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The Author in the Archaeology, or “Pay attention to the man behind the curtain”

In The Languages of Archaeology, Rosemary Joyce notes that although archaeologists have experimented with writing, they have not been engaged in a sustained critical examination of it.  Although written in 2002, the assertion remains true today.
I am not going to claim that I’m launching a sustained critical examination of writing here today.  Rather I’m telling something of a shaggy dog tale.  Still, I hope my exploration might lead to some dialogue about the relationship between writing, identity,  and theory in historical archaeology.  And that, I think, would be a good thing.
This presentation begins with a conundrum related to my own writing, but it expands outward to all of you, as audience members and practitioners.  I hope to make you see that my problem is also yours. 
But let us begin with my story.

[slide 2]  Following the completion of my dissertation, I worked to publish elements of that research in a variety of arenas.  I was pleased to be chosen to contribute to the World Archaeology thematic volume on historical archaeology edited by Roberta Gilchrist.  Here you see a passage from my contribution, one that displays the rhetorical device around which this paper revolves, phrasing that call attention to the author.  That visibility comes largely through the use of the first person pronoun “I”, although not exclusively.  
Neither the editor nor the peer reviewers, objected to its use in this article.
[slide 3] Journal articles and book chapters are important, but we have be taught to strive for the “dissertation book.”  Here you see a passage from my dissertation book manuscript, already shaped by a series of external reviews.  In it I make greater use of the first person than in the last passage, a pattern I’ll come back to later, but it didn’t seem to me extraordinary in any way.  Please note, however, the last sentence where I call attention not just to myself as an author, but to my audience.  The second person sees less usage in archaeological texts, but it is not unheard of.

[slide 4] So imagine my surprise when I received review #2 of my manuscript.  To say that I was taken aback is a vast understatement.  I was completely unprepared for a reviewer to take such exception to my writing style, which as you might notice from review #1, has been praised by others.

A bit shaken, I pulled a few books off my shelf.  Why did this seem so unproblematic, so unremarkable to me, but not to my reviewer?  What was I missing here?

Like David Sedaris (but significantly less funny), I turned to my family to try to understand my own behavior.  In this case I looked to my academic family, paying attention to how they situated themselves as authors within their own work.  As Joyce writes in Languages, archaeological writing doesn’t just interpret the past, it reproduces the discipline.  If she is right, and I think she is, then I should be able to look at these writings to see how I was enculturated.  
Reading is largely a solitary act.  As anyone whose been in a writing workshop knows, reading as a group changes the enterprise, and it can lead to some discomfort on the part of those whose prose is subject to scrutiny.  So before I go ahead I’d like to apologize to everyone who’s going to see their words larger than life up on the screen today.  Its for a good cause.  I promise.

I’ve chosen to begin with Berkeley scholars who are all involved in this session in some way, in part to manage the length of this presentation, and also because their official capacity as organizers and discussant would seem to make them fair game.  Among their many writings, I focused on book-length works that I use in my own teaching.  So these are what I’m enculturating my own students with.
[slide 5] Let’s start with Rosemary Joyce, who encouraged me in choosing this topic for today’s session.  I’ve already cited Languages a number of times, and will continue to do so throughout, but you should be aware its not just when she is writing about writing, that Joyce calls attention to herself as an author.  Here she lays out her approach to the study on which the book centers.  This is a common use of the first person, “situating the reader.”  Note that she uses the first person plural “we” to bring her reader into a community with herself.  This isn’t the first time we’ll see this narrative device.

[slide 6] As you will see from this passage, Kent Lightfoot uses the first person in a very similar way, although addressing the reader at the end, rather than the beginning of a work.  Like Joyce, Lightfoot also uses “we,” in this case urging fellow practitioners to a new way of approaching California’s historical archaeology.     

[slide 7] And last, but not least, is Laurie Wilkie.  This passage makes the greatest use of the first person pronoun of all three.  She directly addresses the reader, but not to prepare them for the work ahead so much as to situate herself within the work.  This use of the first person aligns with what feminist theorist Donna Harraway calls “situated knowledge.”
In ‘Narrating the Self”, Linguistic anthropologists Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps suggest that one of the primary roles of narrative is to help its creators both understand and express who they are.  Here Wilkie makes clear how her life informs her practice as an archaeologist, how her lived experiences impact her study of the lived experiences of others.  
These passages, albeit chosen in a completely unscientific manner, would suggest that my academic training was one in which students were not taught not mask themselves as authors.  Data to support such a proposition doesn’t just lie in my mentors, but in my cohort, my academic siblings, as it were.
From that group, I’ve chosen works by fellow historical archaeologists who graduated from Berkeley in the same 5 year period as me.  My familiarity with their work allowed me to identify in the writings a similar pairing to those of my own I hoped to better understand:  the dissertation based journal article and book.

