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The Interaction of Environment, Subsistence, and Ritual in the
Neolithization of Anatolia

Arghavan Abdolmalaki’

Abstract

Through a review of archaeological research and findings from key sites, particularly those in the
Upper Tigris and Euphrates basins, this study examines the relationships between climatic change,
subsistence, and ritual in the Neolithization of Anatolia. Climatic fluctuations at the end of the Pleis-
tocene, particularly the return to colder conditions during the Younger Dryas and changes in patterns
of resource availability, contributed to the development of new subsistence and settlement strategies,
including sedentism and food storage. Archaeological evidence indicates that permanent settle-
ments, storage practices, symbolic behavior, and complex mortuary practices had emerged at some
sites before the appearance and expansion of food-producing economies. During the Pre-Pottery
Neolithic, small-scale cultivation of wild plants, animal management, and the domestication of
plants and animals gradually developed at some sites, while hunting and gathering continued for an
extended period. Neolithic ritual practices can also be understood as contributing to social cohesion,
coordination, and the organization of labor. At the same time, evidence of differences in burial prac-
tices and patterns of food consumption at certain sites reveals emerging forms of gender and social
differentiation. Taken together, the evidence suggests that cultural factors, particularly ritual prac-
tices and social organization, played a role in creating the conditions for the emergence and expan-
sion of agriculture. Variations in the sequence and timing of subsistence, social, and ritual transfor-
mations across different sites challenge explanations of Neolithization based on a single, unidirec-
tional causal sequence. Accordingly, the Neolithization of Anatolia was a gradual, polycentric pro-
cess shaped by the interplay of environmental conditions, subsistence practices, social structures,
and symbolic systems.

Keywords: Neolithization, Anatolia, Sedentism, Pre-Pottery Neolithic, Ritual Practices,
Agriculture, Domestication.

I M.A. Student in Prehistoric Archaeology, University of Tehran

E-mail: arghavanabdolmalaki@gmail.com
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27 Early Zarzian

28 Late Zarzian

2% Geometric Microliths
30 Ground stone tools

31 Late Glacial

32 Palegawra

33 Macrobotanical

3 Amygdalus-Quercus
35 Pistacia

36 Thermophilous

37 Hygrophilous

3% Chenopodiaceae-Artemisia
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Table 12.2. Obsidian from Catalhiyiik sourced prior to 1999 (OLS = Optical Emission Spectroscopy; XRF = X-Ray Fluorescence).
Sample Level Mound Object  Source Method Analysts

41 Neolithic East blade Armenia (Group 2b) OES Renfrew ef al. 1966

42 Neolithic East blade Acigol (Group le-f) OES Renfrew et al. 1966

43 Neolithic East blade Acigol (Group le-f) OES Renfrew et al. 1966
280 Neolithic East blade Acigol (Group le-f) OES Renfrew ef al. 1966
643 Chalcolithic West ? Acigol (Group le-f) OES Wright 1969

644 Chalcolithic West ? Acigol (Group le-f) OES Wright 1969

645 Chalcolithic West ? Acigol (Group le-f) OES Wright 1969

646 Neolithic East ? Ciftlik (Group 2b?) OES Wright 1969

647 Neolithic East ? Acigdl (Group le-f) OES Wright 1969

648 Neolithic East ? Ciftlik (Group 2b?) OES Wright 1969

6 pieces ? ? ? Nenezi Dag XRF Keller & Seifried 1990
4 pieces ? ? ? Golliidag-Kémiircii XRF Keller & Seifried 1990
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The Master and Mistress of Animals Motif in Elamite Glyptic Art:
A Semiotic Approach to Visual Interactions with Mesopotamia in
the Third Millennium BCE

Asal Shahramivard!

Abstract:

The "Master of Animals" motif represents one of the most enduring and widespread icono-
graphic themes in ancient Near Eastern art, typically depicting an anthropomorphic figure
asserting dominance over, controlling, or contending with one or more animals. Employing
the semiotic framework of Ferdinand de Saussure, this study presents a comparative analy-
sis of third-millennium BCE glyptic evidence from Elam and Mesopotamia, with a particu-
lar focus on the representations of the Master and Mistress of Animals. The findings indicate
that within the Mesopotamian tradition, one of the prominent manifestations of this motif is
a nude male figure distinguished by knotted curls and a beard, designated in scholarship by
various terms such as the "nude hero," the "priest-king," or a mythological entity. Con-
versely, an examination of Proto-Elamite seals from Susa reveals that direct representations
of human figures are exceedingly rare during this period, with composite and animal motifs
playing a far more prominent role in organizing the visual field. Furthermore, the "Mistress
of Animals" motifis virtually absent from the third-millennium BCE Mesopotamian glyptic
repertoire; rather, it appears with notable prominence only in the second-millennium BCE
evidence associated with the Syro-Mitanni cultural sphere. In contrast, the Elamite attesta-
tions of this motif exhibit distinct structural and compositional configurations. These diver-
gences between the sign systems of the two civilizations demonstrate that formal similarities
in iconography do not necessarily signify semantic equivalence. The ancient Near East can
thus be conceptualized not as an undifferentiated "unified visual language," but rather as an
expansive constellation of distinct semantic and semiotic systems interacting within broader
networks of cultural exchange and transmission. Consequently, structural divergences in
these sign systems reflect distinct conceptions of power, legitimacy, and the ontological
relationship among humanity, the animal realm, and the surrounding cosmos in the Elamite
visual tradition.

