes have been found in Scania and Zea-
land, most of them on both sides of the Sound.
It has been possible to weigh ten of the
statuettes, and six of them have a uniform
weight of ca. 107 grams. The other four
obviously belong to the same weight system,
for one weighs 1/2, one 3/4 and two 5/4 of the
standard weight. The Kullaberg statuette
weighs almost 106 grams, which means that
the weight has once again been confirmed.
Further confirmation is provided by the gol-
den so-called oath-rings, which are calibra-
ted according to the same weight system
(Malmer 1992:380-383 and Figs. 4-6). It is
not unlikely that the basic weight unit of
the system is 26.5 grams (Sperber 1996:50),
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which would mean that the weight of the
majority of statuettes is equal to four units,
whereas one statuette is equal to three units
and two are equal to five weight units.

So it seems as well proven as anything in
archaeology that the south Scandinavian
Bronze Age was acquainted with a weight

Fig. 1. Bronze statuette from Kullaberg, Scania,
Sweden. Length 134 mm. Weight 106 g. Photo:
Christer Akerberg.

Current Swedish Archaeology, Vol. 5, 1997

system, and used it at least for weighing gold
and bronze objects. It is striking that the
weight of bronze statuettes was as precisely
calibrated as that of the precious gold rings.
But a reasonable explanation is that the sta-
tuettes were weights and that the gold rings
were among such things that were weighed.
Weight systems in the Bronze Age of Greece
and the Middle East support this hypothesis.
For example, it appears that the weight of the
Kullaberg statuette corresponds almost ex-
actly to 24 Attic drachmas. And the same
weight occurs in Egypt at the time of Akhe-
naton in the 14th century B.C. (Sperber 1992:
617).

The statuette from Kullaberg and her
parallels are so expressive that the explana-
tion may seem quite obvious. Already at the
turn of the century Arne (1909:178) wrote that
they imitate the goddess Ishtar in Babylonia,
who was called Astarte in Phoenicia and
Aphrodite on Cyprus. In modern research it
would be natural to discuss gender ideas as
well. No doubt the statuettes express some-
thing about the position of woman in Bronze
Age society.

Stenberger (1964:300) adopts Ame’s ideas
and adds some concrete details: In their
clumsy and modest design they may consti-
tute a cheap mass production, spread among
ordinary people. It is close at hand to explain
them as images of a goddess, idols, which
were placed in the homes and served as a
kind of household goddess.” On the whole
this is pure fantasy, and undoubtedly Stenber-
ger would not have explained the statuettes
in this way, if he had known their weight.
The first statuette incorporated in the col-
lections of the Stockholm Museum of Natio-
nal Antiquities came from S:t Olof in Scania.
This happened in 1895, and you may ask why
it took 100 years before the statuettes were
weighed. Probably the expressive look of the
statuettes was considered to speak for itself.
To weigh them would have been a senseless
pedantry. But of course the weighing should
have been a matter of routine. And if the



statuettes had been weighed, one would no
doubt have soon discovered that they were
made in accordance with a strict weight sys-
tem.

Weighing the statuettes is to use an actu-
alistic method. Metal is expensive today, and
it was even more expensive in the early metal
age. The peoples of the European continent,
who owned the mines, had no reason to send
gold and bronze to Scandinavia in unlimited
and unweighed quantities. An actualistic ex-
planation of the weights of gold and bronze
objects must be that Bronze Age people were
scrupulous about these matters.

Of course the appearance of the goddess
was by no means insignificant to nordic
Bronze Age people, nor were the tales which
probably accompanied her from Phoenicia to
Scandinavia. On the contrary, the characteris-
tics of the goddess, and the protection she
could give, were no doubt important to the
Scandinavians. But the accurately calibrated
weight could of course not enhance the fame
and holiness of the exalted goddess. It would
really be absurd if you had to take out a pair
of scales to be sure that the statuette repre-
sented the right goddess. The weight of the
statuette cannot be religiously motivated, but
the case must be the opposite: the well-known
effigy of the goddess must have legitimated
the weight in roughly the same way as the
royal hallmark right up to 1972 made the
Swedish shopkeepers weights valid. When
weights in the Cypriote Bronze Age were sha-
ped like a calf, the signification was the same
(Malmer 1992:386). And the dance around
the golden calf in Exodus is well known.

