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Time Perspectivism:

Origins and Consequences

(FEOFF BAILEY

University of York

Time perspectivism is an idea that was born of
the intellecrual ferment in the archaeology of the
lare 19605 and 19705 and specifically the challenge
posed in Cambridge during thatr period by the
rapid succession and overlap of a very diverse array
of “older” and “newer” archaeologies. The purpose
of this chaprer is threefold: ro summarize whar I
mean by #ime perspectivism, drawing on another
recently written article (Bailey 2007); to consider
the historical context in which the ideas arose as a
way of illuminating their wider meaning andsignif-
icance; and to consider some of the difficulties that
have inhibited their acceprance and their practical
implementation, as well as the consequences that
must follow from fully embracing a time perspec-
tive view of the world. The historical secrion offers
a personal view of the events thar unfolded over 30
years ago and in which [ was involved.

WHAT s TIME PERSPECTIVISM?

In its original formulation {Bailey 1981), time per-
spectivism was based on two principal ideas. The
first was an emphasis on differences of scale, espe-
cially differences of rime scale, and how such dif-
terences affect our understanding of events and
processes—whether past or present ones. The idea
here is that changes in the time scale at which we
make observations change what we see and that
varying time scales bring into focus different vari-
ables and processes thar are not visible, or not so
easily visible, at other rime scales, thus requiring
different sorts of conceprs and explanatory princi-
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ples. This corresponds to the notion of time as pro-
cess (Bailey 1983:168) or what I (2007:201) have
recently described as the substantive definition of
time perspectivism, a definition in terms of how
the world “our there” is supposed to work.

The second foundation was the emphasisonthe
structure of the archaeological record, especially
the palimpsest nature of marerial dara, the variable
bur generally coarse resolution thar usually accom-
panies ir, and how thar affects what we can or can-
not know abour the past. In common with others
writing at the same time (notably Binford 1981a;
Foley 1981a), I saw in this apparent loss of resolu-
tion an opportunity to focus on a different scale of
phenomena not accessible to the student of recent
and present-day events and processes, rather than a
limitation. I (2c07:202) have described this as the
methodological definition of time perspectivism, a
definition in terms of how we study the past and
how the questions we ask and the way we go about
answering them are conditioned by our time scales
of observation.

‘The original conception of palimpsest is worth
some further elaboration in the words of the 1981
publications:

A sample of archaeological...dara often rep-
resents a palimpsest of activities ranging over
a period of at least a hundred years to several
thousand or more. It refers not to the activi-
ties of individuals, or even individual societies,
bur ro larger aggregates of behaviour, reflecting
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average tendencies. .. over long periods of time
...with a coarseness of resolution. .. further ac-
centuated by the margins of error inherent in
radiometric dating. ... [Such a] record refers, by
definition, to long term trends. While chis may
seem a severe limirarion, it also offers an oppor-
tunity to focus on a different scale of behaviour
and imposes a requirement to adjust one’s con-
ceptual framework accordingly. [Bailey ro81:
109—110]

Similarly, Binford refers to

a massive palimpsest of derivatives from many
separate episodes...a different order of real-
ity, the patterned structure of which represents
not a simple accumulation of litcle events...
not a poor or distorted manifestation of eth-
nographic reality, bur most likely a strucrured
consequence of the operation ofa level of orga-
nizacion difficulr, if not impossible, for an eth-
nographer ro observe directly. [1981a:197]

For Foley, archaeological dara relate

primarily to long rerm, gross characteris-
tics...the prolonged accumulation of repeated
events...ablurringofthe spatial patternsand...
a richer bur less resolved pattern. . . the accumu-
lated residue of long periods of time... relating
to those aspects of behaviour that are main-
tained over longer periods, and...[which| may
in fact be serving the useful purpose of filtering
outtheephemeral.... Long term trends may be
of grearer significance to the prehistorian than
theunderstanding ofafew shortevents. ... Thus
archaeologists must perforce deal with accumu-
lated, palimpsest residues of prehistoric behav-
iour...[and this] significantly affects the scale
ofanalysisand interpretation. [1981a:1-16]

I have quoted at lengrh from these early essays
not least because all three of us writing in 1981 ap-
pearto have published similar views independently
bur also because nearly 3o years on it is pertinent to
ask how far any of us has been able to realize that
original vision, a point I return o later. This con-
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ception of the archaeological record contrasts with
the more widely held view that the marerials recov-
ered by archaeologists are inherently incomplete
and second-rate dara, dara thar stand, racher inad-
equarely, for something else—human behaviors,
actions, and thoughrs as we are used to describing
those entities in our day-to-day lives and in the re-
cords of social anthropologists, sociologists, and
historians. On this conventional view, progressive
loss of evidence and loss of resolution, especially
as one goes further back in time, result in progres-
sively worse dara, by definition inadequare to an-
swer the questions we really want to ask abour the
past or in need of conversion into some other in-
tellecrual currency by means of clever theories or
clever techniques before they can be used to say
anything useful or interesting.

These ideas abour differences of scale and the
varying resolution of the archaeological record re-
main the two most important and fundamental
ideas in time perspective thinking, though they
have been variously expanded, modified, refined,
and critiqued subsequently. In particular, they em-
body what are really rwo distiner aspects of time
scale: time depth or time span, longer or shorter as
the case may be, essentially the sense in which zmze
scale was used in my 1981 article; and time resolu-
tion, coarser or finer according to the available dar-
ing methods and the temporal resolution and size
of the samples of marterial available for study, the
meaning implied in the use of the rerm pafimp-
sest. In a general sense these two different aspects of
time scale are closely correlared in archaeology. De-
tailed and accurarte dating methods and chronolo-
gies are typically associated with large samples of
dara resulting in high-resolution records that both
permit and encourage a focus on shorter spans of
time. Conversely, as we move further back in time,
so the dating methods become less accurate; the
margins of error, wider; and the time span wichin
which dara have to be aggregared ro form mean-
ingful samples, larger. Nevertheless, these different
meanings of scale—size and resolution—should be
recognized as distinet in order to avoid confusion.

This correlation berween high-resolution re-
cords and short time spans, and between coarse-
resolution records and long time spans, is not
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absolute. There are exceptions, or examples thatare
claimed as exceptions, and we should take the evi-
dence as we find it. Nevercheless the correlation is
typical and may indeed have a basis in the physical
laws of ouruniverse and the inevitable and progres-
sive decay and loss of material with the increased
passage of time. Moreover, this contrast berween
higher-resolution shorter—time depth records, on
the one hand, and lower-resolution longer—time
depthrecords,onthe other,alsotendstocorrespond
to whether we are looking at more recent or more
distant parts of the record. This introduces another
meaning implicit in #me perspecsivisin, and identi-
fied in the 1981 essay, the notion chat what we can
see and understand of the world changes according
to whether we are closer in time to the phenomena
we are observing or more distant. Closeness in time
allows observation of higher-definition derail bur
within a narrower field of view; remoteness in time
results in loss of local definition bur the potential
to observe a bigger pattern (cf. Renfrew 1981). This
meaning corresponds to the way in which we use
the concepr of perspective when interpreting spa-
tial phenomenaand towhat I (2007:202) have de-
scribed as che strict definicion of time perspectivisna.
As in the sparial dimension so in the temporal di-
mension, increasing the distance {in space or time)
between the observer and what is observed not
only creates distortions that require correction bue
also places particulars in a wider perspective that
can incroduce new understandings and perception
of new relationships.

The article that followed (Bailey 1983) ex
panded on these themes and developed the idea of
differences in the way different observers conceive
of time, whether from cognitive, conceprual, psy-
chological, culrural, or cosmological differences—
time as representation rather than time as process
(Bailey 1983:169), orwhar I {z007:202) have called
the subjective definition of rime perspectivism, how
different observers both present and past, including
archaeologists, have incorporated the time dimen-
sion inro their experience of the world and devel-
oped varying “time structures” {Bailey 1983:186).
This idea drew on anthropological ideas about
time, which have been the ropic of an expanding
literature (summarized in James and Mills zco0s
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and references therein) and a fertile and popular
source of inspiration forarchaeological studies that
have soughr to use marerial culture to throw light
on past people’s sense of time (Bradley2002; Clark
1992; Lucas 2005).

