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ABSTRACT 

This paper is composed of two very different parts, linked 
by a single concept, the idea of recursivity. The first part of 
the paper deals with the construction of artifact analyses 
within the framework of critical archaeology. The second 
part discusses the public performance of critical archaeo- 
logical interpretations. The link between these two seem- 
ingly disparate enterprises is an understanding that material 
culture has the capacity to teach its users ways of thinking 
and behaving. This active quality of material culture. is what 
is called recursivity. 

Introduction 

This article is about the recursive quality of ma- 
terial culture and, in particular, the key role played 
by this concept in the creation of ‘‘Archaeology in 
Annapolis, ” a long-term, city-wide experiment in 
the application of Frankfurt School critical theory 
(Held 1980; Geuss 1981) to historical archaeology, 
a research project which has been directed since 
1981 by Mark Leone. The data and interpretations 
presented in this paper were developed during the 
4 1/2 years the author worked for “Archaeology in 
Annapolis” as an assistant to Leone collecting data 
for a doctoral thesis (Potter 1989) and overseeing 
the program of public archaeological interpretation 
discussed later in this article. 

In this article, the recursive quality of material 
culture is taken to be those aspects of material 
culture expressed in the following passages: 

Architecture, as with other types of material culture pat- 
terning, is both a product of organized action and a con- 
straint on future action. Once a structure bas been raised 
people must move through, toward or away from it, and 
experience changing morphologies and relationships. In a 
spatial order the social order may be visibly reinforced 
(Tilley 1984137). 

The circulation of things-to the extent that they acquire the 
specific social properties and value of money-does not 

Material culture does not just exist. It is made by someone. 
It is produced to do something. Therefore it does not pas- 
sively reflect society-rather, it creates society through the 
actions of individuals (Hodder 1986:6). 

Stated another way, the recursive quality of mate- 
rial culture is the capacity of objects to teach their 
users ways of thinking and behaving. This kind of 
teaching is not a matter of explicit messages lo- 
cated on or attached to the “surfaces” of things. 
Instead, such teaching takes place, often unno- 
ticed, through the use of various items for what- 
ever practical purposes they are designed to fulfill. 
When this teaching-through-use occurs, the result 
can be the partial or total enactment or recreation 
of a particular model for how society ought to op- 
erate. One goal of material culture studies based on 
the idea of recursivity is the illumination of differ- 
ences between the messages on the surface of 
things and the models of society enacted by peo- 
ple’s use of them or, more colloquially, the differ- 
ences between what an item of material culture 
promises its users and what it delivers, especially 
when what is delivered has no apparent connection 
to an object’s function. One part of such analyses 
is a side-by-side comparison of the interests of the 
makers (and marketers) of any given object and the 
interests of the users of that same item. Broadly 
speaking, such a research strategy is similar to the 
technique called “immanent critique” by the crit- 
ical theorists of the Frankfurt School. In an imma- 
nent critique a social formation is judged on how 
well it achieves the goals it sets for itself and how 
well it adheres to its own self-imposed principles 
for operation (Held 1980:183-189). 

Having defined the concept of recursivity as it is 
used here, it remains to introduce “Archaeology in 
Annapolis” and the place of recursivity in this ex- 
periment in critical archaeology. The particular 
critical archaeology that Leone has developed for 
Annapolis is a three-part strategy for conducting 
archaeological research that is self-consciously rel- 
evant to modern American life (Potter 1989:70- 
71). The first step is ethnography intended to ex- 
plore the ideological aspects of life in the 
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community in which an archaeological investiga- 
tion takes place. In this discussion, the term ide- 
ology refers to those givens or taken-for-granteds 
of daily life that are cultural constructs but which 
are often treated as natural or inevitable and which, 
therefore, can serve to naturalize or mask social 
relations of dominance and inequality. The second 
step is archaeological research and artifact analysis 
dedicated to uncovering the roots of the ideologies 
identified by ethnography, and the goal is to give 
those ideologies histories, showing that since they 
have beginnings they are not natural or inevitable 
but cultural. The third step is a program of public 
interpretation that puts on display the pierced ide- 
ology, to demonstrate that certain aspects of con- 
temporary life, normally taken for granted, can be 
questioned and challenged rather than simply ac- 
cepted as immutable. The goal of a critical archae- 
ology, like the goal of any critical theory, is en- 
lightenment that enables individuals to understand 
better their interests, enlightenment that may serve 
as the basis for emancipatory social action. “Ar- 
chaeology in Annapolis” aims to show people how 
history is created and does so in an attempt to help 
people become less susceptible to having history 
used against them. 