The weight of the goddesses is by no
means an exception. On the contrary, it is a
typical case. No reader of archaeological pub-
lications can fail to note that they are often
bristling with details, which at first may seem
unimportant but which later turn out to be
very essential (Malmer 1994). Data no doubt
have very different explanatory power, but
there are none which are devoid of it.

From the beginning of archaeology the
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usefulness of chronological data has been
regarded as self-evident, but lately it has
beendebated. Generally speaking, chronology
matters less in the modern archaeological li-
terature than in the earlier. Many modern mu-
seums no longer display their collections in
strict chronological order, and if they do, the
exhibition may be criticized as sterile and
abstract (Shanks & Tilley 1987a:68). Surely
it is correct to distinguish between a modern,
linear perception of time, and an old, cyclic
one. In the old peasant society birth, death
and the four seasons of the year were noticed,
but hardly the numerical sequence of the
years (Frykman & Lofgren 1980:21-44). For
my own part this cyclic perception of time is
emotionally familiar, and I can actualistically
imagine that it was common in prehistoric
society. But this does not make chronologi-
cal ordering less necessary. Even a person
with a cyclic perception of time needs a ca-
lendar, and a chronology is needed to make
a good explanation.

The kind of actualism which I recommend
is supported by general theory for the testing
of hypotheses. As is well known, Popper
(1935) maintains that a scientific thesis must
be falsifiable. Many archaeologists, not least
in recent times, based their hypotheses on the
supposition that prehistoric people had quite
different ideas from people living today. No
doubt they often did, but hypotheses which
are based on that supposition run the risk of
being very turgid and imaginative. Above all
we almost always lack facts to test them, so
few such hypotheses will be falsifiable. We
shall have a better logic if instead we assume
that prehistoric people were quite like our-
selves, well aware that in many respects they
certainly were not. In that case we can actu-
alistically contrast our own disposition and
our own ideas with the artefacts of the stu-
died period, site or region. With such a method
we can, in a number of details, falsify the
thesis that the ideas of prehistoric people
were like our own. All details, in which the
falsifying is successful, constitute the studied
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unit’s specific traits. But those details, in
which the falsifying is not successful, in all
probability constitute universal traits.

Imre Lakatos (1970) to some extent mo-
dified Popper’s theory about falsifying. He
points out that a hypothesis will not be
abandoned as soon as it is contradicted by
facts and consequently falsified. For hypo-
theses are not judged isolated, but as parts of
a great theoretical system. Such an approach
fits archaeological actualism well, since its
point is to contrast two great complexes of
data, namely the prehistoric artefact material
and the world of modern man, including our
ethnographic knowledge and our experi-
ments.

Together with social anthropology, archa-
eology partly developed not only a disregard
for artefact material but also for objectivity.
The following anecdote could have been
fetched from any historical or behavioural
discipline: ”A few years ago I heard a candi-
date for a doctoral degree in a social science
claim that the demand for objectivity could
not possibly be met, and that he for his part
intended to ignore it. Instead he meant to
start by deciding what conclusions he wished
to achieve in his research, his only problem
being how to reach them. If such an attitude
were to become common our view of science
would probably be radically changed” (Berg-
strom 1987:7).

In archaeology several authors spoke
about “’so-called objectivity”, without making
the least attempt to explain why, or in what
way, an objective archaeological research
would not be possible. But also very clear and
categorical statements occur: “"Theory is tho-
roughly subjective.... No discourse on the past
is neutral.... A unitary and monolithic past is
an illusion. What is required is a radical plu-
ralism which recognizes that there are mul-
tiple pasts produced actively in accordance
with ethnic, cultural and political views,
orientations and beliefs” (Shanks & Tilley
1987b:212, 245). If this is to be literally un-
derstood, it is of course an untenable point of
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view. We investigate a single past, not more.
If we observe a certain artefact such as a
pottery vessel, it was obviously taken out of
the kiln in a definite year, on a definite day
and a definite minute. The potter who took it
out of the kiln was not a strange compromise
between an old man and a young girl. Last
week the field was ploughed, or else it was not
ploughed. Every detail in the artefact material
has such an exact history, and of course Shanks
and Tilley are well aware of that. But they are
less interested in such details of the prehisto-
ric past which can be absolutely and objec-
tively established. Rather, they wish to tell a
subjective story, which may prove effective
in current politics.