Keywords: Semiotics, Master of Animals, Elamite Seals, Mesopotamia, Third Millennium
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Reconstruction of Professions and Subsistence Structures of Iron Age
Communities in Gilan Based on Archaeological Objects

Parastoo Taghizadeh??
Abstract

The present study, relying on archaeological data from western Gilan - particularly the Iron
Age sites and cemeteries in the Talesh and Rezvanshahr regions - attempts to reconstruct
the relationship between material culture and the subsistence structures of communities dur-
ing that period. The main issue is the extent to which objects recovered from burial contexts
can reflect the professions, occupations, technical specializations, and lifeways of [ron Age
peoples. The data for this article have been obtained from a thesis study on objects, profes-
sions, and occupations of the Iron Age in Gilan, as well as from a number of reliable Persian
and non-Persian sources related to burial patterns, weaponry, architecture, dietary regimes,
and cultural interactions of the Iron Age in Gilan and northern Iran. The research method is
descriptive-analytical and based on documentary and comparative analysis of published ar-
chaeological data. The results indicate that the diversity of burial objects in the Iron Age
cemeteries of Gilan—particularly gray and black pottery, weaponry, jewelry, equestrian
equipment, and certain stone and metal artifacts—is not merely an indication of burial ritu-
als, but also serves as important evidence for identifying subsistence structures and the so-
cial division of labor. The abundance of weapons and arrowheads on the one hand, and the
presence of bits, harnesses, and horse burials on the other, point to the importance of hunt-
ing, warfare, and animal husbandry—especially horse breeding. Evidence related to pottery-
making, metalworking, stone carving, and the construction of stone burial spaces also attests
to the existence of specialized skills and the transmission of technical knowledge in these
communities. Furthermore, bioarchaeological data and analyses related to dietary regimes
show that the consumption of animal meat and fish played a significant role in the nutritional
pattern of the region's inhabitants. In general, the Iron Age communities of Gilan can be
considered as communities with a mixed economy, based on animal husbandry, hunting,
exploitation of water resources, and possessing handicrafts and metalworking, which, while
connected to the mountainous and forested environment, were also in contact with neigh-
boring cultural zones.

Keywords: Iron Age, Gilan, Talesh, Material Culture, Subsistence, Professions, Archaeo-
logical Objects, Burial
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FGrH: Felix Jacoby, Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker (Berlin and Leiden: Weidmann, 58-1923.
PF: Persepolis Fortification Tablets, published in Hallock 1969.

PFa: Persepolis Fortification Tablets, published in Hallock 1978.

PFNN: unpublished Persepolis Fortification Tablets read by Wouter Henkelman (personal communication).

TADAE: Bezalel Porten and Ada Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents from Ancient Egypt.
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Revisiting the Chronology and Interpretation of Sasanian Material
Culture from the East Wing Excavation of Urmia Jameh Mosque
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Abstract

The Jameh Mosque of Urmia is one of the oldest religious structures from the Islamic period in the
Azerbaijan region of Iran, consistently holding a significant place in historical and archaeological
studies. Although numerous research projects have examined various aspects of this monument,
some of its historical and cultural dimensions still require more meticulous evaluation. The present
paper aims to critique and analyze one of the recently published studies on this mosque, specifically
examining the article titled "Study and Introduction of Cultural Materials Related to the Sasanian
Period in the Excavation of the Eastern Side of the Jameh Mosque of Urmia" by Hamed Noorsi,
Samer Nazari, Leila Gargari, Behnam Ghanbari, and Abbas Bavarsaei. This article was published
in the Payam-e Bastanshenas Journal, Volume 15, Number 29 (Autumn and Winter 2023-2024).
The results of the critical evaluation indicate that despite presenting cultural materials obtained from
one season of archaeological excavation within the precinct of the Urmia Jameh Mosque, the anal-
yses and interpretations offered in this study face serious challenges and deficiencies. The most
important criticisms of the article can be summarized into three main axes: 1- Manipulation and
biased reinterpretation of the cultural materials recovered from the excavation layers to confirm the
authors' hypothesis; 2- Lack of sufficient familiarity with contemporary Sasanian archaeological
sites in northwestern Iran and, consequently, a failure to cite reliable sources and research in this
field; 3- Violation of research ethics principles and the unreliability of the results due to potential
data manipulation and analyses based on insufficient evidence. Accordingly, although the article
under review is recent in terms of publication date and presents some new cultural findings, partic-
ularly concerning pottery, its scientific value remains limited due to deficiencies in methodology,
data interpretation, and non-compliance with research ethical standards. Therefore, its final results
cannot be employed as a valid basis for future historical or archaeological analyses.
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History of archaeological research in Semnan province

Behzad Sedaghati!

