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Contemporary Debates in Archaeological Theory 

The history of archaeological theory is defined by a recurring tension between the 

desire for scientific objectivity and the recognition that interpretation is always situated, 

always partial, and always shaped by the cultural moment in which it occurs. Two theoretical 

traditions, processualism and post-processualism, have structured this debate since the mid-

twentieth century, and their conflict continues to shape how archaeologists approach 

excavation, analysis, and the construction of knowledge about the past. 

Processual Archaeology: Science and Explanation 

Processual archaeology, also known as the New Archaeology, emerged in the 1960s 

primarily through the work of Lewis Binford. Its central claim was that archaeology should 

function as a rigorous social science: hypothesis-driven, methodologically systematic, and 

concerned with identifying the general cultural processes that govern human behaviour across 

time and space. For processual archaeologists, the material record is a direct reflection of past 

behaviour, and the task of the archaeologist is to decode it through careful analysis of spatial 

patterning, assemblage composition, and subsistence data. The emphasis is on explanation, 

on answering why cultures change, rather than on description or historical narrative. 

Post-Processualism: Meaning, Agency, and Critique 

Post-processualism arose in the 1980s as a direct critique of this framework. 

Associated with scholars such as Ian Hodder, Michael Shanks, and Christopher Tilley, the 

movement argued that processualism's scientific ambitions were both unattainable and 
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ideologically naive. Material culture, post-processualists contended, is not a passive 

reflection of behaviour but an active medium through which meaning is constructed, 

contested, and transmitted. A pot is not merely evidence of subsistence practice; it is also a 

symbol, a social statement, and an object whose significance shifts depending on who made 

it, who used it, and who is now interpreting it. The archaeologist's own position, their gender, 

nationality, and theoretical commitments, is not a distortion to be minimised but a 

constitutive element of the interpretive act itself. 

Implications for Practice 

The debate between these traditions has direct implications for how archaeology is 

practised in the field and how the past is communicated to the public. A processual analysis 

of a Bronze Age settlement will emphasise settlement patterns, faunal assemblages, and 

evidence of economic organisation. A post-processual reading of the same site might focus on 

the symbolic dimensions of spatial layout, the gendered distribution of artefacts, or the ways 

in which the site's contemporary heritage status shapes what questions archaeologists are 

willing to ask about it. More recent theoretical developments like agency theory, 

phenomenological archaeology, symmetrical archaeology, and the ontological turn have 

complicated the binary between processualism and post-processualism without resolving it. 

Each approach responds to perceived limitations in its predecessors while introducing new 

interpretive risks. Agency theory restores human intentionality to the archaeological record 

but risks projecting modern assumptions about individualism onto past societies. 

Phenomenological approaches attend to the embodied experience of landscape and built 

space but have been criticised for producing interpretations that cannot be falsified. 

Conclusion 
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Contemporary archaeological theory is not characterised by consensus but by 

productive disagreement. The processual and post-processual traditions each captured 

something essential: archaeology is a systematic inquiry into the material past that is, at the 

same time, always a reflection of the present. Students approaching theory essays should 

resist the temptation to declare one tradition correct. The more defensible position is to ask 

what each framework reveals and what it conceals, and to build an argument from that 

analysis 


