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I want to begin with a few comments on the use of the word “post” to describe the state of social science at the dawn of the new millennium. Speaking at an academic conference on post-colonialism, aboriginal activist Bobby Sykes commented “What? Post-colonialism? Have they left?” I don’t think we are really post anything; the results of the conquest and enslavement of first peoples continue into the present day, both as echoes of the past and in new and terrible forms. In fact, as Linda Tuhiwai Smith notes, many aboriginal people view post-colonialism “as the convenient invention of Western intellectuals which reinscribes their power to define the world (1999: 14).

Even though there is now extensive documentation of just how far-reaching the repercussions of colonialism have been, most archaeologists are still very unclear about what colonialism has to do with the pursuit of science or how we ought to change what we do. A few of us have considered that our basic assumptions about the reliability of empirical data may be questionable, but just how the testing of academic models has repercussions in the political present is mysterious. Deliberate attempts to be relevant, laudable though they may be, are not the archaeology we were trained to do and not science. Why should our research into the distant, romantic, mysterious, irrelevant past be anyone’s business but our own? WE do not have an agenda; all we want is to know, to solve mysteries, to satisfy our natural curiosity about the spectacular culture of the Maya as it existed before Europeans arrived.

The problem is that science is not separable from the cultural matrix that generated it. The questions that arouse our interest, the explanations that satisfy our curiosity, the reconstructions that seem convincing have to do with both empirical data and the cultural context in which the archaeologists transforms the material record into data. In other words, our natural curiosity is cultural, and one archaeologist’s empirical facts are another archaeologist’s biased sample. We all do follow an agenda of one sort or another, the only question is whether or not we make it explicit.

My title is a reference to Bruno Latour’s book “We Have Never Been Modern” where he discusses the failure of modernism to make and enforce the desired division between nature and culture, to construct a scientific process untainted by humanism and not susceptible to bias or political pressure. Archaeologists have struggled as hard as any scientists to fulfill this quest. Most of us are not post-modern because we are still overwhelmed with the impossible task of being modern – we hold to a standard of objectivity beyond what recent philosophers of science tell us is possible or even desirable.

Steven Toulmin comments “Even now it takes a sophisticated analysis to convince many behavioral scientists that their theories rest on value assumptions which, if not always explicit, are nonetheless unavoidable.” But the result of what Toulmin calls the separation of rationality from reasonableness, or what Latour calls the failure to deal with hybrids between nature and culture, is an inability to apprehend how our part in a cultural sphere affects our perception of data and our reception by others. And unless we see it, we are not going to be able to take any responsibility for it.

30 years ago Geertz said that if you knew what an anthropologist thought a savage was, you would have to key to his work, and this is pretty much still the case for archaeologists.  Beliefs about the Maya which appear to be have resonance in our collective psyche because they are particularly impervious to data include the idea that soil types and hydrology inspire complex society, the concept of chiefdoms, the belief in the ubiquity of patrilineal descent, the assumption of iconographic continuity in time and space, the equation of houses with households, the supposition of gender dualism, and the emphasis on swidden agriculture, to name only a few. All these ideas have been challenged with real old-fashioned empirical data collected by card-carrying archaeologists, but none have been dethroned. 

Nor will they be until we take a closer look at where such theories come from. As long as we refuse to examine the social context that keeps such constructions alive, our perception will continue to be influenced by factors outside our awareness. The issue of the social context of archaeology is not a stand against science, it is a desire for better science and more responsible interaction with the present.  It is time for us to look carefully at who we archaeologists are as an anthropological question and to take an ethnographic perspective on who our audience might be. The archaeology of the 21st century is going to be about engagement, but before we can get on with it, we have a bit of housekeeping to do. Most of us are not quite ready to deal with the ethnographic present. Echoing Latour but borrowing from Tuhiwai-Smith’s admonition to her fellow cultural anthropologists in 1999, I would agree that “There can be no postmodern for us until we have settled some business of the modern” (34). 

