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For most of the last decade archaeologists have been explicitly engaged in a gradually intensifying dialogue
with the marginalised and the dispossessed in society. It is fair to say that this dialogue has been difficult
and stressful for all concerned, but then again it is also true to say that no one ever thought that it was going
to be easy. There have been many consequences of the failures and successes which have happened along
the way, some very positive, others much less so, but apart from observing that it is stili far too early to
write the history of archaeology in society, it seems self evident that the discipline has beer. changed forever,
and that it is understood to have been so by many of its practitioners.

Reading Making Altemmative Histories, after the experience of such intensity is a curious experience, be-
cause the essence of the argument presented by Schmidt and Patterson has been made many times before,
albeit in other places and with other representatives of the marginalised and dispossessed. Certainly the
World Archaeology Congress and the One World Archaeology Series (now published by Routledge) have
been the most overt exponents of the principles being argued for in this book. On this basis one might be
tempted to observe that there is at least a very real question about whether we need to hear the argument all
over again, and that whoever remained unconvinced of the need for such engagement was probably beyond
conviction.

But there is more to this book than another set of case studies arguing for the importance of non-Westem
perspectives and approaches, or rehearsing yet more examples of oppression and appropriation (although
these are present here too). In the Introduction Schmidt and Patterson argue that anthropological archaeol-
ogy as practiced in North America has been anti-history in the sense that its practitioners have asserted a
strong distinction between doing science and making history. It is somewhat disconcerting to find that false
assumptions such as these (which I thought that Bruce Trigger, among others, had laid to rest nearly twenty
years ago) could still have paradigmatic status in North America. Schmidt and Patterson make a number of
sensible points about the pitfalls which are created by the maintenance of such a false dichotomy, and go on
to discuss the real value history has for anthropological archaeology as a springboard for dealing with
diversity and (of course) change. '

Nine chapters follow which elaborate the basic message that doing science does not necessarily involve
laying waste to non-Western perspectives and that, indeed, the “margins™ have much to offer the “centre” in
this. Drawn mostly from the Caribbean, Latin America, and Africa these chapters outline the great signifi-
cance of local context in the conceptualization of the nature and purpose of archaeology. In some there is the
predictable influence of the State in the manufacture of particular kinds of histories, in others (such as
Augustin Holl’s interesting discussion of the work of Cheik Anta Diop) a basis for seeking a more nuanced
understanding of the consequences of post colonial discourse is provided. There are some fine moments
here - Handsman and Richmond on the Mahican and Schagticoke Peoples, Blakey’s very useful and timely
discussion of Afrocentrism, and Chatterjee’s significant study of Bengali historiography - allow Making
Altemative Histories to be transformed from the ho-hum into a very solid contribution to our understanding
of what doing archaeology in society can (and should) entail.
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The final chapter is devoted to a discussion by the philosopher Alison Wylie of the relationships between
politics and science. Much of the very sensible argument (made elsewhere by her and by others) is based on
a consideration of whether the conceptual tools of oppression (which in the past has included Western
science) can be wransformed into the instruments of liberation. Wylie is perhaps more aware than the other
conxibutors to this volume that this issue cannot be resolved by appealing to stock versions of positivist or
post-positivist philosophy of science, and that little can be considered to be cut and dried. The fundamental
questions raised by a consideration of how knowledge is produced and justified are not, and cannot be,
resolved simply by calling for a commisment to listening to the “Other”, especially when it is at the expense
of a rigorous and fearless use of the principles of empirical inquiry. In the end (as has been argued since the
Enlightenment) rationality and liberation are not mutually exclusive and that while this might be uncomfort-
able for some, the alternatives Jeave us in a much greater mess.
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