‘The 1983 article is notable also for framing the
discussion abour time scales in terms of a contrast
between “environmentalist” (ecological and envi-
ronmental) schools of thought in archaeology and
“internalist” ones {social and symbolic) and relac-
ing the former to long time scales and the latter to
shorttime scales. This has caused immense difficul-
ties for subsequent commentators. Most have as-
sumed, either from an incomplete reading of the
article or from deducing my views from my repura-
tion as a practicing paleoeconomist withour refer-
ence to the words of the texr, that [ wasadvocating
such a polarity {Hull 2005 is a notable exception}.
This problem of misunderstanding has undoubt-
edly been a major reason why many have rejecred
time perspectivism or viewed it with suspicion, and
Ishall recurn ro this point later.

In fact, I was advocaring almost exactly the op-
posite. While such a polarity mighr help to explain
why archaeologists with more or less environmen-
talist or internalist interests tended to gravirate
to different time scales of observation and hence
to different parts of the archacological record, we
needed to move beyond a simple temporal catego-
rization of environmental and internalist processes.
Both might operate on both longer and shorter
time scales, burt their relative influence and the na-
ture of their interaction might differ depending on
the time scale of observarion, and these differences
were marters thar needed to be investigated rather
than assumed a priori: “If environmental factors
can have an impact over short time spans [as well
as long ones], the question naturally arises as to the
impactofsocial and psychological factors over long
time spans...a very poorly explored area” (Bai-
ley 1983:182). T went on to consider the question
of interaction between scales in terms of two no-
tions, supported by a range of examples. “Hierar-
chical causation” refers to circumstances where the
difference berween scales is so large cthat the vari-
ables at each scale appear to have no relationship
to each other, other than as boundary condirions,
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and the processes under investigation at each scale
and the causes considered appropriate in framing
explanations are essentially independent of each
other. “Interactive causation” refers to overlapping
scales where the variables interacr, resulting in mu-
tual rransformarion. Many subsequent examples
have been explored, though mostly of the interac-
tive narure and in relation toshortertime spansand
more recent periods, as in archaeological work in-
spired by the Annales tradition in hiscory {Bintliff,
ed. 1991; Knapp, ed. 1992} or in the sociologically
inspired debate over the roles of individual agency
and scructure in the British Neolichic (Barrete
1994; Bradley 1993; Harding 2005; Hodder 1999

Also notable in the 1983 article is the absence
of the terms zime perspectivisin and time perspec-
five, but I reintroduced these terms in the 1987 ar-
ticle, which was a short summary of existing themes
along with some additional consideration of both
the virtues of time perspectivism and the potential
objections to it, issues also discussed at some length
in the conclusion to the 1981 essay.

The final article in the sequence (Bailey 2007)
rerurns to many of the existing themes and seeks to
clarify much of the earlier chinking and to respond
to criticisms of the earlier work. In this article I
also explore the issue of implemenration through
a more derailed consideration of the concepr of
palimpsest and address the issue of whar sorts of
substantive longer-term processes might be illu-
minated by a focus on palimpsests, drawing on ex-
amples from the Klichi fieldwork project that had
occupied much of the intervening period. This ar-
ticle offers a definition of pafimpsest as “a superim-
position of successive activities, the material traces
of which are partially destroyed or reworked be-
cause of the process of superimposition” (Bailey
2007:203), and goes on to analyze different types
of palimpsests defined by differences of remporal
and sparial scale and resolution. I conclude that pa-
limpsests are a universal phenomenon that we can
never escape (cf. Olivier zo001); that there are no
such phenomena as isolated events or moments in
time, or none thar is knowable from the archaeo-
logical record, because of the durational properties
of the marerial world; and that through an analysis
of the varying properties of different types of pa-
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limpsests we might find a different and empirically
better grounded way of writing about human his-
tory in deep time. This article also revisics the fun-
damental issue of the relationship berween present
and past and introduces the term durational pres-
ent, defined as “the envelope of time within which
phenomena of interest are accessible to study, and
beyond which they appear to recede from view”
{Bailey 2007:216), in order to give formal ex-
pression to the essentially arbicrary nature of the
boundary between “the present” and “the past” and
to highlight the ways in which the time span of the
durational present varies according to the interests
of the observers and their preferred rechniques of
observarion.

"This notion of where the boundary lies berween
the present and the past has been a prominent
theme in allthese essays and akeyrounderstanding
the theoretical basis of time perspectivism through
a crirtical evaluation of the concept of uniformi-
tarianism, which received explicit treatment in all
three of the 19805 essays and particularly extensive
treacment in the 1983 article.

In its most general form, uniformirarianism, a
concept introduced by geologists in the nineteenth
century and adopted in Darwinian evolutionary
biology, is based on a beliefin the uniformiry of the
world, an essential basis for developing an under-
standing of geological and biological history that
does not depend on the arbitrary intervention of
a divine power. In this sense uniformirarianism is
contrasted with supernaruralism and is hardly a
source of controversy in modern intellecrual dis-
course except perhaps for Creationists.

In its more specific form, uniformitarianism
enrtails a belief thar events in the past should be
explained in terms of processes observable in the
present and hence thar the present is the key to in-
terpretation of the past. This, however, poses much
greater difficulties, and both geologists and some
biologists have abandoned this position on the
grounds thar it fails to allow for past evenrs that
have no present-day analogue or for larger-scale
processes with longer temporal rhythms that are
lirerally not visible in the present or visible only
with the use of very sensitive instruments, as, for ex-
ample, in the use of laser beams ro measure tectonic



Time Perspectivism: Origins and Consequences

plate motions. Gould {1965) specifically labeled
this variant of uniformitarianism “substantive uni-
formirarianism.” a beliefin the uniformicy and sim-
ilaricy of past and present processes. This he distin-
guished from methodological uniformitarianism,
a corncept that rerains the notion of a past thar is
knowable through empirical investigation without
resort to supernatural intervention bur allows both
for greater variability of behavior and variarions of
scale and hence for the discovery of new phenom-
ena that we could not otherwise have learned abour
trom our knowledge of processes that we can di-
rectly observe in the present. Gould argued that
both terms should be scrapped, the former because
it is demonstrably incorrect and the latter because
it is simply a statement of scientific method by an-
other name.

Ironically, archaeologists, who deal with the
most variable type of data, the activities of humans,
have been slowest to abandon the substanrive posi-
tion. Some have made avirtue ofir, notably Trigger
{1970), who claimed that archaeology is a histori-
cal discipline concerned with particular phenom-
ena in the past, an idiographic discipline in his
terms, and that general theory is the province of
social scientists dealing with present-day phe-
nomena. The 1983 article forcefully rejected that
claim on the grounds that it presupposes where the
boundary lies berween present and past, closes off
a priori any exploration of longer-term processes
withour investigating whether or not they may ex-
ist, and denies to archaeclogy the starus of a fully
autenomous discipline capable of generating new
theorerical knowledge. To deny archaeology that
opportunity seems to condemn it to the starus of a
second-rate discipline cthat attemprs to study with
imperfect dara the past tense of phenomena that
are berter studied in the present and to the produc-
tion of knowledge thar at best does no more than
add ro the stock of particular instances of general
phenomena that are already known abour {see also
Arnold, this volume). Most disciplines in the naru-
raland human sciences have descriptive, historical,
and theoretical elements and grapple in their own
way with the relationship berween ideas and obser-
vations and between che particular and the general,

Why should archaeology be any different#
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Historical CONTEXT

Cambridge in the late 19605 and early 1970s pre-
sented an extraordinarily stimulating and some-
times bewildering collection of different buc
scrongly held views abour archaeology, contrasting
personalities, and a rapidly shifting landscape of in-
tellecrual leaders, cliques, affiliations, and fashions,
all of this enlivened by frequent visitors from out-
side. Those of us who were undergraduates in the
now defuncr first-year course in archaeology and
anthropology also learned something abour so-
cial anthropology from Meyer Fortes, Jack Goody,
and Edmund Leach, enough to appreciate thar re-
lationships berween the rwo disciplines and their
proponents are far from straightforward. The ar-
chaeologies on offer included the traditional and
essentially “cultural-historical” and descriptive
(but highly contrasting) approaches of the senior
generation—Grahame Clark, John Coles, Glyn
Daniel, and Charles McBurney; the varied and
sometimes murtually contradicrory expressions of
“new” archaeology espoused in the paleoeconomy
of Eric Higgs and the analyricalarchaeology of Da-
vid Clarke; and the early development of postpro-
cessual archaeology by Ian Hodder It is impossible
to do justice to the varied viewpoints and intellec-
tual crosscurrents of this period or offer more than
a very briefinsight here into the genesis of my own
views, Others, myself included, who were involved
in the events of that period have written elsewhere
about some of the key figures as well as their own
involvement, which provide alternative viewpoints
(seein particular Bailey 1999; Clark 19809; Fletcher
1999; Gamble 1999a; Gowletr 1999; Rowley-
Conwy1999).