What do we mean by objectivity? Is ob-
jectivity at all possible in archaeology? Yes,
it is both possible and necessary. Objectivity
means that we at least ¢try to find the truth
about what happened in prehistory. In science
a minor fact is definitely worth more than a
great fiction. Prehistory was not obscure; it
consisted of mere distinct events, and these
are what we search for in the first place.
Secondly, objectivity means that we strive to
base our investigation on a representative
sample of the infinitely great number of
data which the artefact material offers, and to
treat these data in a logically faultless way.
Thirdly, objectivity means that we do not
suppress facts which are contrary to our poli-
tical ideology or our archaeological hypo-
theses.

Archaeologists put different questions to
the artefact material, because they have diffe-
rent interests and methods, and they judge the
answers according to their personal valua-
tions. But is it then really wrong to speak
about multiple pasts? Yes, it is. The truth is
that there is only one past, not many. Every-
thing happened in one single way, nothing
happened in many ways. But isn’t this really
to catch at words? If everybody is permitted
to make a personal evaluation of the research
results, could it not with a little poetic licence
be allowed to speak about many pasts? No,



such a formulation must be rejected because
it is wrong, and above all dangerous. It will
cause, and has already caused, archaeologists
to present their picture of the past as if they
were writing a novel rather than searching for
the truth.

The issue of so-called objectivity, and of
choosing a past, originates perhaps mainly in
a despair over archaeology’s possibilities to
reachbeyond the trivial and banal and produce
arich and lively picture of prehistoric times.
Perhaps it also springs from a reluctance to
submit to the laborious work which
archaeological artefact material always
demanded, and will demand. Of course it is
much easier to construct a picture of the past
by hand, a picture which with this method can
easily be aligned with one’s own political
ideas. That was how many historians wrote
before Ranke, and also after that, before source
criticism was generally accepted. On the basis
of meagre sources with doubtful veracity, one
wrote about one’s own country’s glorious his-
tory, in accordance with one’s own political
ideas.

If we really fear that archaeology, using a
scientifically tenable method, will never
produce anything but very simple facts about
the prehistoric past, we must still say that it is
better to strive for a perhaps never achieved,
important and objective truth, than to abandon
the demand for truth. But there is really no
basis for a pessimistic view on the future of
archaeology. The picture of the prehistoric
past is continuously more and more concrete,
rich and reliable. As a matter of fact arch-
acology made greater progress than most
humanistic disciplines in the post-war period.
This of course does not mean thatarchaeology
was theoretically leading; the main reason is
archaeology’s constantly increasing quantity
of artefact material. Many other humanistic
and social sciences are now short of early
material. For example, within Scandinavian
languages the supply of medieval texts has run
short, and scholars have turned to the great
material of modern texts. Fifty years ago most
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Swedish historians worked on problems in
medieval history, but now it is difficult to
adopt new points of view even on very central
events, such as the Kalmar Union beween the
Scandinavian countries. For that reason the
scholar’s interest more and more has turned to
modern history, where the material is over-
whelmingly extensive. That Scandinavian
archaeology made such great advances partly
depends on a high interdisciplinary readi-
ness to receive impulses from other subjects.
In addition, and above all, archaeology is
almost the only humanistic discipline which
possesses a really extensive and moreover
steadily growing material from the early and
earliest ages. No historian believes that a
document will suddenly be found which will
solve the enigmas of the Kalmar Union. But
for every point in prehistory there is a chance
that new material will solve already formu-
lated problems, or open quite new possibili-
ties (Malmer 1994:9). Besides, archaeology’s
existing material is so extensive that by no
means has it been examined from all relevant
angles. Neighbouring humanistic disciplines
seek new research objects, for instance pre-
cisely the archaeological artefact material. So
it is absurd for archaeologists to despair of
the relevance of their own material.

To what extent is actualism consistent
with the demand for objectivity? [ mentioned
three kinds of actualism: ethnoarchaeology,
archaeological experiments, and the re-
searcher’s personal reaction to the artefact
material. The third form of actualism, our
personal reaction, is of course subjective in
the real sense of the word. In the above the
various forms of necessary objectivity have
been discussed. What remains is to discuss
the different kinds of subjectivism. With re-
ference to Trigger (1989:22) we already stated
that high level theories, such as ecological
determinism or Marxism, cannot be strictly
logically tested. They resemble the dogmas of
a religious faith, which may be subjectively
accepted or rejected. (But of course high level
theories can be judged according to their
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effect on society.) On this level subjectivity is
the only possible attitude. But a conscious
suppressing of such facts in the artefact mate-
rial, which are incompatible with one’s own
general theory, is of course not acceptable.