[Slide 8] El Casella was on her way out of the program when I was on my way in.  Still I got to hear stories of her fieldwork at a women’s prison site in Tasmania and we have since co-authored a book chapter together.  
This is a passage from the same volume of World Archaeology that my article was published in.  She made minimal use of the first person in this article.  Here she employs the first person to lay out for her readers how the interpretation in this article derives from her own field work.  Situating our research in place, in particular, in the field, is the third common function of the first person in the writing I surveyed.  The second paragraph situates the readers, letting them know what to expect from the rest of the article.
[Slide 9]  This next passage is from a book that although not based on Dr. Casella’s dissertation research, is strongly informed by it.  Like the passage from Dr. Wilkie’s book, it situates Casella’s scholarship within her life course.  We come to understand how her identity as a researcher is implicated in other elements of her identity.  I really like how she employs her every day terms for her family members within the text.  One can imagine being part of that outing.  This is one of the oft cited strengths of narrative, its power to draw strangers into the experience of another.
[Slide 10] We can see a similar pattern in the writings of Barb Voss, who gamely agreed to let me to use her as an example here on her own home turf.  She and I have talked a lot about her work, and I even got to spend a day at the Presidio digging with her.   
Like Casella, Voss made minimal use of the first person in this journal article.  This passage however, shows us a fourth use of the first person, situating interpretation.  When faced with competing explanations, the first person helps the author contextualize the interpretive choices they have made.
[Slide 11] Here in the introduction to the book-length treatment of her dissertation, we see Voss telling what I like to call, “the field story.”  Its more narrative than Casella’s, a vignette, if you will, of the day in the life of a field worker.
[Slide 12] But as the story continues, it changes gears into situating the self in the research.  A number of theorists, including Ochs and Capps, have suggested that good stories require “trouble.”  Here Voss uses her inability to easily explain the identity of the Presidio’s residents as an epistemic issue for herself and for the discipline.  This trouble gives her study a plot, something else a good story requires.

[slide 13]  As a newly minted Ph.D., Steve Silliman taught an archaeological field methods course for which I was the TA.  On our long drive to the site, the Petaluma Adobe, we discussed the work at hand and other issues important to archaeology, like how to work a room at a conference.
As Mark Warner has recently pointed out, American Antiquity rarely publishes historical archaeology.  Still Silliman isn’t pulling any punches in this work, which like the Casella book did not focus specifically on his dissertation research, but was strongly informed by it.  In this passage, Silliman brings together two roles of the first person: it situates both the reader and the author of this work.  Of all the four journal articles by myself or my peers I’ve shown you today, this is the one that is the most insistent in its use of the first person.
[slide 14] Here is a passage from the book-length treatment of Silliman’s dissertation research.  Like Voss’s and my own manuscript, the first person is used throughout the book, not just in the introduction or conclusion.  It begins with Silliman narrating his experience in the field.  It is setting up the reader for the following paragraph, which ends with him using the first person to situate his interpretation.

The work of my academic cohort does seem to support my hunch about the way I was enculturated as an academic and a writer.  
[slide 15] My investigation into authorship in historical archaeology also revealed some interesting patterns in the use of the first person, patterns I wasn’t expecting to find.  In their use of the first person, archaeologists are able to situate their readers, their research, their interpretation, and themselves.

In terms of the session today, the first person allows archaeologists to address different elements of their own lived experience: as authors, as field workers, as researchers, and as people.  
A fair follow-up question would seem to be just how far-reaching is this?  Did I hit upon a pattern that holds true for all of historical archaeology, all of archaeology, or even all of the historic sciences?  That’s a question I leave for a graduate student in need of a project.  But I do have a small hint.

As Hayden White has suggested, historians tend to make exclusive use of the third person.  White identifies the rhetorical strategy of an absent narrator as a way historians create a veneer of objectivity.  White wrote that in 1987, just a year after the publication of Clifford and Marcus’ Writing Culture in which cultural anthropologists put their authorship under the microscope.  As Marjory Wolf points out in her wonderful A Thrice-Told Tale, feminist scholars had been questioning the possibility of true objectivity long before then.  
A basic tenant of both the reflexive and the feminist turn is the need to foreground, not obscure, the activity of knowledge production.  Hiding the fact that narratives have a narrator does just that.  
The reflexive and feminist turn had a big influence on both history and anthropology, but talk around the water cooler, and my own experience, suggests that when it comes to writing, we historical archaeologist may share a lot more with fellow anthropologists than we do with historians. 
[slide 16]  I’d like to go back to the reviews of my manuscript and contextualize them in light of that proposition.  The first reviewer revealed in his letter that he is a prehistoric archaeologist.  For him my prose style was not only unproblematic, it was effective.  The second reviewer was less forthcoming about his disciplinary standing, but the comments lead me to believe that he is a western historian.  

Because of that hunch, I find it even more interesting that both reviews speak specifically of their reaction as readers.  What this implies is agreement with what Joyce sees in Languages as the core of Bahktin’s thought, that language is essentially dialogic.  For one reader, I have upheld my end of the conversation, but for another, I have, in his words, failed.  And here, its useful to return to Languages, where Joyce suggests that the chances that narratives elicit expected responses are a “reflection of shared experience, shared context, and shared knowledge.” (2002:16).  Another way to put it comes from Michael McGuire’s “The Rhetoric of Narrative,” “Those who do not know our narratives do not participate in the same world we do.” (1990:222) 

At the very least, this short foray into authorship in historical archaeology suggests that practitioners and their editors should be very careful about sending manuscripts to historians for peer review.  I’m pretty sure (well because of gendered pronouns I know), that the western historian my manuscript went to wasn’t Patricia Limerick, but I suspect that it wasn’t sent to any of the self-proclaimed “new western historians.”   As a regional variant of social history, its adherents share many of the same concerns about identity that we do.
[slide 17] But I think there might be more here that we can chew on.  So I’d like to open up the floor by starting with this question:  Is it useful to study how archaeologists use prose to position themselves as authors?  Does it reveal some epistemic issues or is it merely typologizing for its own sake?
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