While I think an ethnographic study of Mayanist archaeologists that describes us as a group in terms of the usual demographic and cultural variables would be very interesting and would point out a great deal of consistency between our habitus and our research designs. Today I simply want to argue that we all do come to our discipline with a set of assumptions and prejudices the sit right alongside our knowledge of the relevant literature when we develop a research design. I don’t point this out as a failing; in fact, I point it out as a perfectly ordinary aspect of being human that as social scientists we are equipped to use to our advantage.

In her essay entitled “What social scientists get that philosophers don’t” philosopher of science Lisa Lloyd makes this point very clearly. She shows how an overtly feminist perspective, a theoretical bias, if you will, has actually enhanced the practice of science. It has done this by forcing practitioners to be explicit about their perspective, consistent about their models, and extremely careful about ruling out competing hypotheses because by displaying their bias they invite and even facilitate criticism. In other words, researchers in any field have biases, committing yourself to one openly doesn’t make you less objective and it can make you more consistent and even more honest.

For archaeologists, entanglement with the political present is certainly neither new nor undocumented. What is new and important is the movement to acknowledge this entanglement and take some responsibility for it by developing an intentional and planned engagement. Here is where the serious housework needs to come in, because gender equality, nation building, economic development, and ethnic pride are not programs that can be built on good intentions. The desire to help people does not translate into responsible engagement any more than liking women makes you a feminist. This sort of archaeology takes a new kind of effort, an increased sense of humility, a huge amount of time, and some sophisticated anthropology.

I think we are at a dangerous crossroads in Maya Archaeology. Most of us who are in positions to run projects and have an impact on the political present with our research designs and our behavior in the field were trained in the pure anti-applied anthropology of 10 to 20 years ago (we learned what our advisors had learned in graduate school). A lot has happened in cultural anthropology since then and it takes some effort to catch up with current information and ideas about culture change and human rights. If we go out into the world armed with good intentions backed up with a culture concept designed by Marvin Harris or George Peter Murdock, we are not going to accomplish what we hope.

The danger is that overconfidence fueled by a sincere desire to help will do damage. Most countries with Maya populations are currently economically underdeveloped and any help we provide is eagerly appreciated. In fact, compared to other parts of the world, the citizens of much of Latin America have shown an amazing tolerance and generosity of spirit towards archaeologists. But local people and city officials are not likely to have anthropological knowledge of the downside of “ethnic pride” or the infrastructure implications of tourist development. These are quick fixes that can make us feel like heroes, at least in the short term. But there is an anthropological literature on culture change and as anthropologists we have both the responsibility to be aware of it and to teach what we know.  Not to make the decisions – but to inform the decision makers.

Returning to my housework metaphor, I think this means we are not quite ready for company. While the needs and wishes of local people and descendant communities must figure large in the archaeology of the next century, we archaeologists are not quite ready to meet them. We clearly have good intentions, and I doubt there is an archaeologist of the Maya who does not admire Maya culture, past and present far beyond the admiration of any ordinary person. Nevertheless, in our very enthusiasm to do something big and good, to make up for errors of the past, and of course to outdo each other, we run the risk of promotions that will backfire on the archaeological record, as when angry communities destroy monuments to spite local factions or even drive archaeologists away; that will backfire on us, as when our disciplinary factions result in political factions outside the discipline that undermine our credibility with local communities and scholars; and that will backfire on the people we meant to help, as when economic development results in increasing the distance between rich and poor. As any development anthropologist knows, such fallout cannot always be prevented, but if we can foresee it, we can at least try to do better. 

I do not mean to say that we don’t want our cleaning observed by the public or other stake holders in the past, and Maya people should certainly be asked to help us identify areas that need work (you missed a spot), but I do think we need to make some home improvements before we run out into the world and start doing good. I would like to suggest that we rethink our science with an eye to engagement before we dive head first into development work. After all archaeology is what we are really trained to do. I think if we clean up our approach to the past, we can make a more successful transition to the present. 