Abstract

The history of archaeological research in Iran dates back to the nineteenth century. Since Semnan
Province has long been situated along the route linking the western and eastern parts of the Iranian
Plateau, as well as the so-called Silk Road, it is regarded as one of the archaeologically rich prov-
inces of Iran. Systematic archaeological research in Semnan Province also began approximately a
century ago. Accordingly, the present study examines the history of archaeological investigations
conducted in this province over the past hundred years. The approach adopted in this article is a
critical review of the research carried out to date, with the aim of identifying its strengths and weak-
nesses and proposing practical strategies for more effective policymaking in future archaeological
scholarship. The methodology of this study is based on library research, the use of published field-
work reports, and in-person interviews with a number of researchers active in this field. The princi-
pal research question concerns the extent of archaeological investigations undertaken in the prov-
ince, categorized by county. The secondary questions addressed in this article include whether the
research conducted across the province has been question-driven; which periods and regions have
been the primary focus of archaeological investigations in Semnan Province; what gaps remain in
this regard; and what strategies may be proposed to promote the development of archaeological
research activities in the province in the future.

The results indicate that, although archacology in Semnan Province initially emerged in connection
with the expansion of the railway and the implementation of rescue excavations during the 1930s, it
subsequently developed through more question-oriented studies. Following the Islamic Revolution,
despite a brief interruption, rescue excavations resumed in the province from the mid-1980s onward.
Thereafter, with the arrival of international teams and the transformation in the orientation of Iranian
archaeology from the 2000s onward, archaeological research in Semnan Province was increasingly
directed toward question-based approaches. It also became clear that archaeological investigations
were initially concentrated in the city of Damghan, whereas in the years following the Islamic Rev-
olution, most excavations were carried out in Shahroud County and subsequently in other counties.
Moreover, research in the earlier years was primarily focused on sites dating to the historic periods,
while in recent years greater attention has been devoted to prehistoric periods. On this basis, the
uneven development of archaeological research, the lack of a question-driven approach in many of
the studies conducted, the non-publication or delayed publication of fieldwork reports, and the ab-
sence of university participation in provincial research constitute the principal weaknesses of ar-
chaeology in Semnan Province. These shortcomings, however, may be addressed through proper
management, the establishment of cultural heritage bases, and the active involvement of universities.

Keywords: Semnan Province, Archaeology, Shahroud, Damghan, Iran, Archaeological studies
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Abstract

The history of archaeological thought is commonly organized through categories such as “trends,”
“schools,” and “paradigms.” Although these categories are useful for describing theoretical devel-
opments within the discipline, treating them as fundamental boundaries between distinct forms of
archacological knowledge requires epistemological reconsideration. This paper critically examines
the concept of “archaeological trends” and argues that differences among culture-historical, proces-
sual, post-processual, and critical approaches do not necessarily constitute separate or mutually ex-
clusive epistemic domains. Without denying their historical and methodological differences, the pa-
per proposes that such approaches can instead be understood as shifts in theoretical emphasis and
modes of questioning within a shared material field. A relational perspective is therefore introduced
not as another archaeological “trend,” but as a framework for reconsidering theoretical plurality in
archaeology through the interrelations among humans, materials, bodies, spaces, memories, and en-
vironments. The discussion of politics, embodiment, memory, and consumption further demon-
strates that archaeological inquiry is not necessarily defined by a fixed chronological period or the-
matic specialization. Rather, its archaeological character emerges from the ways in which material
traces, contexts, transformations, and relations are investigated and interpreted. The paper ultimately
argues that “trend” is more appropriately understood as a historiographical and pedagogical category
than as a fundamental basis for defining the nature of archacology. From this perspective, archaeol-
ogy is not primarily a collection of competing schools, but a relational mode of seeing, interpreting,
and understanding the world through its material traces and relations.
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Introduction:

Archaeological theory is often introduced through categories such as culture-historical archaeology,
processualism, post-processualism, phenomenological archaeology, and critical or material ap-
proaches. These categories have considerable value for reconstructing the intellectual history of the
discipline and for identifying differences in theoretical emphasis. Yet contemporary archaeological
scholarship increasingly recognizes that such approaches do not necessarily constitute discrete,
chronologically successive stages. Different theoretical perspectives may coexist, overlap, and be
employed simultaneously within the same archaeological research (Trigger, 2006, pp. 1-8, 443—-452;
Hodder, 1986, pp. 1-11). The problem addressed in this paper, therefore, is not the existence of the-
oretical diversity itself, but the epistemological tendency to treat “trends” as if they represented fun-
damentally separate forms of archaeological knowledge.