In the critical archaeology developed by Leone 
and others for Annapolis there is a particular rela- 
tionship between the idea of recursivity and ar- 
chaeological attempts to penetrate ideology and 
put it on display. Specifically, the recursive quality 
of material culture, as defined here, is what makes 
material culture a potentially powerful instrument 
for communicating and teaching ideology. Fur- 
ther, this kind of teaching is a process that takes 
place in the present just as it did in the past. Con- 
sequently, the balance of this article is divided into 
two parts, dealing with the second and third steps 
in the research program for critical archaeology 
outlined above. First is a discussion of an archae- 
ological analysis of material culture, arguing that 
through the process of being used by people, ce- 
ramic tableware taught ideology in 18th-century 
Annapolis. This teaching-through-use is recursiv- 
ity “in the ground.” The two-part ancillary issue 
of “agency” is then discussed. The section that 
follows moves “on the street” to discuss the subtle 
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messages communicated, often unawares, by ar- 
chaeologists using material culture to teach site 
visitors about the roots of modern ideology. And 
in both of these cases, what is taught by material 
culture is an ideology, the enactment of which may 
or may not be in the best interests of the people to 
whom it is taught. 

In the Ground 

As noted above, this section focuses on 18th- 
century ceramics to demonstrate the idea of recur- 
sivity and the ideological quality of material cul- 
ture. But before working through that example, it 
is necessary to explain in some detail one thing that 
is not included under the rubric of recursivity. 

The contrast here is between recursivity and em- 
ulation. Emulation models of society are based on 
the idea that wealthy or high-status individuals are 
the first to acquire new (and expensive) items of 
material culture and that such high-status goods are 
coveted by members of lower classes to whom 
those goods eventually trickle down. Allied with 
emulation models is the idea that the rich practice 
conspicuous consumption as a way of demonstrat- 
ing their wealth. According to this widely-held 
perspective, the main thing material culture 
teaches people is the desire to own it. This process 
certainly played a significant part in what McKen- 
drick et al. (1982) call The Birth of a Consumer 
Society in 18th-century England, but the desire to 
own is not the only lesson material culture has the 
capacity to teach. Beyond emulation and conspic- 
uous consumption is the part played by material 
culture in sustaining and advancing the ideology of 
capitalism. Whether or not specific items of mate- 
rial culture taught ideology to specific users cannot 
be proven empirically, but one purpose of the fol- 
lowing example is to suggest that such a process is 
plausible. 

If material culture can teach and reinforce ide- 
ology, then the question for a critical archaeology 
becomes how to organize material culture studies 
that can help pierce or unmask past (or present) 
ideologies. The ’starting point for such studies is an 
idea that has been around since the New Archae- 
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ology, namely the idea that there are as many ways 
to describe an artifact or classify a collection of 
artifacts as there are individuals who attempt the 
task. Put more strongly, names and classifications 
for artifacts are not intrinsic and they are not neu- 
tral; they are imposed by the observer to enable 
him or her to answer specific questions (Kaplin 
1964:51; Binford 1965:206; Clarke 1968:13; Dun- 
nell 1971:117; Hill and Evans 1972:251; Fontana 
1973:3; Potter 1982:6). For a critical archaeology 
application of this insight means finding ways of 
using variability in the material record to measure 
the penetration and power of capitalist ideology. 
To do this comprehensively can, but does not nec- 
essarily, involve paying attention to variables left 
unexamined by analysts who have other interpre- 
tive goals, and it is often the case that the variables 
useful for an analysis of ideology are not the vari- 
ables that would be chosen by an analyst using an 
emulation model. 