My own pathway into time perspectivism stems
from a variery of sources. | had already been our to
Greece, before starting my university undergrad-
nare career, on one of Higgs’s field expeditions in
1967 and continued as a student of Paleolithic ar-
chaeology with Charles McBurney and of paleo-
economy with Eric Higgs during the final period
of Grahame Clark’s tenure as Disney Professor.”
Allthree believed in the possibility of seeing in the
longerm a pattern and an order of reality not avail-
able on shorter time scales, More than so vears ago,
Clark, in his inaugural address as Disney Professor,
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had prophetically and cloquently foreshadowed
later thinking thus:

A word may usefully be said at this point about
perspective. Itis only natural that those who ap-
proach prehistory from the literary standpoint
should tend to grade its various phases accord-
ing to the degree in which they are illuminated
by the light of historical records, be this never
so feeble or so fitful. To such, the final moments
of prehistory occupy the foreground and so
take on an exaggerated scale, whereas the great
formative stages of human history are dimin-
ished by perspective and fade into the distant
horizon. Such an unhistorical way of view-
ing prehistory backwards, against the unfold-
ing of evolutionary processes and the impact of
events, is justified on the plea, which I believe to
be specious, that it is a case of proceeding from
the known to the unknown. [1954:9-10]?

Charles McBurney offered similar sentiments in
his introduction to the monumental publication of
his excavations at the cave site of Haua Fteah:

It is only just beginning to be realised that his-
tory itself, and a fortiori the study of living com-
munities, are incapable of throwing light on...
processes of long-term cultural accretion and
decay.... Thesearcaccessible only toadiscipline
dealing with a different order of time-unit, and
have been opened to archaeology mainly since
the advent of viable methods of time-measure-
ments... [w]hat is certain is that we are seeing
for the first time important aspects of group
behaviour in their proper perspective...with a
new class of data which will ultimately require a
new series of hypotheses. [1967:15]

For Eric Higgs, the archaeological record for all
its inadequacies could “iron out the fluctuations
of short periods and perceive the long-term trends
which are lost in the short-term multicudinous
variables of the terminal millennia” (1968:617).

In addition, both McBurney and Higgs, at
that time the directors of active Paleolithic field
programs, repeatedly emphasized the palimpsest
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nature of the archaeological record. For the paleo-
economic school that rapidly grew up around
Higgs in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the belief
that the archaeological record is necessarily a re-
cord of what had survived and therefore of what
had worked “in the long run” became a mantra, but
there was already some debate about what counted
as “long” and how to deal with the short-run “fail-
ures.”

Another powerful stimulus for the youngat that
time was David Clarke, whose Analytical Archaeol-
ogy published in 1968 marked the call to arms of the
New Archaeology in Britain and who was begin-
ning to attract his own group of students, mostly
younger than the paleoeconomists. Clarke had no
proper lecturing position in the department until
1975, but as a tutorial fellow of his college, Peter-
house, appointed in 1966 under Grahame Clark’s
patronage, he gave undergraduate lectures and su-
pervisions (critical discussions of student essays) to
small groups of undergraduate students (the nor-
mal mode of education in the Cambridge system).
In some respects, of course, Clarke’s emphasis on
artifact taxonomy and sociocultural processes and
Higgs's emphasis on bones and seeds and ecologi-
cal processes set them poles apart. But Clarke, like
Higgs, was very emphatic that archacology needed
to develop its own concepts and theories to deal
with the peculiarities of its own data, to avoid the
meaningless accumulation of data, and to give up
the pretence that the archaeological record could
be interpreted in terms of a faded history of peoples
and civilizations. As Clarke put it: “The data stud-
ied is so inherently unlike that of other disciplines
that archaeology must erect its own systematic ap-
proach or perish as a separate study” (1968:20).
Again, “although archacological data was gener-
ated by people and societies the peculiar nature of
the archaeological record has erased their precise
identification. Consequently, archacology is a dis-
cipline with its own peculiar data, its own frame of
reference and its own conceptual entities and pro-
cesses” (Clarke 1968:41).

Clarke had also recognized that there was a
problem of differences of scale between different
sorts of archaeological entities that were usually ig-
nored. That received expression in his development
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of a hierarchical framework for artifact taxono-
mies and also led to an explicit recognition of the
far-reaching consequences of radiometric daring
for archaeology, the scale dependence of different
sorts of concepts and explanations, and the need
to transform thinking to cope with larger spartio-
temporal scales and novel behavior patterns not
encompassed by social theories applied to modern
societies (see Clarke 1973).

However, Clarke had scarcely begun to ex-
plore these ideas before the developing creative
tension berween his own thinking and that of his
contemporaries was stcopped in its tracks in June
1976 by his unexpectedly early death at the age of
38 Three months later, on the very eve of his retire-
ment, Higgs died at the age of 67 after a long ill-
ness. Clarkeand Higgs were both highly influential
teachers and had tended to attract the largest num-
ber of research students. Their near-simultaneous
departure represented a traumaric ruprure in the
intellecrual life of cthe time, left more than a dozen
research students and a much wider circle of stu-
dents and colleagues bereft of their intellectual
guidance and stimulation, and in my case removed
the prospect as a recently appointed lecturerin the
department of working with David Clarke as a col-
league rathercthan as a student.

I had already been appeinted in early summer
1976 as Higgs’s successor to begin my lecturing ca-
reer the following October. Bur it took another
year before lan Hodder, who had been an under-
graduare at the Institute of Archaeology in London
before coming to Cambridge as a research student
towork with David Clarke in 1971, and then briefly
a lecrurer ar Leeds University, arrived to fill the va-
cant post, a move that marked the beginning of his
conversion from the positivist partern seeker of
spatial archaeology (Hodder and Qrron 1976) to
founder of the postprocessual movement.

A new group of rescarch students rapidly
formed around the new ideas and, as had been
true of their paleoeconomic predecessors, formed
the shock troops to advance the cause, adopting
an evangelical style dismissive or disregarding of
those ourside the charmed circle of true believers.
Paleoeconomy, which had openly treated the small
scale of individual action and interaction as largely
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an epiphenomenon, bound to be overridden in
the longer mn by considerations of economic vi-
ability, was dismissed as a funcrionalist paradigm.
Indeed, the equally extreme insistence of the first
generation of postprocessualists on the priority of
the individual and the small scale, and the epiphe-
nomenal nature of the long term, was perhaps an
only too predictable reaction to the extremes of pa-
lececonomy. Colin Renfrew, still a distant voice
in Southampton, was invited to give a seminar in
Cambridge and was duly taken apart for the error
of his processualist ways. Lewis Binford was given
much the same treatment soon afterward in a cel-
ebrated confrontation in the South Lecture Room
of the Cambridge faculty building, Ir was precisely
the desire to sidestep this racher unproductive fac-
tionalism berween such apparently irreconcilable
opposites, and to come to terms with the tidal wave
of new and murually contradictory theories, both
ecological and sociological, that was beginning ro
floed archaeological interpretation in the 1970s,
that provided the added spur to thinking abour
time perspectivism.