This distinction is important because the language of trends can unintentionally shift attention from
the archaeological problem to the theoretical label attached to it. Processual archaeology, for exam-
ple, sought systematic explanation through ecological adaptation, systems theory, and scientific
methods (Binford, 1962, pp. 217-225), while post-processual approaches emphasized meaning,
agency, interpretation, and historical context (Hodder, 1986, pp. 7-11). Their differences are sub-
stantial and should not be minimized. Nevertheless, both operate upon a common archaeological
domain: material traces situated within relationships among people, things, places, practices, and
environments. The question is therefore whether these differences require archaecology to be under-
stood as a collection of competing intellectual territories, or whether they can instead be understood
as different ways of interrogating a shared material field.

This paper adopts the latter position, while treating it as an argument requiring justification rather
than as an established premise. A relational perspective is proposed not as a new archaeological
“trend” intended to replace previous approaches, but as an epistemological framework for under-
standing how theoretical plurality operates within archaeology. Relational approaches in material
culture studies have emphasized that humans and things cannot always be adequately understood as
independent entities connected only after the fact; rather, their properties, meanings, and effects
emerge through relations and practices (Olsen et al. 2012, pp. 1-6). Actor-Network Theory similarly
challenges rigid divisions between human and non-human actors by directing attention toward the
networks through which social and material realities are produced (Latour, 2005, pp. 5-9). These
perspectives do not eliminate archaeological evidence, nor do they require abandoning empirical in-
quiry. Instead, they invite a reconsideration of what archaeological explanation can encompass.

From this perspective, archaeology can be understood less as a sequence of theoretical “trends” and
more as a particular way of interrogating material relations. The relevant question is not simply which
theoretical school an interpretation belongs to, but what relations the archaeological evidence allows
us to investigate: between bodies and environments, objects and practices, spaces and power, mate-
rials and memory, or production, consumption, and discard. This position also resonates with Mol-
lasalehi’s (2017, pp. 233-250) epistemological discussion of the relationship between matter and
meaning, in which archaeological materials are understood not as self-sufficient objects but as mate-
rial evidence that refers beyond itself toward meanings, intentions, and absent contexts.

The argument, therefore, is not that archaeology can or should abandon theoretical distinctions. Nor
does it claim that all archaeological approaches are interchangeable. Rather, it proposes that “trend”
is better treated as a historiographical and pedagogical category than as a fundamental description of
the epistemological structure of archaeology. The analytical coherence of the discipline may lie pre-
cisely in its capacity to move across theoretical perspectives while remaining grounded in material
evidence and archaeological context. Politics, embodiment, memory, consumption, technology, and
contemporary materiality can consequently be investigated without necessarily producing a separate
archaeological “trend” for each domain.

The central question of this paper is thus: If different archaeological approaches can coexist, overlap,
and address the same material world from different analytical positions, to what extent is the concept
of “trend” necessary for defining what archaeology is? In addressing this question, the paper argues
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that archaeology is most productively understood not as a collection of mutually exclusive schools,
but as a relational mode of inquiry—a way of seeing how human and non-human relations become
materially constituted, situated, transformed, and made archaeologically knowable.

Epistemological Critique of the Concept of “Trends”: From Theoretical Plurality to a Rela-
tional Reconfiguration of Archaeology

The division of archaeological thought into distinct “trends” or “schools” initially appears to be a
useful means of organizing the theoretical literature of the discipline. Such classifications are partic-
ularly valuable for archaeological historiography and pedagogy, where they facilitate the identifica-
tion and comparison of theoretical and methodological positions. The problem arises, however, when
these historical classifications move beyond their descriptive function and become representations of
the epistemological structure of archaeology itself. Conventional histories of archaeological theory
have sometimes portrayed disciplinary development as a movement from traditional archaeology to
processualism and subsequently to post-processualism. Later scholarship, however, has demon-
strated that these approaches should not necessarily be understood as sequential and mutually replac-
ing stages, but rather as overlapping theoretical positions that may coexist and be combined in prac-
tice (Trigger, 2006, pp. 444-448; Lucas, 2017, pp. 1-8).

The question addressed here is therefore neither which “trend” is theoretically superior nor whether
archaeology should move beyond processual or post-processual archaeology. The more fundamental
question is: does theoretical plurality require archaeology itself to be conceived as a collection of
distinct trends? This article argues that it does not. Differences between theoretical approaches can
be acknowledged without transforming them into autonomous epistemic territories, because despite
substantial differences in concepts, methods, and explanatory criteria, many archaeological ap-
proaches continue to engage with a shared material field.