By cleaning up our approach I only mean we should take a step back from our research and ask ourselves “What exactly am I trying to find out about the past?” This is a question that we need to answer in at least two ways. First of all, the proximate answer is likely to be something pretty specific, such as “was the pottery made by specialists” or “did the stone tools get imported from another community” or “is this the same verb that has been identified at Palenque.” But as social scientists we embed these specific investigations in larger research programs that we hope will contribute to a larger picture of the ancient world. And this is where the question becomes crucial. Are we reinforcing a picture of the past that has the potential for bad political repercussions in the present? Can we honestly say it would compromise our intellectual freedom to take another approach or ask another question? 

For example, might an uncritical focus on the power of elites and the glory of kings reinforce a worldview among our admirers and students that we don’t actually believe in or want to promote? Might the perpetuation of a model that organizes world cultures into an historical trajectory that evolves naturally to become a hierarchical state reflect more of the political present that it teaches about the past? Is it really either desirable or scientific to provide this uncritical validation for the status quo? Once you get started it’s easy to come up with similar questions about they way we approach gender, labor, technology and other facets of past societies. Are we asking questions in such a way that the ascendancy of a particular sort of political economy is always confirmed?

The perspective I describe sounds like political radicalism because I am suggesting that we approach our work with an eye to the subversive practice we are all engaged in. Whether we are employed by universities or museums or government contracts, we are all teachers, and teaching is the most subversive of all employments. Nobody teaches without an agenda, nobody designs an exhibit, writes a guidebook, a lecture or a textbook without wanting to instill their ideas in their audience. In fact, since we are not really politicians or ethnographers or development anthropologists (which is not to say that we can’t take on these roles as we learn more about the social context of our work), I would like to propose that we can most responsibly approach both the past and the present as teachers.

If we think about what we can teach the world with our discoveries a new frame for research and development becomes clear. Questions about the past may be directed toward issues that can open up people’s minds about the possibilities of the present. A focus on the ancient elites who rose to control Tikal through economic and political connections to Teotihuacan (rather than providing another TV special on the ancient rich and famous) might suggest how social hierarchy can operate to disenfranchise local people who might originally have expected to benefit. So tourist development strategies that depend on a great deal of foreign capital may not really help the local people of the Mundo Maya, but instead create a greater divide between rich and poor – something that might be hypothesized for the Maya classic period. In this vein I have argued that the sustainability of Maya smallholders is an example that can be used to teach about the efficiency and superiority of small farms in the present day, an argument with a clear and unvarnished political agenda.

If we approach the social context of our research as teachers, I think we will get a better response and a better result. Teaching is subversive. To do it well, you have to know your students well enough to communicate with them in terms they can understand. You have to have a clear idea of the goals of your teaching, so you can make it clear exactly what information and what perspective you have to impart and evaluate performance. And although we may feel proud of the expertise that allows us to teach, teachers are also humble; the goal of the class is not to keep the students in school for ever, but to give them the tools to use on their own. We also are humble about what we don’t know – we don’t teach outside our areas of expertise; archaeologists of the Maya know a huge amount about the ancient past and a reasonable amount about human behavior in general as it occurs in the huge sweep of time. This gives us good things to teach with, important points to make. As anthropologists, we also have an intellectual commitment to the possibility of cross cultural understanding. It has been the life work of most of us to establish an understanding of the past; it should be child’s play for us to establish cross-cultural understanding in the present.

For those in the audience who are thinking “the Maya are tired of be taught things by arrogant Americans” I want to reply that my concept of teaching is not that of a self-absorbed pontificator. A real teacher teaches what she knows and is honest and humble about what she doesn’t know. And to teach effectively, it is necessary to work very hard at continuing to learn. I think it a very great mistake for archaeologists to try to tell living Maya people what to do to solve the problems of the modern world system. But I think it is alright for us to be proud of what we do know about the origin and effects of the world system, and other sorts of system, and to offer our knowledge as appropriate for combination with the many other sorts of information that must go into policy decisions in the present day.

In conclusion, I have said that as scientists we need to be aware of the sociopolitical agendas we contribute to with our research and be braver about addressing the issues we really believe in. And I have said that as archaeologists we are best prepared to face the political present as teachers with of ideas and information based on our study of the past that are relevant to policy decisions. We are not qualified to make those decisions or to dictate the future, but knowledge is power and we can use it to make a difference.