Initial reactions came mainly from informal
conversations in Cambridge with colleagues, visi-
tors, and research students and varied enormously.
Some people were interested and understood that
time was a conceprual issue thar had been largely
taken forgranted and needed exploring, even ifthey
did not agree with my particular view of the issues.
One or two understood what [ was driving at and
shared my conviction thar differences of time scale
are fundamenral to the development of archaeco-
logicaltheory. Roland Fletcher was an early ally, be-
cause of our common intellectual roots as student
contemporaries and as students of both Clarke and
Higgs, and had already begun to develop his dis-
tinctive approach to the analysis of scale differences
in the built environment (see Fletcher 1977, 199s).
Tim Murray immediately saw the point on his first
visit to Cambridge in 1981 and went on to develop
the ideas during the 19905 (see Murray 1992, 1993,
1997 1999a,2001; Murray, ed. 1999 ). Many thought
time perspectivism was incomprehensible or at
best irrelevant and too abstract to have much bear-
ing on the real business of exploring new theories,
collecting new dara, or developing newtechniques.
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Many more thoughr it was absolutely wrong, es-
pecially those interested in some form of social ar-
chaeology, which was then gaining momentum
from a variery of sources, not least from the arrival
in Cambridge of Colin Renfrew in 1981. For them,
whar [ was articulating seemed no more than a re-
arguard defense of paleoeconomy, an advocacy of
economic or environmental determinism by an-
other name and a justification for the disregard of
social organizarion, individual agency, or beliefs as
powerful motivaring forces in human life {or atany
rate an unwarranted pessimism abourt the possibil-
iy of investigaring such factors with archaeological
data), relevant at best in the short run but netin the
long-term archaeological record. An even worse er-
ror from the postprocessual point of view was my
apparent failure to appreciate the inherent subjec-
tivities of knowledge and perception, whether our
own as archaeologists, often unrecognized as such,
orthose of the past people we study.

The 1981 and 1983 essays were duly interpreted
as an atrack on the postprocessualists and as an at-
tempt to desocialize or dehumanize the past (see,
e.g., Moore 1981; Shanks and Tilley 1987; Tilley
1981a). Whether the former charge is correct is
open to interpreration, and the latter charge is de-
monstrably wrong. Thart reaction isunderstandable
given my interests in paleoeconomy and the lan-
guage in which the early ideas were expressed, bur
it is absolutely wrong, being based on a misunder-
standing of some of my published statements (see
Bailey2007:200). The 1983 article has given partic-
ular difficulties as noted earlier (Knapp [1992:12 ]
refers to all three essays as “somewhar recondite™).
The fact that I work with subsistence dara and the
physical landscape setting of archaeological sites,
rather than marterial culture as conventionally de-
fined, is irrelevant. These are as much imbued with
information about human action and initiarive,
sociality, and meaning, and as challenging to in-
vestigate from the point of view of their human sig-
nificance, as any other sort of marerial data.

My own position is and has always been that
time perspectivism is not “antisocial” or “asocial”
at all. Racher, my objection is that many of the so-
cial explanarions preferred by archaeologists have
all too often involved an inappropriate translation
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from the very different contexts, scales, and types
of observation employed by social anthropologists
and sociologists to an archaeological context where
the theories are immune to empirical challenge.
Often this has seemed to involve little more than
the use of empry rhetoric, a search for legitimarion
from ourside the discipline of archacology, or an
exercise in intellectual one-upmanship and some-
times, so it seemed, a never—ending competition to
see who could find the most arcane source of higher
authority, as yet unread by any other archaeologist,
from within the Franco-Prussian axis of European
social philosophy (cf. Gellner 1985). It also results
in the delusion thar archaeological data need to be
translared into a different and more readable form
before they can be interpreted, and for those out-
side the discipline it reinforces the starus of ar-
chaeology as a second-class inrellecrual discipline
thar works with intrinsically poor quality dara chat
can never sustain worthwhile or verifiable conclu-
sions. Having worked in a university environment
thar included at various times such figures as Jack
Goody, Edmund Leach, Ernest Gellner, Anchony
Giddens, and Tim Ingold, names thar are often
quoted as ultimate auchorities by archaeclogists,
and having frequently sat around commitree tables
with many of them arguing abour the allocation of
scarce resources, I am certain that the generality
of social anthropologists and sociologists, though
mildly flatcered that the archaeological communicy
wishes to use their theories and defer to their au-
thority, are quite unimpressed with the results, not
least because archaeologists usually lack access to
participant-observations that would provide both
a deeper understanding of social anthropologists’
theories and anindependent evaluarion of explana-
tions derived from them.*

As for objections to postprocessualism, this is
not the time or place for an evaluation or a weigh-
ing in the balance of the positives and negatives
{but see Murray 1999a). Postprocessualism has in
any case evolved and diversified to the extent that
it is probably mistaken to regard it as representative
ofa homogeneous body ofideas or beliefs. My prin-
cipal difficulties in this context are with the persis-
tent unwillingness of many postprocessualists to
engage with the problem of scale differences except
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over a very narrow spectrum; the tendency to col-
lapse all interpreration to the level of subjective, in-
dividual experience; and the frequent adoption of
a somewhat Orwellian rhetoric that while all opin-
ions are equal, some, SO it seems, are always going
to be more equal than others. It is sympromaric of
the problem that Gavin Lucas (200s), in his stim-
ulating and anthropologically well-informed treat-
ment of the archaeology of time, largely ignores the
problems posed by differences of time scale, mainly,
itseems, on the grounds of their political incorrect-
ness (Bailey 2006), and that the most popular as-
pectoftimein archaeology overthe past decade has
been the atremprt to reconstruct past people’s sub-
jective experience of time—the “past in the past” of
Richard Bradley (2002, even though the empirical
basis for such reconstrictions is open to question
(Bailey 2007:219).

My original motivations in developing the
idea of time perspecrivism were thus primarily to
create an inrellectual space in which diversity of
opinion and interpretation could coexist withour
abandoning the aspiration to systemaric empiri-
cal evaluation inherited from processual trends in
archaeology and to show how quire different and
apparently irreconcilable ideas abour human ex-
istence arise in large part from different time per-
spectives. A second motivation was to work at the
development of archaeology as an independent
discipline grounded in the distinctive properties of
its own dara and crearing its own ideas and theories,
rather than one that constantly looks overits shoul-
der for theoretical inspiration and approval from
other disciplines, seeking legitimarion through def-
erence to authority or intellectual fashion.

Nevertheless, ir is true thar the development
of the postprocessual program has been a continu-
ing point of provocation and point of reference
for the development of my own thinking, as well
as a source of resistance to time perspective ideas.
It could hardly have been otherwise, given that lan
Hodder and I were colleagues in the same depart-
ment for 19 years and that I along with other staff
members had as one of our various duties che task
of reading the progress reports on all of fan’s re-
search students, beginning with Henrietra Moore

and Chris Tilley.
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DIFFICULTIES
AND CONSEQUENCES

Why has it taken so long for time perspective ideas
todevelop, otherthan from disciplinary inerria and
the slowly turning spiral of intellecrual fashion? I
suggest that three problems are paramount: the
problem ofthe individual, the problem of narrarive,
and the problem of empirical implementation.

The Problem of the Individual

The first and perhaps most formidable obstacle to
an understanding of time perspecrivism is a belief
in the importance of the individual. A necessary
consequence of time perspective ideas and the pa-
limpsest narure of the archaeological record is thac
individuals and even recognizable social groupings
very quickly disappear from view, and we are left
with whar Benjamin has described as “shadowy or-
ganizational themes or clusters of ideas” (1985:223).
In fact, we may not even have any coherent large-
scale entities ar all bur, rather, the accumulared
fragments of many different such enrities chat we
are tempted to sticch together to form a pseudo-
entity that never existed (Holdaway et al, this
volume). We may suspect chat individuals and indi-
vidual societies are hidden away in the palimpsests
ofthe long-term record, and indeed are responsible
forsome of its patterning, even if we cannot see the
evidence of the individuals or even the individual
societies, any more than we can lay bare the specific
genes that contribure to the paleontological record
of biological evolution. Yer, however hard we try
to leave our individual selves out of the equarion, a
story withour individuals somehow seems incom-
plete, abnormal, and dehumanized.

Various strategies have been employed to uy
and pur the individual back into the archaeologi-
cal picrure. One strategy of course is to ignore the
problem and to continue to explain patterning in
the archaeological record in the traditional way, in
terms of individuals, societies, and historical move-
ments, as those terms might be used by sociologists
or historians. Bur this is scarcely sustainable when
the mismarch berween such conceprs and the scale
and resolution of the archaeological record, and
the time-averaged nature of so much archacologi-
cal material, has become so obvious.
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Anorther strategy is to focus on the occasional
windows into deep time (Hodder 1999) or evi-
dence of real-time experiences (Lucas 200s) that
provide a flash of insight into small-scale phenom-
ena: the Austrian Ice Man caughr and buried ina
snowstorm complete with his cloching and tool kir,
the Boxgrove knapping floor and horse burchery
site, and other so-called moments in time. The dif-
ficulty here is that these examples, even if they are
genuine “moments in time,” are absolutely rare and
tell us little about how we are to deal with the vast
bulk of the remaining record ofarchaeology.

