Derek Kaiser

ANT 175

Unit 1 Summary

We began unit one by exploring the contact era.  This was done as I had expected it to be… Columbus, Cortez, and the Vikings.  No big surprises so far.  I expected to learn about how the Indians were mistreated by the white settlers and we did.  What surprised me most was that the teachings seemed to be mostly from the viewpoint of the White invaders rather than the natives.  I was expecting the opposite.  At first this agitated me.  I felt that we were giving too much credit to these murderous settlers and throwing the natives off as savages.  A few classes later I began to understand.  We could teach and learn from the settler’s perspective because we had written records and more accurate information from their perspective.  Most of what we learned about the natives of the Americas was picked up through this contact era and passed down and studied by us through written and oral records.

I had previously known the basic outlines of the Viking explorations of North America, but I learned much in the first couple lectures.  I had no idea that Viking settlers hopped into what is now Canada and found such a strong Indian presence.  I had previously known that the Vikings had left North America but didn’t know that is was related to them being driven out by violent clashes with local Indian tribes.  Also, I found the fluctuation of Indian presence along the north edges of Greenland and Canada interesting with their ties with the weather.
One of the most thought provoking ideas that I got out of this first part of Unit 1 was the time table that the contact era fell into.  From class, the Vikings first sight of North America occurred in the year 1000 and that they landed a couple hundred years later.  This leaves less than 1000 years for society to catch up to where we are today.  That amazes me and strikes interest in the idea of our past.  I find it so hard to believe that we have evolved from what the human race was in 1000AD to what we are now.  As a matter of fact, the thought makes me feel quite primitive and ignorant.  Can’t imagine what they’ll be thinking in a thousand years looking back on us...  I find it interesting to imagine how it must have been for these crazy land seeking explorers to drop everything they know and sail out to find something different.  After this, they even had the power to convince others to come with them.  I can’t picture the people of today going for that one for some reason.
Send in the “ologies”.  Anthropology was explained as a study of humans from both cultural and biological views.  This definition roughly fit what I had in mind before I entered this course.  Archaeology was also a term that I was relatively familiar with.  I understood that it dealt with studying something old or historic.  It only made sense that if you put the two together and made Anthropological Archaeology, you would be studying the history of the human being.  The idea of ethnocentrism made perfect sense to me and I appreciated it being stressed so much in class.  The idea of perspective altering what we know about an ancient race is essential to fully understanding what was really going on during that time.

Something that I found rather surprising was the distinction of historic and pre-historic.  I was very surprised to find the line drawn at the contact era.  When I hear the word “pre-historic” I picture dinosaurs and cavemen… not Indians and Aztec.  I found it rather surprising that “modern history” as we know it, began when written records began to describe our history.  Furthermore, I find it surprising that these biased written records are considered the greatest insight to the cultures of the Native peoples of the Americas.  I guess that just shows how little information we have about these early times from the past.  But still I see using Europeans as the trigger for pre-historic times to change to historic times seems to disrespect the natives that were here before them.  It seems to write them off as savages much as these Europeans did when they arrived.  The term “pre-historic” makes me think that someone’s implying that nothing of historic value happened during this timeframe.  Maybe I’m just being oversensitive.  I’ll blame the endless RA training.
From here we entered the branches of anthropology.  I found the branches: physical, cultural and anthropological archaeology to be rather straight forward.  Physical studied biological evolution, adaptation, and primatology.  Cultural focused on interaction; ethnography and ethnology.  And finally anthropological archaeology, which is our main focus, was a study of past cultures.  The main purpose of Anthropological Archaeology was to reconstruct and explain cultural change and history of human beings.  This is done by usually studying cultures as a whole.  Most of the clues and research methods are based on remains and artifacts.  They are not “treasure hunters” and seek an understanding from these materials from the past.  It was also pointed out that much of these materials could be considered “trash”.  I found this to be a very modest and respectable description of the goals of anthropological archaeology.  Basically, they’re not in it to get rich, but rather to learn and advance our knowledge on the ways of the past.
The next main subject we attached was the building of cultural evolution theories.  We first touched on the idea of a non-evolutionary theory.  Naturally it was lead by an old white man that was resistant to change.  (probably would be a present day Republican).  Archbishop James Ussher believed that the world was static and non-changing rather than evolving.  He made a confident claim that the world was created in the year 400BC and he based his learning’s off the Old Testament of the Bible.
Another theory was created by Christian J. Thomas.  Upon noticing that artifacts seemed to have obvious links to the technologies of the time that they were produced, he lumped history into the stone, bronze, and iron ages.  While seemingly a simple and obvious method, he was the first to really add any type of order to prehistory of the time (which was previously just one big mess of ideas).

The “Classic” cultural evolutionary theory was adopted in the mid to late 1800’s.  Basic concepts of this theory include cultures advancing from simple to complex and a dynamic, constantly changing world.  This was an obvious strike against the non-evolutionary theorists.  The main people to head up this idea were Lewis Morgan and Edward Taylor, who are sometimes referred to as the “co-founders” of anthropology.  This theory also broke cultural development up into divisions: Savagery, Barbarism, and Civilization.  Naturally, they put their own cultures at the top of the tree.  They also proposed that culture advance is “unilinear”, or advancing at different rates.  All was well until a large weakness was found.  There was no archaeological evidence to back their claims.
The most modern evolution theory that we covered in Unit 1 was Neo-Evolutionism; which occurred in the 1950’s and 60’s.  V. Gordon Childe suggested intervals of rapid, revolutionary change.  Jilian Steward offered the idea that different environments could add to the affect of the varied rates of change in advancement.  The study of this concept is called Ecological Anthropology; focusing on interaction between culture and nature.  Elmond Service suggested 4 levels of complexity: band, tribe, chiefdom, and state.

We next covered the growth of archaeology.  Classical archaeology had it’s beginnings in the Italian Renaissance in the 1300’s and 1400’s in attempt to learn more about the cultural superiority of Greek and Roman cultures and civilizations.  They used the opportunity to study ruins.

Old World Prehistorians were interested in primitive human origans and the natural state of humanity.  This field is closely related or tied to geology and pateontology.

New World Anthropological Archaeology was begun by Thomas Jefferson and Adolph Bandalier in their attempts to better understand the history of the Native Americans.  They came to a basic assumption that they had not been in the area for very long.
A mystery that helped provoke thought and research (thus archaeology) was the Mound-Builders.  There seemed to have been a race of people that built mounds and mysteriously died out in the eastern US.  After much fieldwork Cyrus Thomas proved that the mounds had been created by ancestors of American Indians.  Even though this instance seems short lived and relatively unimportant, it sparked interest in the past and the study of the past.

Material records and artifacts are a main source of knowledge about past cultures.  Cultures create products and even the deterioration of these items can tell us much about the past.  These artifacts are often tools or weapons.  The quality of the found item can range depending on the environment that it was found in.  Some environments preserve artifacts better than others. Yet, many artifacts are destroyed before they can be of any use.
We also covered some basic ideas of Archaeological fieldwork.  Local area is the horizontal distance relative to other objects.  Items are often found together, implying that the site was an activity area.  Vertical distance that items are found apart can imply how old the artifact is.  Depth below the surface of the ground can give a relative age.
Sites are surveyed and basic assumptions are made about what the site was used for and how many other sites are nearby.

A method of data retrieval is excavation.  Basically this involves digging up the artifacts and remains and disturbing them from their site.  This is a destructive form of research but often necessary.  Vertical excavation uses small test pits while area excavation is good for horizontal context and more likely to yield more and better information.