To establish this argument, the epistemological basis of a relational understanding of archaeology
must first be clarified. To describe archaeology as relational is not to deny the existence of a material
reality or the possibility of knowing it. On the contrary, the relational position adopted here begins
with the recognition that objects, materials, buildings, spaces, and human-made traces possess mate-
rial existence independent of the archaeologist’s interpretation. What makes such entities archaeo-
logical evidence, however, is not their physical existence alone, but their location within networks of
material, human, spatial, and temporal relations. Relationality, therefore, does not replace material
reality; rather, it provides a way of explaining how material reality becomes available for archaeo-
logical questioning and interpretation.

This distinction is crucial because one possible objection to relational approaches is that they distance
archaeology from its scientific claims or lead inevitably toward interpretive relativism. Such a con-
clusion, however, does not necessarily follow from relationality. Archaeological approaches con-
cerned with relations among humans, things, and material environments remain grounded in obser-
vation, evidence, comparison, and empirical reasoning. What changes is not the existence of evidence
or the possibility of investigating it, but the assumed relationship among objects, researchers, and
meaning (Olsen et al. 2012, pp. 1-6; Witmore, 2014, pp. 204-213). Relationality can therefore be
understood not as a rejection of realism, but as a critique of reducing archaeological reality to isolated
objects detached from the relations through which they acquire use, significance, and historical spec-
ificity.

This point becomes particularly important in the material turn within contemporary archaeological
theory. Olsen and colleagues argue that things should not be treated merely as passive carriers of
human meanings, but should instead be examined within material and social networks in which hu-
mans and non-humans become mutually implicated (Olsen et al. 2012, pp. 3-6). Relatedly, Actor-
Network Theory challenges conventional subject—object distinctions by conceptualizing social real-
ity through heterogeneous networks of human and non-human entities (Latour, 2005, pp. 5-9). The
significance of these debates for the present argument is not that archaeology should adopt one of
these theories as a new orthodoxy, but that they demonstrate the possibility of defining archaeological
inquiry through relations rather than through allegiance to a particular school.
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Relationality, however, should not itself become another archaeological “trend.” If relational archae-
ology were simply presented as a replacement for processualism or post-processualism, the argument
of this article would reproduce precisely the logic it seeks to question. The proposal here is therefore
more modest and more fundamental: relationality should be treated as an analytical principle rather
than as a disciplinary identity. An archaeologist may employ processual explanation, post-processual
interpretation, material analysis, biological evidence, spatial modelling, or other methodological re-
sources while still asking questions concerning relations among material and human phenomena. The
difference between approaches then becomes a difference in analytical emphasis rather than a differ-
ence in the ontological identity of archaeology itself.

From this perspective, archaeology does not necessarily confront different theoretical worlds; it con-
fronts different relations within a shared material field. Processual approaches may foreground rela-
tions among environment, behaviour, and adaptation; interpretive approaches may emphasize rela-
tions among materiality, meaning, and context; feminist archacology may examine relations among
bodies, gender, and power; and new materialist approaches may focus on relations among humans
and things. These differences are theoretically significant, but they do not necessarily imply the ex-
istence of several autonomous archaeologies. What changes is the question being asked and the ana-
lytical emphasis placed upon a particular relation.

Mollasalehi’s epistemological discussion of matter and meaning provides an especially relevant per-
spective in this regard. He argues that archaeological objects and evidence should not be understood
as merely raw and self-contained entities; rather, they possess a referential character through which
material presence points toward meanings, intentions, and purposes that are not directly accessible
(Mollasalehi, 2017, pp. 233-250). This argument is significant for the present discussion because it
locates the relationship between material presence and meaning not within a particular theoretical
trend, but within the fundamental epistemological condition of archaeological inquiry itself. Archae-
ologists move continuously between what is materially present and what can be inferred through it.
The concept of “trend” can therefore be assigned a more limited and precise status. Trends are his-
torically and intellectually significant and should neither be erased nor denied. They are useful for
naming theoretical differences, organizing disciplinary historiography, and structuring archaeologi-
cal education. The epistemological problem emerges only when these classificatory devices are
treated as if they correspond to autonomous structures constituting the nature of archaeology itself.

The argument, consequently, is not for the elimination of theory or for the homogenization of archae-
ological methods. It is for preserving theoretical plurality while reconsidering its relationship to dis-
ciplinary identity. Archaeology can remain plural, multi-methodological, and theoretically diverse
without necessarily being understood as “trend-based.” What holds this plurality within a common
field is an engagement with the material world and an attempt to reconstruct, explain, or interpret
relations that become accessible through material traces, evidence, and contexts.

Accordingly, “relational archaeology” in this article is not proposed as the name of another school.
It is a proposal to reconfigure the level at which archaeological differences are understood. Instead
of asking which “trend” a study belongs to, the more productive questions are: What relation does
the study make problematic? What evidence renders that relation archaeologically visible? And
which theoretical and methodological resources are most appropriate for investigating it? Such a shift
does not eliminate trends; it relocates them—from categories that define the nature of the discipline
to different ways of seeing and investigating a shared material field.