A third strategy is to incorporate some generic
coneept of individual agency, bur the difficulties
of such a concepr let alone their implementarion
have been well rehearsed (Hodder 1999:136-137;
Johnson 1989). Yet another strategy is to focus on
the biography of individual artifacts (Gosden and
Marshall1999; Incas 2005). The biographical anal-
ogy is itself telling, and alchough such studies may
illuminare in interesting ways the structure of the
archaeological record, they sidestep the more chal-
lenging problem of how different arrifaces are to
be related to each other (Bailey 2007:218). An-
other possibility is to people archaeological texts
with imaginary observers, who provide an individ-
ual commentary on whar it might have been like
to stand in front of the bison frieze ar Lascaux or
huddle round the campfire on the Siberian steppe
waiting for the mammoth (Mithen 200¢). Some
of these strategies are more convincing than oth-
ers, and one sometimes feels thar it would be berter
to let the imagination have full play and write con-
vincing fiction!

Let me be absolutely clear abour this. [ am not
opposed in principle to looking for individuality or
viewing the world through the lens of an individ-
uals eye or to any of the strategies outlined above,
many of which have the potential to offer new in-
sight and understanding and, if nothing else, a
source of enterrainment and communication for
a wider audience. My point is thar this is only one
source of inspiration, one point of view, and one
that should not become an obsession in disregard
of others and especially not a tool with which to
dismiss other points of view.

Many, of course, see in the appeal to larger-scale
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processes the threar of determinism and an unpal-
atable nortion of individuals so overwhelmed by
larger-scale phenomena over which they have no
control thar their role as conscious agents seems
quite irrelevant. It is not clearwho orwhat is threart-
ened by such a notion, and such fears in my view
are in any case quite groundless, The archaeology
of the large scale provides an opportunity for us to
enlarge ourunderstanding of our humaniry rather
than a compulsion to reduce it, a “megascope” with
which to view ourselves from a different point of
view. There may well be some very interesting ques-
tions to be asked about how individual actions and
small-scale social interactions generate pattern at
a larger scale {cf Hopkinson and Whice 2c05),
as well as some equally interesting and imporrant
questions to be asked abour how those larger-scale
patterns and processes then react back on behavior
and human thoughtand acrion at the smaller scale.
There is every reason to suppose thar larger-scale
processes—conceprual, social, polirical, biological,
environmental, and climartic as the case may be—
were at work beneath the surface of everyday events
in the world of our distant predecessors, just as they
are today, some of them working over very long
time scales well beyond human liferimes or living
memory and probably well beyond the conscious
recognition of the individuals who lived through
them. Archaeology providesaccesstoawider range
of scales than any other discipline concerned with
human affairs, and especially those at the larger-
scale end of the spectrum, and insight into how
and to what extent those processes intermesh with
each other and with individual lives. Rather than
ignoring the larger scale on the grounds thar to do
otherwise is to succumb to determinism, we might
do better to embrace the archaeology of the large
scale in order to learn in what ways such processes
are continuing to affect the world we live in, lest
we suffer the very fate thar opponents of determin-
ism most fear, thar we will indeed be determined by
forces thatr we neglected to investigate and which
are therefore beyond our control.

Much of what has happened in the develop-
ment of archaeological thinking over the past three
decades can, I think, be seen as an attempt to deal
with the two-sided problem of studying the past
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revealed by time perspectivism in its strict sense,
the problem of distorted perspective, on the one
side, and the interest in exploring relationships at
a larger scale, on the other. The first problem has
been rackled by trying ro work out how the world
appeared from the individual perspective of some-
one living in, say, the Bronze Age or the Upper Pa-
leolithic period and showing thart their world was
characterized by the same sort of cognirtive and so-
cial complexiry as our own is, through a process of
“normalization” (Bailey 2007:218, see also Murray
1993, 2001, this volume). That has been the dom-
inant focus of attention and source of inspiration
for many of the most prominent trends in theoreti-
cal archaeology in the past 30 years and, indeed, a
prominent theme in archaeological reconstruction
long before thar.

My own interest in time perspectivism has al-
ways been much more in the second aspect. My
view remains not only thar this larter approach is
berter suited to the archacological palimpsests
from the remorter past bur thar this larger-scale per-
spective may actually tell us something new abour
ourselves thar we cannort otherwise gain from any
other source of knowledge. Conversely, the at-
tempt to reconstruct small-scale phenomena and
the world as interpreted and acted on by the pre-
historic individual, for all thar it may help to cor-
rect the tendency to simplify the past because of a
distorred time perspective, must ultimarely fail in
many cases, except perhaps as an exercise in liter-
ary imagination, not because prehistoric people
did not think and act in the complex ways that we
would like to believe bur because in all oo many
cases we simply do nor have access to the variety
and resolution of dara that would enable us to in-
vestigate such a fine level of detail (Murray 1997).

It would be rather surprising if prehistoric peo-
ple did not experience the same sorts of small-scale
phenomena that we are familiar with when we
take a close-up view of ourselves and our contem-
poraries. It would be equally surprising if they did
not have lives enriched and no doubrt art times op-
pressed by sources of social convention, myth, and
symbolism. But that does not require us to atrtempt
to try and reconstruct everything in the remoter
past that might conceivably have taken place. The
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attempt to reconstruct past worlds as they might
have been perceived and experienced by past indi-
viduals should not be dismissed where the material
record offers opportuniries for developing such an
approach. Bur to assert that this is the only worth-
while mode of interpretarion, and that any accempt
to explore other layers of meaning at a larger scale
dehumanizes the past, is at best narrow-minded. It
is racher as if one were to complain thar to study
the vegerational history of, say, the Pliocene period
withour first demonstrating that Pliocene plants
obrtained their primary source of energy from pho-
tosynthesis is to “de-botanize” the study of ancient
plant life or that to ignore processes of fluvial sedi-
menration and erosion when studying the geologi-
cal history of the Scorttish highlands is a threat to
the autonomy and sense of idenrity of sedimentary
particles.

The Problem of Narrative
The problem of narrative follows from the prob-
lem of the individual. Indeed, Lucas (2005 refers
to real time, the individual experience of lived time,
also as narrative time. As a historical discipline, we
usually expect the primary outpur of archaeologi-
cal research to be some sort of history, a story with
a narrative structure. It may be the history of a par-
ticular place, a particular time, or a particular peo-
ple, or it maybe a history of the world. It may be the
history of a particular artifacr, a history of ideas,
or a history of archaeologists. The strucrure may
be couched in terms of a linear story with a begin-
ning, amiddle, andan end; it may be multilinear or
even nonlinear; and it is often cumularive, involy-
ing some measure of progress or at any rate of de-
velopmenrt and increasing complexity over time.
Or it may be a narrarive of cyclical change or even
of underlying continuity. It is frequently a story of
ulrimare origins, of humanity, of language, of agri-
culture, or of civilization. It may be one or many of
these things, but in every case we expect astory line
that says something abourt trajectory, preferably a
trajectory that explains how we have come to be as
we are as individuals in the world we presently in-
habit.

With time perspectivism, however, we have

a problem. The first is the problem of scale. If
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different processes and phenomena become ap-
parent at different scales of observarion, there can
be no single unified history of the world or even of
some restricted place or period, only a multiscalar
history written from many different points of view.
How are we to narrate such a multiscalar history?
The answer to thar question is further complicared
by the palimpsest problem. Consider the long-
standing conventions of world prehistory.

