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Professor Trigger’s contribution to Schiffer’s volusne is a well-reasoned and significant consideration of the influence of Marxist
thought on the work of number of contemporary archaeologists. He is mote critical of recent developments within Marxist archaeol-
ogy than is McGauire; the article stands as a challenge to those who utilize Marxist ideas to reconsider the direction they have lately
taken, In this article Trigger demonstrates his thorough knowledge of both Marxist theory and the social history of archacology (hete I
am following Trigger’s convention by capitalizing “Marxist”). Aithough his consideration of the contributions of Marxists to Westermn
archaeology is gcnerally sympathetic, he is unafraid to criticizc where he feels it is appropriate. Like McGuire, Trigger offers critical
insight on the relationship between Marxist philosophy and archacology; unlike McGuire, Trigger explicitly limits his discussion to
Westcrn Europe and North America.

Trigger begins his paper with a very succinet discussion of Marxism as he contends it was understood by Marx, Engels, and their carly
followers. Delined as “classical Marxism,™ he appropriately recognizes that the carly Marxists conceived the philosophy as a system
ol thought detined through polemics arising from “political activitics and associated rescarches” (p. 160). Trigger makes a point of
reminding us that Marxism as it was created by Marx and Engels was a materialist philosophy based explicitly upon empirical
observation. The bulk of this opcning discussion is dedicated to what Trigger believes to be a requisite demystification of the basic
tencts of Marxism, e.g., base/superstructure, forces/social rclations of production, true/false consciousness.

Trigger distinguishes classical Marxism from the more contemporary manifestations of Marxist thought which he terms “neo-
Marxism.” He suggests that neo-Marxist archaeology devcloped in the late 1970’s as a group of young archaeologists in Britain and
the United Swates adopted explicitly Marxist approaches to archaeology. These archaeologists, according to Trigger, tuned to
Marxism for “a unifying perspective on which they could focus their rejection of the cxtreme explanatory claims that were being
made...by the neoevolutionism, ecological determinism, systems theory, and positivist epistemology that characterized new or
Processual Archaeology” (p. 173). According to Trigger, this generation of neo-Marxist archaeologists derived their positions not
from classical Marxism itself, but rather from French anthropological Marxism and Frankfart school critical theory. This indirect
adoption of Marxist thought combined with a great variability in commitment to Marxismn, both political and intellectual, has created a
loose fellowship of archaeologists, including many so-called postprocessualists, who use Marxist ideas in various measure and with
various success. Trigger admits that despite confusion on what are and what are not Marxist idcas, the nco-Marxists have made
positive contributions to archacological thought, including a major role in breaking the hegemony over methodology that was once
held by processual archacology.
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However, not allthat the nea-Marxisis have introduced o archacobigy is constructive, argues Trigger. For cxamplc, in their aticmpt te
make archaeologists aware of iz Hmits to thcxr owni objec,mlty, some neo~Mnrx1s!s (here he primarily mcans Michacl Shanks and
Christopher Tilley) developed an exlreme rclauVlsm which Trigget mlcrprcts as “iniclicctual nihilism.” This involves, says Trigger,
the abandonment of materialist in favor of an idcalist oricntation. This is an irony, he suggests, as Marx and Engels argued hat such
an idealist perspective would eliminate the passibility of e[Eemve theory of change, making a challenge to power of the ruling class
unthinkable, Trigger believes that this perspective reduces “all knowledge to the level of self-servmg fantasies” (p. 181}, which
ultimately support the conservative arguments that seek Ly "discredit Marxism, the social sciences, and ultimately science itself...as an
arbiter of truth” (Thid).

Perhaps Trigger’s most essential critique of the fractious schools of thought he defines as neo-Marxism is his insight that “classical
Marxism's theory.of knowledge is closer to the posu.mst epnstemology of processual archaeology than it is the nihifism of the more
extreme neo-Marxist idealists” (p 186). Althoqgh he does not say it in as many words, Trigger is revealing the contradictions between
classical Marxism’s intimalte rolg in the construction ‘of modernist hegemony, which gave birth 10 processualism, and neo-Marxism’s
role in the postmodern canue whlch has resulted in the partial ‘dismantling of that hegemony. Trigger implics that this contradiction
is insurmountable when he suggests that idealist explanauons should forfcit the right to bear the name nco-Marxist.

Although Trigger is quitc critical of those archacologists he identifics as “hyperrelativists,” his prognosis for Marxism in Westcra
archacology is cautiously opmnnllc Accepting the nco-mensl argument that a system of lhoughl will be inffuenced if not deter-
mined by a dominant polmcal sysiem, Trigger euu,c_sl.s l.l’ldl the declinc of the corrupt socialist regimes of Eastern Europe and the
Soviet Union could result in a wider acceptance of Marxist phllo:.ophy in the West. In a slightly veiled censurc of political conscrva-
tives like Frances Pu ayama who predicicd that the so-called “fall of communism” signaled the final victory of capitalism and the end
of history, Trigger pronounces that the growing cconomig, social and political crises of Westem socicties leave the future of capitalism
somewhat in doubt. Trigger's final and somewhat opnmlsnc thought seems to be this: Classical Marxism has been widely discredited
as a result of its manipulation by corrupt and tyrannical political regimes; with the dlsmantlmg of those regimes, it may yet experience
a process of renewal as a materialist philosophical system, provided that it can survive the challenge of the neo-Marxists.

Trigger’s article is a timely and important consnderatmn of the sometimes tenuous relationship between Marxism and the
postprocessual critique of mainstream archaeology He s nghtly concemed that the hyperrelativism and exclusxvely idealist perspec-
tives that have developed thhm postprocessual neo-Marxism can be self-defeating. While it is important to recognize that archacolo-
gistsare and always will be influenced by their p:amml:r socn&pohucal m liey, the argument that there is no subjectively knowable
past can both, para}yze and discredit mﬂmc-luglnl pursuits, In order 1o overcome potentially disabling nihilism, Trigger challenges
neo-Marxist archaeologlsts to integrate classical Marxist thoughtmore directly into their work. As Trigger argues, Marxism is at ils
core an empmcal and materialist system of understandmg the operation of the world. I find that I must agree with Professor Trigger; if
it is to remain a viable system of'; archaeo[ogy, Marxist archaeology must return to Marx.
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