Extending Relational Archaeology: Politics, Body, Memory, and Consumption as Archaeolog-
ical Fields of Inquiry

If archaeology is understood not as a discipline organized around competing theoretical “trends,” but
as a relational mode of engaging with the material world, then its epistemological and methodological
boundaries must be fundamentally reconsidered. In such a framework, what qualifies as “archaeo-
logical” is not determined by chronology, typology, or institutional categorization, but by the capac-
ity of phenomena to reveal materially stabilized relations between humans, things, space, and
memory. This reconceptualization resonates with a long intellectual trajectory in European thought,
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particularly within German-speaking traditions of phenomenology, anthropology, and material phi-
losophy. From Heidegger’s analysis of being-in-the-world as fundamentally spatial and practical
(Heidegger, 1927), to Bachelard’s poetics of inhabited space (Bachelard, 1958), and Leroi-Gourhan’s
anthropology of technique and embodied action (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964), materiality has consistently
been understood not as passive substance, but as an active condition of human existence. Contempo-
rary relational archaeology extends this lineage by refusing to treat material culture as secondary to
social meaning, instead positioning it as constitutive of relational structures themselves.

Within this theoretical horizon, archaeology becomes a transdisciplinary field of inquiry capable of
moving across domains traditionally separated into “subdisciplines.” Politics, the body, memory, and
consumption are not treated as discrete objects of specialized archaeological subfields, but as differ-
ent manifestations of a single relational ontology.

1. Politics as Materialized Spatial Governance

Political power, within a relational archaeological framework, cannot be reduced to discourse, ideol-
ogy, or institutional representation. Instead, it must be understood as materially enacted through spa-
tial configurations, infrastructures, and technologies of movement and visibility.

Building on Foucauldian analyses of disciplinary space (Foucault, 1977), political power is not
merely expressed in space but actively produced through it. However, European spatial theory and
architectural phenomenology deepen this insight by emphasizing that space is not a neutral container
but an active medium of social formation. Built environments, therefore, operate as material conden-
sations of governance. From border infrastructures and surveillance architectures to urban zoning
systems and institutional layouts, political relations are stabilized through material arrangements that
regulate bodily movement, perception, and interaction. In this sense, archaeology of politics does not
interpret political structures as static artifacts but as dynamic relational assemblages in which material
form and social order are co-constituted.

For example, contemporary border systems—walls, fences, biometric infrastructures—can be under-
stood as distributed material networks that produce distinctions between inclusion and exclusion.
These are not merely symbolic boundaries but operational material systems that organize life itself
(De Leon, 2015).

2. The Body as an Embodied Material Archive of Technique, Labor, and Discipline

One of the most productive ways of extending a relational understanding of archaeology is to recon-
sider the body not as a purely biological entity, but as a materially situated participant in technical,
social, and environmental relations. Leroi-Gourhan’s analysis of gesture, technique, and the evolu-
tion of human—material interaction is particularly important in this regard. His work demonstrates
that technical practices cannot be adequately separated from bodily capacities, material environ-
ments, and learned patterns of action; rather, gesture and technique emerge through their continuous
articulation with the material world (Leroi-Gourhan, 1964, pp. 13—17; 1965, pp. 35-42). From this
perspective, the body can be approached as an embodied material archive—not because the body
simply “contains” a record of culture, but because repeated practices may leave material traces in
bodily structures. Skeletal modifications, musculoskeletal stress, dental wear, pathological changes,
and traumatic injuries can therefore provide evidence for patterns of activity, diet, mobility, labor,
and violence. Such evidence does not offer a direct or transparent record of social life; rather, it
requires contextual interpretation and careful consideration of alternative explanations. The body
thus becomes archaeologically significant precisely because biological traces can be examined in
relation to the material and social conditions within which bodily practices occurred.

This relational understanding also connects archaeological analysis with phenomenological accounts
of embodiment. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology challenges the treatment of the body as a detached
object by emphasizing embodied perception and the body’s practical involvement in the world (Mer-
leau-Ponty, 1962, pp. 92-94, 100-102). In archaeological phenomenology, this insight has been de-
veloped through attention to movement, sensory experience, spatial orientation, and the embodied
encounter with landscapes and material environments (Tilley, 1994, pp. 11-16). The relevance of
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phenomenology to the present argument therefore lies not in replacing biological or material analysis
with subjective interpretation, but in demonstrating that bodily experience is itself relational and sit-
uated.

This perspective makes it possible to connect different archaeological contexts without assuming that
they belong to separate theoretical “trends.” The skeletal evidence of an agricultural worker, the bod-
ily adaptations associated with industrial labor, and the material conditions experienced by a contem-
porary precarious worker are historically and biologically different phenomena. Nevertheless, they
can be investigated through a common archaeological question: how do repeated interactions among
bodies, technologies, environments, and social structures become materially detectable? The analyt-
ical focus consequently shifts from assigning a case to a particular subfield toward identifying the
relations through which bodily experience becomes archaeologically visible.