If we examine the general textbook approach
to “World Prehistory,” the themes and the general
scrucrure of the narrative have scarcely changed
from the first edition of Grahame Clark’s Workd
Prehistory published in 1961 to the eighth edition of
Brian Fagan’s People of the Earth (2001) published
4o years later. The key developments remain the or-
igins of humans, the origins of modern humans and
the symbolic explosion that accompanied their de-
velopment and geographical expansion, the origins
and spread of agriculrure, and the origins of urban
civilizations, to which we mighrt add the origins of
empires and the origins of the modern world sys-
tem (if we are prepared to regard later “historical”
periods as falling within the purview of a prehis-
toric perspective, as many think we should if we are
not to erect an entirely artificial barrier between
prehistory and history). To be sure, the volume of
dara and the number and geographical range of ex-
amples have increased, and some of the dates have
been pushed back in time. The narrative has also
become a more richly branching mulrilinear narra-
tive and occasionally a nonlinear one, ratherthana
simple linear progression, and one that has become
subdivided and indeed fragmented into many re-
gional prehistories, as more geographical regions
have been brought into the picture and themes like
art, language, religion, and economy have become
more fully substantiated. There are also more va-
rieties of explanation on offer for how these great
transformartions were brought abour. Bur the basic
scrucrure and the main themes and highlights have
changed remarkably lictle, as has the basic concep-
tion of whar is there to be explained. Whart we have
is a predominantly linear narrative, marked by ep-
isodic bursts of development. It is also a narrative
that conveys a large measure of progression with
time from simpler to more complex modes of orga-
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nization and from slower to more rapid sequences
of change, puncruared by *revolutions” thar mark
the ladder of human progress. Little has changed
since Dunnell {1982) remarked on this phenome-
10N OVer 20 years ago.

In contrase, one of the most striking fearures of
archaeological thinking and practice over the past
40 years, at least in the estimarion of archaeclo-
gists themselves, is the huge changes and upheav-
alsthar have occurred in archaeological theoryand
archaeological method. Think of the grear “para-
digm shifts” associated with the New Archaeol-
ogy. environmental archaeology, anthropological
archaeology, ecological archaeology, processual ar-
chaeology, postprocessual archaeology, cognitive
archaeology—I could go on. Or consider the huge
range of new methods introduced by scientific de-
velopments, new methods of radiometric and cos-
mogenic dating, chemical and physical methods
of characterizing marerials, statistical and compur-
ing techniques, spatialanalyses, biomolecular rech-
niques—again the list could go on. Trunk loads of
books have been produced on these themes and
continue to be produced—witness the bookstalls
at any large internarional conference. Add ro that
the vastly increased quantity of daca thar has been
produced as a result of ongoing fieldwork and espe-
cially as a result of rescue excavarions in many parts
of the world.

'The fact thar what has been supposed to be
the primary output of our discipline, the writing
of large-scale history in a continental and global
perspective, has changed so lictle in its basic struc-
ture amid an ongoing rumult of changing theo-
retical orientarions and a torrent of new technical
developments is a singular paradox. Ir is almost as
if for much of the past few decades archaeologists
have been living in two parallel universes, berween
which there has been very lirtle communication
and between which there appears to be a growing
disjuncrion that must surely require some resolu-
tion before too long.

Atime perspective examination of this paradox
raises two questions about the convenrional strc-
ture of world prehistory. The first is the degree of
correspondence or otherwise berween the narrative
as interpreted and the marerial record. It is axio-
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maric that the marerial record of prehistory on the
global scale, as at every other scale of investigarion,
isa palimpsest, a huge palimpsest that encompasses
the whole surface of the earth. Moreover, there are
good reasons to suppose that large segments of this
palimpsest are true palimpsests {Bailey 2007:203),
in which the previous record has been wiped our
and replaced by more recent marerial, or at any
rate cumulative palimpsests (Bailey z007:204) in
which there has been substantial age-relared loss
of marerial. Thus the apparent growth of derail and
complexity as the record of human history unfolds
overtime might have much to do with the selective
loss of information and loss of resolution as we at-
tempt to move back through the successive layers
ofthis global palimpsest.

Moreover, it is clear thar as with smaller-scale
palimpsests, whar are being sought after and high-
lighted in the narrarive of world prehistory are the
highest-resolurion dara sets, the hot spots of the
record that provide the best detail of patrern and
resolution of daring. This raises the suspicion that
emphasis on the high-resolution episodes is often
achieved only at the cost of disregarding the great
bulk of the other available data. Clearly these are
martrers that require investigation, but analysis of
very large-scale palimpsests is just as likely o sub-
vert conventional wisdom as analysis of smaller-
scale ones.

A second question has to do with the impact of
time perspectivism in the strict sense of the term.
The emphasis on “origins” research and the reality
of “revolutions” are seriously called into question if
wetakeaccountofthe distortion of perspective that
comes with tracing phenomena back in time unril
they disappear from view over a temporal horizon
thart lies beyond the interests of the observers or
their preferred techniques of observarion. That dis-
tortion of time perspective, like its equivalent in the
spatial dimension, is bound to make events thar are
closer in time appear more derailed and more com-
plex than those thar are further away. This poses the
challenge that the changes that we see as we move
forward in time through the narrarive of world pre-
history may be no more than the result of successive
increases in the scale and resolution of our powers
of observation, rather than inherent changes in the

25

phenomena themselves. So-called revolutions tend
on closer examination to reveal multiple scrands of
ongoingchangeaswellas continuities that crossthe
supposed borderline, The nortion of an agriculrural
revolution was deconstructed in that way over 30
years ago, and it is perhaps no surprise char the re-
moval of that episode asa revolurtion has simply dis-
placed the search, for those who want o mark che
trajecrory of human progress, to other parts of the
record, such as the symbolic revolurion of anarom-
ically modern humans or the secondary products
revolution of the European Bronze Age (Gamble
2007).

Just whar a fully worked-our time perspective
account of world prehistory might look like, or
whether such an enterprise is possible, remains un-
clear. One can cerrainly take a global perspective,
bur that may be something quire different. For Gra-
hame Clark the advent of radiocarbon dating was
the key that made world prehistory possible by en-
abling events in disparate geographical regions to
be broughr into some chronological relationship.
Now that we have a vastly increased number of
radiocarbon dates from all over the world, added
to by many new dating methods of varying range
and precision, it may be that in a paradoxical sort
of way, independently derived daring has now be-
come an obstacle to further developments in un-
derstanding. By continuing to focus on issues of
sequence and correlation and to emphasize the
possibility of ever more refined chronologies that
are necessarily always one step beyond our current
technical abilities, absolute dating has rather di-
verted artention away from the analysis of things
in themselves and especially away from the differ-
ential temporalities that are inherent in different
sorts of palimpsests. Improved chronologies are
constantly being sought as the indispensable pre-
requisite to do something else. Bur what is thac
“something else;” and whar degree of chronological
resolution is required to study it? One suspects that
whar is being soughr is the holy grail of a univer-
sal high-resolution chronology that will enable us
to write abour the history of the Lower Paleolithic
period in the same detail as the history of the me-
dieval period or the twenrtieth century, something
that a time perspective view of the world suggests is
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a physical impossibility in the universe in which we
happento live.

I suspect that large-scale syntheses of prehis-
tory will increasingly move away from the attempr
to achieve a sort of large-scale history of every-
thing, made possible and comprehensible only by
being compressed and distorted into a linear nar-
rative, Whar I suspect we will see in their place are
histories thar are more themaric in their approach
and a conception of time in history not so much as
a linear pathway bur as something more akin to a
sphere that surroundsus on allsidesand intowhich
we can reach in any direction, overany distance and
at any scale, according to the themes that we wish
to explore.

The Problem of Implementation

In some ways this is the most difficult problem of
all, for even if we can see beyond all the obstacles
and discractions outlined above, there remains the
question of how we are to puta time perspective ap-
proach into practice. How are we to set abour un-
raveling the strucrure of the archaeological record,
thevarying resolutions of different palimpsests, and
their congruence or otherwise with different sorts
of processes and different sorts of substantive ques-
tions about human life and human history? What
are the longer-term processes that are supposed to
come into focus ar larger time scales, and what is
the relationship berween different scales of obser-
vation and the balance of advantage berween “mi-
croscopic” and “macroscopic” (Bailey 2007:210)
approaches to the marterial record? These are not
questions thar will admit of a quick answer, and the
long interval berween Bailey 1981 and Bailey 2007
is symptomaric.

Much of that time interval was for me raken up
with a large-scale field project, the Klithi Project, a
major undertaking that lasted withour loss of mo-
mentum for 18 years from the very first visit to the
Ioannina Museum in 1979 to the final publicarion
in 1997 (Bailey, ed. 1997). That experience, how-
ever,provided a test bed forexperimenting with the
investigation of palimpsests, and from it emerged
examples of time perspectivism and anunderstand-
ing of longer-term processes that I have drawn on
in more recent discussions (see Bailey 2007). There
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remain many ambiguities in the interpretation of
the Klithi data, as de Lange (this volume) observes,
ambiguiries in the relationship berween the stric-
ture of the dara and the particular interprerations
preferred by different contriburors ro that project,
particularly in the interpreration of the on-site dara
of stone artifacts and animal bones, This, perhaps,
is no surprise given the number of participants in
that project and their heterogeneous prior expec-
tations and approaches to interpretation. Many of
the examples of time perspectivism emerged most
obviously at the larger scale of the Klichi site in its
wider landscape serting racher than ar the intrasite
scale of analysis (Bailey et al. 1997; Bailey 2007;
Galanidou 19974, 1997b).