Also personal actualism exists in diffe-
rent forms. Sensory impressions such as cold
and light, or the perception of materials which
occurred both in the past and the present,
such as water, flint and gold, are easily
judged. We experience such phenomena sub-
jectively, but no doubt people of the past
experienced them in the same way; or the
difference was at least so slight that it may be
disregarded. And the list of these kinds of
phenomena can be lengthened: food, scents,
colours, sounds, weight, swiftness, strength,
and hundreds of other experiences. This kind
of actualistic subjectivity is obviously no
obstacle to the understanding of prehistoric
life. On the contrary, this actualism is of
course the primary qualification to under-
stand anything of prehistory.

It is more difficult to judge very specific
actualistic explanations. As asingle example,
we can cite a hypothesis that Middle Neoli-
thic megaliths of Vistergétland were intended
to “create, articulate, and objectify a ritual
landscape” (Tilley 1991:76). The roofs of
passage graves consist of the same igneous
rock (usually diabase) as the flat-topped
mountains with steep sides, which dominate
the landscape. The upright walls of the
megaliths consist of the same sedimentary
limestone which forms the bedrock under-
lying the mountains. ”The up-down, high-low
contrasts of the landscape are reflected in the
very choice of building stones used to con-
struct the tomb”. The cup-marks on top of
the roofing stones "might represent constella-
tions of stars in the heavens” (1991:74). Of
course we cannot exclude the possibility that
prehistoric people had very special motives
for choosing the form of their monuments; in
fact we must assume that they had. But the
validity of an actualistic explanation may
indeed be questioned if it refers to modern
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scientific achievements, such as star charts
and geological stratification. The possibility
of testing the hypothesis is, as always, to
confront it with other facts. What proof is
there that these very cup-marks were made
at the same time as the megaliths? At least
the great majority of cup-marks are well da-
ted to the Bronze Age, and consequently more
than 1000 years younger than the megaliths.
Many other Bronze Age petroglyphs are en-
graved on Swedish megaliths. Are there any
other cup-marks that can be explained as star
charts? Furthermore, is it really probable that
Middle Neolithic people chose diabase
blocks to cover limestone blocks in order to
copy the geological stratification? No doubt
people at an early stage knew that there is
diabase in the mountains and limestone in
the fertile plains, but not until the 19th cen-
tury did anyone imagine that there, remarka-
bly enough, is limestone underneath the dia-
base mountains. The reason why the roofs of
the megaliths are diabase may well be that
this kind of rock resists rain and snow very
well. Limestone, on the other hand, is full of
fissures in which rain-water runs down, and
thus there is a great risk that the stone will
be splintered by frost. For the walls of the
megalith, however, limestone is very suitable
since this kind of stone easily splits into flat
blocks of a uniform thickness. And the wall
blocks are protected against rain by the roof.
This alternative actualistic hypothesis is
based on the probable assumption that the
qualities of rocks were as well known in
prehistoric times as they are today.

The difference between the two discussed
actualistic hypotheses is obviously the follo-
wing. The first hypothesis presupposes that
prehistoric man had the same, very special,
scientific knowledge and conceptions as its
author has: star charts and geological stra-
tification. The second hypothesis presuppo-
ses only that prehistoric man possessed com-
mon sense in a very general branch of know-
ledge: the quality of rocks in the home district.

However, also rather special phenomena



and conceptions can be actualistically ex-
plained, as shown by the goddess from Kulla-
berg and her sisters. What is the difference
between, on one hand, explaining cup-marks
and the selection of rocks in the cited way,
and, on the other hand, explaining the statuet-
tes as weights? The second hypothesis is not
based on learned speculation but simply on a
well-established fact, namely, that man in
most and probably in all stages of culture had
some measure for economic value, especially
when it concerned an imported, rare and use-
ful product. We can draw the conclusion that
actualistic explanations in the first place must
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concern broadly humane conditions. But in
certain, and not so rare, cases also very special
or individual problems may by solved by
means of an actively actualistic attitude.

English revised by Laura Wrang.

This paper is an abbreviated version of a lecture
given on the occasion of the author’s 75th birthday.
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