The body, in this sense, is neither reducible to biology nor dissolved into discourse. It occupies an
intermediate and relational position in which biological processes, technical practices, material envi-
ronments, and social structures intersect. This position reinforces the broader argument of this article:
archaeology does not require a separate “trend” every time its object of inquiry changes. What
changes is the empirical configuration of relations under investigation, while the archaeological mode
of inquiry remains grounded in material traces, contextual reasoning, and the reconstruction or inter-
pretation of human—material interactions.

3. Memory as Materialized Continuity, Rupture, and Absence

Memory provides another field in which the relational character of archacological inquiry becomes
particularly visible. Rather than assuming that memory is exclusively an internal or individual cog-
nitive phenomenon, archaeological and social-theoretical approaches have demonstrated that remem-
bering is also mediated by social practices, places, objects, monuments, and material environments.
Halbwachs’s influential account of collective memory emphasized the social frameworks through
which individual recollections are organized, while later studies have drawn increasing attention to
the spatial and material conditions through which collective memories are maintained and trans-
formed (Halbwachs, 1992, pp. 1-15).

Nora’s concept of lieux de mémoire, or “sites of memory,” provides an important example of this
shift. His argument concerns the emergence of material and symbolic sites in which collective
memory becomes concentrated and through which relationships between memory, history, and iden-
tity are negotiated (Nora, 1989, pp. 7-8). From an archaeological perspective, this insight is particu-
larly significant because monuments, ruins, burial places, landscapes, commemorative structures,
and even destroyed or abandoned sites can be approached as material configurations through which
particular versions of the past are maintained, transformed, or contested.

A relational archaeological approach, however, should not reduce memory to the presence of com-
memorative objects or monuments. It should also consider the material conditions of forgetting and
absence. Destruction, removal, concealment, abandonment, and spatial transformation can alter what
remains materially available for remembrance. In this sense, absence is not necessarily evidence of
complete non-existence; it may itself result from historically situated acts of intervention. The ar-
chaeological significance of a destroyed monument, an erased inscription, an abandoned settlement,
or a displaced memorial may therefore lie partly in the relationship between what remains visible and
what has been materially removed.

This perspective can be developed further through scholarship on cultural memory, including Ger-
man-language discussions that examine the relationship between memory, identity, material forms,
and cultural transmission (Assmann, 2011, pp. 21-27). Such approaches are useful for archaeology
not because they provide a separate archaeological “school,” but because they offer conceptual re-
sources for investigating how material forms participate in the transmission and transformation of
collective understandings of the past.

Accordingly, the present article uses the established formulation “archaeology of memory” rather
than proposing “Memory Archaeology” as a new disciplinary term. What is distinctive in the present
argument is not the invention of a new subfield, but a relational extension of the archaeological study
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of memory: memory, forgetting, presence, and absence are examined as interconnected material pro-
cesses. A monument may preserve a particular narrative, its destruction may interrupt that narrative,
and its archaeological remains may subsequently generate another interpretation of the same past.
The archaeological object therefore participates in a changing relationship among material presence,
social memory, historical interpretation, and absence.

Memory consequently provides another example of why thematic diversity should not automatically
be equated with theoretical fragmentation. The archaeological study of memory may employ con-
cepts from social theory, phenomenology, history, landscape studies, or material culture research,
but its archaeological character remains grounded in the examination of material traces and their
contextual relationships. What matters, therefore, is not whether memory constitutes a separate ar-
chaeological “trend,” but how material forms participate in processes of remembering, forgetting,
continuity, rupture, and reinterpretation.

4. Consumption as Material Practice, Social Differentiation, and Systemic Visibility

Consumption offers a further example of how a relational archaeological perspective can move across
conventional temporal and thematic boundaries. Objects of everyday use, packaging, food remains,
and discarded materials are not simply residual products of social activity. They are material out-
comes of interconnected processes of production, acquisition, use, circulation, value attribution, and
disposal. Consumption can therefore be approached archaeologically as a material practice through
which social relations become visible.

The influential collection edited by Appadurai, particularly Kopytoff’s concept of the “cultural biog-
raphy of things,” shifted attention from objects considered as static entities toward their changing
trajectories through systems of exchange, use, valuation, and classification (Appadurai, 1986, pp. 3—
63; Kopytoft, 1986, pp. 64-91). Although these approaches are not themselves archaeological theo-
ries in a narrow sense, they provide an important conceptual basis for examining objects through
their relational histories. An object is not analytically exhausted by its physical form; its significance
changes according to the relationships in which it becomes involved.