Tim Murrays influence in Australia also
strongly influenced field projects carried our in
the 198cs and 1990s by his colleagues in the La
Trobe department. Nicola Stern’s (1993, 1994a,
this volume} work at Koobi Fora combined time
perspective thinking with the strong tradition of
paleontologically inspired taphonomic analysis de-
veloped in the investigation of early sites of the Af-
rican Rift Valleyand highlighted the time-averaged
narure of archaeological deposits and the impossi-
bility of applying an ethnographic scale of recon-
struction to their interpretation. Jim Allen and
Richard Cosgrove grappled with similar issues of
how to reconcile fragments of individual action
caprured in archaeological palimpsests with large-
scale low-resolution data in the Southern Forests
Archaeological Project of southwest Tasmania
{Cosgrove 1995; Cosgrove and Allen 1994). Here
they devised strategies to deal wich late Pleistocene
cave sequences with an immense abundance of data
bur very low temporal resolution, concluding chat
the only sarisfactory approach to investigation was
to search for variability in the rotality of the avail-
able archaeological dara against an independently
derived framework of environmental and climaric
change, shorn of all ethnographic preconceprions.
This work is of particular interest on a continent
where a rich hunter-gatherer ethnographic record
has often been extolled as a virtue for archaeolog-
ical interpreration. The Southern Forests project
highlighred the incongrity of an ethnographic ap-
proach to interpretation, not only because of the
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almosr roral lack of overlap in scale and quality of
the archaeological and ethnographic records but
also because the late Pleistocene occupation of
southern Tasmania took place in a glaciated land-
scape with no modern environmental analogue, let
alone a behavioral one.

In fact, a great deal of other research has been
going on inthe past 30 years that can beseento have
been moving toward a more critical exploration of
the strucrure of the archaeological record. This in-
cludes Schiffer’s (1976, 1987) focus on formation
processes, the large literature on taphonomy (Ly-
man 1994, and Binford’s (1983b) articulation of
middle-range theory and the importance of actu-
alistic studies (studies of cthe relationship between
behaviorand materials in the present). Some of this
research was perhaps mortivated by a desire to clean
up the record and remove sources of potential bias,
so thar one could then proceed to interpretation of
the humans that lie behind the materials according
to existing interpretive conventions. Much of it was
often viewed, and indeed can be criticized, asan ex-
ercise in “spoiler” arguments, the demonstration of
whar we cannot do with archaeological dara rather
than ofwhat we can doand thusasthe development
of methodological tools in isolation from theories
and interpretations, methodologies in search of a
substantive problem worthy of atrention. The same
charge has been laid against che analysis of palimp-
sests and the focus on the rime-averaged narure of
many archaeological deposits (cf. Stern 1993 and
comments, 19944, this volume).

Ovthers who have traveled the same road seem
to have faced similar difficulties. Clarke (1973),
who saw the problem very clearly, did not of course
live to pursue it. Binford (1981a) and Foley (1981a),
publishing in the same year as my first time per-
spective essay, likewise seem to have had variable
success subsequently in realizing their original vi-
sion of investigating a different order of reality po-
tentially revealed by archaeological palimpsests.
The fact thar they, like me, saw the most useful the-
oretical tools for investigating whar was revealed
by long-term palimpsests as lying in various sorts
of ecological, adaprational, or economic think-
ing has been a huge barrier for that grear swatche of
archaeological opinion that wants to do social or

17

symbolic archacology and suspects anything else of
being a sort of crude marerialism or environmental
determinism.

Foley has moved far away from the investiga-
tion of archacological palimpsests and into the
study of human evolution, a really large-scale, long-
term phenomenon, where there isalso a reasonable
degree of congruence between evolutionary theory
andthe analysisand interpretation of paleobiologi-
caldara (e.g., Foley 1995). Binford, in concentrating
on the methodology of palimpsests and the de-
velopmenr of middle-range theory, scems to have
moved away from conceptions of long-term pro-
cesses to concentrate on an ethnographic scale of
interpretation, albeit one thar emphasizes the sys-
tem rather than the individual (see Binford 1983b).
Hisemphasisonusingactualistic studiestodevelop
techniques for converting the statics of the archae-
ological record into the dynamics of behavior also
seems ar times to be reverting to the view that the
palimpsest marterial record is a sort of second-rate
dara set in need of some keys that can convert it
into something else thar is more easily interprera-
ble. This seems paradoxical given the assertion of
his 1981 article quoted earlier, Yer his more recent
work suggests that his view of ethnography is quite
distinctive, a “frame of reference” for investigaring
past phenomena, thar is, a bedy of secure knowl-
edge (source-side knowledge in Binford's terms)
that can be used as a tool of investigation to pro-
vide new knowledge abour a less well-known set
of phenomena {subject-side phenomena [see Bin-
ford 20c1al). This is an approach that S. J. Gould
would have recognized as a perfectly respecrable
application of methodological uniformirarian-
ism,a means ofacquiring new and empirically well-
grounded knowledge. My only question is how far
source-side knowledge derived from short—time
span ethnographic dara, albeit viewed on a global
scale, canbeappliedto long—time span phenomena
in the more distant archaeological past. If archaeo-
logical dara are robust enough to provide an inde-
pendent test of predictions derived from analysis of
ethnographic data, they should be robust enough
to provide a source side of knowledge in their own
right or subjecr-side dara thar can be illuminated by
other frames of reference that are more congruent
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in scale and resolution with the archacological re-
cord under investigation.

One very powerful frame of reference in Bin-
ford’s sense is the geological and geomorphologi-
cal history of the earth’s surface, which provides
the physical landscape setting within which people
have made their living and within which archaeo-
logical data are embedded. Another frame of refer-
ence is the behavior of the plants and animals that
have occupied those landscapes.

It is significant that the field investigations in-
formed by a time perspectiveapproach and referred
to earlier, the Klithi Project in Greece, the South-
ern Forests Archaeological Project in Tasmania,
and the work of Stern in Africaand of Holdaway in
Australia, have made extensive use of both of these
frames of reference. As Cosgrove and Allen (1996)
put it, a paleoecological framework is intended to
provide an independently derived record that can
be used as a methodological tool for investigating
variability in the archaeological data and generar-
ing restable hypotheses, rather than an interpretive
toolthat imposes deterministic explanations.

It is no surprise that archaeologists have often
sought common ground with earth scientists in ad-
dressing issues of time, thar the understanding of
time scale embraced by earth scientists has been a
significant source of inspiration for my own ideas,
or thar an understanding of geomorphological
context is central to the work of others in chis vol-
ume. On all bur the very shortest time scales, the
physical landscape is immensely unstable, whether
from climartically driven processes of erosion, sedi-
mentation, and sea level change or from geophys-
ical processes that generate earthquakes, volcanic
eruptions, and earth movements. If we pose the
question of how such physical instabilities have af-
fected the course of human history, we mighrt as-
sume thart they have been essentially disruptive and
destructive, a more or less frequent interruption
of cultural processes of human development, and
possibly even a determinanc of them. Closer exam-
inarion shows that prehistoric people, so far from
being determined by such geological instabilities,
turned them, and the characteristic landscapes of
topographic complexity that result from such in-
stabilicy, to theiradvantage (Bailey et al. 1993; King
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etal. 1997; Sturdy et al. 1997) and that this positive
engagement with geological instability may have
played a powerful role in our early evolution {Bai-
ley et al. 1994; Bailey et al. 2000; King and Bailey
2006). In our research on the landscapes of Epirus,
where we were able to ralk to the people who live in
such landscapes in the modern setring, they liter-
ally did not see the eroded surfaces, landslides, and
other hazards that so impress visiting geologists
and archaeologists or did not see them as relevant
{Green 1997, 200s). They had long ago developed
highly flexible economic and social structures chat
turned the features of a geologically unstable envi-
ronment to positive effect while minimizing the
hazards, in what might almost be called a process of
coevolurion berween human activities and geologi-
calchange (Bailey 1997¢,2007).

The reality is that time perspective thinking is
not easy. Ir offers no quick fix, no simple code for
transforming the incomprehensible into the fa-
miliar, no ready-made map for reinterpreting the
past, no fully developed set of new principles. It
cannot even in its present state of development
be described as a new theory in the sense of a fully
worked out and coherent system of ideas and prin-
ciples that account for the way in which the world
has come to be the way it is. Nor does it deal with
“people.” “culrure,” or “behavior” in the sense in
which any of those conceprs might be used in ev-
eryday usage or in the anthropology or sociology
of contemporary and historically recent societies.
Taken to its logical conclusion, time perspectivism
requires us to abandon most of the conventional
foundations of existing archaeological thinking,
indeed of convenricnal thinking more generally
about the human condition. Those who embrace
time perspectivism will find themselves in an alien
intellecrual landscape where most of the familiar
landmarks and signposts are missing, Such a land-
scapeis full of liberating possibilities for newexplo-
ration and the discovery of new knowledge, bur it
requires us to work out the “maps” for ourselves.
Nobody else can help us. Some may find the effort
of abandoning so much inherited intellecrual bag-
gage too much. Others may find the prospect of
moving intounknown territory too disturbing and
turn the signposts around so char they point back
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to the familiar world that we already know. Those
who cannor accepr this starting point for inquiry
will find time perspectivism quite incomprehensi-
ble or quite irrelevant, and it is clear that during the
past two decades many have.

CONCLUSION

In standing back from the development of time
perspective ideas over the past 30 years, two factors
stand out above all others as the key to understand-
ing the slow development of ideas, the require-
ment to abandon familiar terricory, and the need
to work out a new way of thinking from the begin-
ning. Those of us who first peered across the fron-
tier into this new and alien landscape initially drew
back again, because we simply were not sure how
to proceed.

Progress in developing the ideas has been slow
and is likely to remain so, with many halcs, diver-
sions, wrong turnings, and false trails. If this sounds
daunting, we should rememberone of the most im-
portant lessons of archaeological survey, the “sam-
pling paradox” of the field archaeologist working in
new territory, that usually we do not find anything
until we know what we are looking for, and we do
not know what we are looking for or even where to
start lookinguntil we find something. Ourmethods
of inquiry and our understanding of what we are
trying ro investigate need to proceed together and
interact with each other, and this process is likely to
require many trials and errors and an engagement
with archaeological marerial that, given the com-
plexity, cost, and scale of modern fieldwork, must
of necessity be a long-term one. Anyone hoping for
aquick solution to archaeology’s problems will find
no encouragement here. Above all it will require
us to abandon a dependent relationship on soci-
ological or ethnographic disciplines, even at the
risk of overreacting against these popular sources
of knowledge lest they entice us back into the old
ways (cf. Sullivan, this volume), but not to ignore
them so much as ultimarely to better engage with
them in a rtwo-way process of communication. The
other chapters in this volume show that many are
now prepared to travel this route and to explore in
new ways the structure of their archacological re-
cords and how they should be interpreted, even if
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the ulrimare outcomes are yer ro emerge with any
clear definition.

Methodologically there is a need to expand the
analysis of palimpsests into every domain of mare-
rial phenomena and at every scale, ranging inward,
microscopically, and ourward, macroscopically, to
establish where the limits of resolution and com-
parison are in different circumstances and to clarify
just what is there in terms of the varying scrucrural,
spartial, and temporal properties of different sorts
of records. This is a rask chat can and should be ap-
plied to every type of material record ranging from
art and ceramics, as among the most malleable and
obvious products of human imagination at one ex-
treme, to mollusk shells and sediments, as among
the most environmentally constrained at the other,
and on everyscale from the individual object ar one
extreme to the global palimpsest of world prehis-
toryat the other

Substantively there is a very clear need to ex-
plore and clarify what sorts of theeries and ques-
tions work best with the structural properties of
different sorts of marerial records ar different scales
of observartion. This will not be an easy rask, buc it
is one that needs to be conducred in concert with
the analysis of palimpsests. The sources of inspira-
tion forthar rask may come from many differenc di-
rections, including induction from the strucrural
properties of the records themselves and the prob-
lems they pose, deduction from models and theo-
ries drawn from elsewhere, combinartions of differ-
ent frames of reference, challenges ro convenrional
assumprions and practices by the identification and
exploration ofalternatives, thoughtful and creative
engagement with the empirical record, and above
all the simple asking of questions free from the dic-
tates of moralrightecusness. A properspiric ofopen
scientific inquiry is one that should encourage the
asking of different questions bur should alse be de-
mandingin the standardsof rigorand evidencethac
are applied in thesearch foranswers—and aboveall
should be open to the possibility of error.
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NoTES

. At first [ was not much enthused by the term #ime
perspectivism, which sounds like a rather cumber-
some piece of potentally unnecessary and intellectu-
ally pretentious jargon. and had considered using the
term time relarivism (see Bailey 1981:113n2). How-
ever, | wished to avoid the connortations of relativism,
in particular the self-contradictory view then gaining
ground within archaeology, and one that has remained
popular ever since, that “all truth is relative” (includ-
ing of course that statement), an extreme version of
the so-called theory dependence of observations (per-
haps better described as the theory dependence of
questions), which has too often been misused as an ex-
cuse for intellectual laziness and armchair theorizing
and for a misguided belief that scientific method can
be dispensed with and that evidence does not matter.
Perspectivism, so [ thought, had no precedents, and I
eventually decided for that reason alone that the term
was appropriate to characterize the distinctiveness of
intellectual discourse required in an archaeology that
aspires to the status of an autonomous discipline with
its own type of data and concepts. I also rather liked
the concept of time perspective, if not the noun per-
spectivism, and the optical metaphors implied by per-
spective, which seem to me exactly appropriate to the
ideas under discussion. In fact there is a precedent for
the use of the term perspectivism in the philosophy of
Ortega y Gasset and some of the writings of Nietz-
sche, where it refers to different systems of beliefs, the
relative validity of which cannot be established by re-
course to anyindependent criterion (Flew1983). That,
of course, is exactly the point of time perspectivism,
that there is no one time perspective that is more valid
than any other. There may be a hierarchy of time scales
but not a hierarchy of significance or validity. Where
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time perspectivism differs, I believe, from other rela-
tivist approaches is thatit provides a means for under-
standing why different points of view differ, because of
their basis in different time perspectives, rather than by
recourse merely to differences of personal preference
or social context.

. Grahame Clark retired in 1974 but continued to pub-

lish and to beintellectually active for another 20 years.
Glyn Daniel succeeded to the Disney Chair in that
year, though both David Clarke and Ceolin Renfrew
had been strongly tipped on that occasion. Colin Ren-
frew became Disney Professor following Glym Daniel’s

retirementin 1981.

. Grahame Clark’s inaugural lecture contains a num-

ber of pointed attacks on his contemporaries, none
of whom is mentioned by name but among which
one can easily discern Gordon Childe, Glyn Daniel,
Christopher Hawkes, and Stnart Piggott as particu-
lar targets. Hawkes in particular had advocated views
almost exactly the reverse of those expressed here by
Clark. It is clear that the tensions between generaliza-
tion enforced on, or made possible in, earlier periods
of prehistory by lack of data and the finer detail pos-
sible in text-aided archacological studies of protohis-
toric and historic periods were a source of ongoing
debate throughout much of twentieth-century British
archaeological thinking (see Evans1999).

. Anthony Giddens was invited on an occasion in about

1980 to give alecture to the Archacology Department,
shortly after the publication of his Cenzral Problems
in Social Theory (1979), in which he gave a character-
istically lucid exposition of structuration theory, de-
scribing his theoryas alogical theory and culminating
with the statement that the Industrial Revolution rep-
resented for him the major discontinuity in human
affairs. When it was pointed out to him that most of
his audience were archaeologists working on periods
long before the Industrial Revolution, which called
inte question the logic of translating principles that
worked in a postindustrial world across such a discon-
tinuity, he pleaded the usual excuse of a prior engage-
ment and took his leave. It was not a problem that he
had thought about or had any interestin. Icwasnothis
problem. Itis, however, our problem as archaeclogists,
and itis up to us to find a solution. No one else can do
itforus.
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