Archaeological studies of consumption demonstrate the value of this perspective because discarded
materials frequently preserve evidence of behavior that may not correspond to declared preferences
or official representations. Rathje and Murphy’s Garbage Project, for example, demonstrated that
systematic analysis of contemporary waste could reveal patterns of consumption that were difficult
to identify through interviews and self-reported behavior alone (Rathje & Murphy, 2001, pp. 31-43).
Waste can consequently be treated as an archaeological record of everyday practices rather than
simply as the endpoint of consumption.

The significance of waste becomes clearer when it is considered relationally. A discarded object is
connected to systems of production, transportation, marketing, household organization, economic
inequality, infrastructure, and environmental management. Its archaeological value therefore lies not
simply in identifying the object itself, but in reconstructing the network of practices and relationships
through which it was produced, used, valued, and discarded. This perspective also creates an analyt-
ical continuity between ancient refuse deposits and contemporary waste systems. Although the his-
torical contexts are radically different, both can be investigated through material traces of consump-
tion and discard.

Such continuity does not mean that ancient and contemporary consumption should be treated as iden-
tical. Rather, it demonstrates that the archaeological question can remain consistent while its empir-
ical context changes. Archaeology can investigate a refuse deposit from an ancient settlement, an
industrial landfill, or a contemporary household without requiring each case to constitute a separate
theoretical trend. What changes is the historical and material configuration of the evidence and, con-
sequently, the specific questions that can reasonably be asked of it.

Consumption thus reinforces the central argument of this article. Political space, embodied experi-
ence, memory, and consumption may appear to constitute separate archaeological domains, yet each
can be examined through relations among humans, materials, spaces, practices, and temporal pro-
cesses. Their connection does not depend on forcing them into a single theoretical school. Rather, it



YYA W Y 9 oledd g liwls Mf

emerges from treating archacology as a mode of inquiry capable of following material relations
across different contexts.

Taken together, the examples of the body, memory, and consumption demonstrate the analytical po-
tential of this position. A relational archaeology does not necessarily expand the discipline by creat-
ing an ever-growing list of specialized “archaeologies.” Instead, it shifts attention from the classifi-
cation of subjects toward the investigation of relationships. Bodies become sites where labor and
technology are materially expressed; places and objects become media through which memory and
forgetting are negotiated; and discarded materials become traces of broader systems of production
and consumption. The coherence of archaeology, therefore, need not depend upon a single theoretical
doctrine. It can instead emerge from a shared commitment to investigating how human and non-
human relations become materially constituted, experienced, transformed, and archaeologically de-
tectable across time and space.

Conclusion

This paper has reconsidered the epistemological status of “trends” as a means of defining archaeo-
logical theory. Its argument is not that distinctions among culture-historical, processual, post-proces-
sual, critical, or material-oriented approaches are irrelevant. Nor does it deny the value of these cat-
egories for reconstructing the intellectual history of archacology. The central claim is more specific:
the existence of theoretical differences does not require the fragmentation of archaeology into mutu-
ally exclusive epistemological domains. Trends are useful as historiographical and pedagogical clas-
sifications, but they become problematic when they are treated as fixed boundaries that determine
what archaeology is. A relational perspective provides a way of addressing this problem without
proposing another theoretical school. It shifts attention from the question of which trend an interpre-
tation belongs to toward the relations that archaeological inquiry makes analytically visible. Humans,
materials, bodies, spaces, technologies, environments, and memories are not necessarily independent
analytical units; their meanings and effects emerge through historically situated relations. The theo-
retical approaches developed within archaeology can therefore be understood as different analytical
emphases within a broader material field rather than as self-contained territories. This perspective
also clarifies the scope of archaeological inquiry. The analysis of politics, embodiment, memory,
consumption, and contemporary materiality demonstrates that archaecology need not be defined by a
single chronological domain or thematic object. What makes an inquiry archaeological is not simply
the antiquity of what it studies, but the systematic investigation of material traces, contexts, transfor-
mations, and relations. In this sense, the archaeological perspective can extend from ancient deposits
to contemporary infrastructures, from skeletal remains to embodied practices, and from monumental
landscapes to everyday waste—provided that these phenomena are approached through their material
and contextual relations. The implication is not that archaeology should abandon theoretical distinc-
tions or methodological rigor. On the contrary, theoretical plurality remains essential to the discipline.
What requires reconsideration is the assumption that plurality must take the form of competing and
sequential “trends.” A more productive understanding recognizes that different theoretical perspec-
tives may coexist, overlap, and be mobilized according to the questions posed by particular archaeo-
logical contexts. The argument of this paper can therefore be stated simply: archaeology does not
derive its coherence from theoretical uniformity, nor does its identity depend upon a succession of
trends. Its coherence lies in a distinctive way of engaging with material traces and the relations
through which they become meaningful and knowable. Reconsidering the concept of “trend” in this
way does not dissolve archaeological theorys; it places theoretical diversity within a more flexible and
relational conception of the discipline. Archaeology, ultimately, is not merely a collection of schools
of thought. It is a way of seeing how human and non-human worlds become materially constituted,
transformed, remembered, and made visible.
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