Consider, for example, a creamware plate—or a 
piece of one. Even a small fragment of a cream- 
ware plate has dozens of variables, some of which 
historical archaeologists have learned to pay atten- 
tion to and measure, others of which generally 
have been ignored as insignificant. The key ques- 
tion here is: Significant or insignificant for what? 
An increasing number of historical archaeologists 
are asking this question, but for far too long it has 
gone unasked. There is so much good scholarship 
on the manufacture of 18th-century Anglo-Amer- 
ican material culture, and thus so much to learn, 
that learning the ceramics, for example, has be- 
come a matter of mastering Noel Hume as a rite of 
passage. It is fine to learn Noel Hume, but it is also 
important to learn what learning Noel Hume is 
good for. To do so requires determining the point 
of view from which Noel Hume (1970) wrote Ar- 
tifacts of Colonial America. Noel Hume takes the 
point of manufacture as his focus for understand- 
ing 1 8th-century Anglo-American material cul- 
ture. Therefore, for answering some questions, for 
example questions about the distribution of the 
products of particular factories, Noel Hume’s 
scheme of classification for ceramic artifacts is the 
best one available. But, if one’s questions focus on 
some other point in the life span of ceramic items, 

like retail sale at the local level, then perhaps an- 
other scheme of classification is more appropriate. 
Rubertone (1976, 1979:94) cites Cronin (1962), 
Deetz (1965), Hill (1970), Longacre (1970), and 
Plog (1977) in a discussion of this same issue in 
relation to studies of prehistoric and pre-industrial 
ceramics. 

The crucial insight is this: Names and classifi- 
cations for artifacts are not neutral and they are not 
intrinsic; they are imposed by the observer to en- 
able him or her to answer specific questions. There 
can be no “right” or “wrong” way of describing 
an artifact outside of a particular question that the 
artifact is being used to answer. That is, the ability 
to differentiate between creamware and pearlware 
should not be a criterion for judging the compe- 
tence of historical archaeologists-although it is 
often used as such-but instead is a particular skill 
valuable only if being able to tell the difference 
contributes to some analytical end. As has been 
noted, this insight has been around since the New 
Archaeology and it has, in fact, been put into play 
by an increasing number of historical archaeolo- 
gists. 

Historical archaeologists have invented ways to 
use ceramic artifacts to learn about several differ- 
ent aspects of life in the past, and each of these 
analyses requires attention to a different set of vari- 
ables selected from the many that could be mea- 
sured. Ceramic tableware has been used for dating 
(South 1977), the analysis of diet (Otto 1975, 
1977), and the determination of socioeconomic 
status (Miller 1980). South, following Noel Hume, 
uses ware type primarily and surface decoration 
secondarily, Otto vessel form, and Miller surface 
decoration. But as sound as these various tech- 
niques are, and most historical archaeologists have 
used one or more of them, all of these ways of 
learning about the past through ceramics treat ce- 
ramic artifacts as simply a reflection of past soci- 
eties. That is, these modes of analysis make no use 
of the recursive quality of material culture, and one 
result is that they do not use the material record to 
explore the roots of modern ideology. These ways 
of dealing with the artifactual record are not ade- 
quate for a critical archaeology. 

How then does one do a ceramic analysis based 
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on the idea of recursivity? The first step is to ask 
what kinds of information a set of creamware 
plates contains and what kinds of behavior such a 
set of plates has the capacity to teach. Among 
other things, a set of creamware contains quite a 
bit of information about the process of its manu- 
facture and may well have communicated such in- 
formation to its 18th-century users. But what, spe- 
cifically? First, there is aesthetics, but nobody 
would argue that archaeology is the best way to 
learn about 18th-century aesthetics or that art is all 
that one can learn from 18th-century ceramics. 
Then there is mind, but Deetz (1977) never really 
argues that plates taught people how to “think 
Georgian.” Some would say that the history of 
technology was-and is-what 18th-century ce- 
ramics teach best. But the history of technology, as 
a perspective, often seems to take any technolog- 
ical change that appears to have led to contempo- 
rary life as an advancement and an unqualified 
good-while leaving people out of the picture. 
That is, the history of technology sometimes pro- 
duces interpretations that act as ideology by sup- 
porting the current social and economic order with- 
out examining it. 

Rather than interpreting ceramics as an instru- 
ment for teaching aesthetics, mind-sets, or tech- 
nology, it could be argued that mass-produced 
items of material culture taught the people who 
used them about the organization of the labor that 
went into their manufacture. It may be productive 
to see the historical archaeological record as the 
history of labor. Provocative work along these 
lines has been initiated by Orser (1988) and 
Paynter (1988). Returning to the creamware plate 
already introduced as an example, the mark that 
that plate bears most clearly is the mark of the 
regulated, standardized, segmented-and alien- 
ated-labor that went into its manufacture. The 
most radical position on this issue, articulated by 
Leone (1988) and others, is that as 18th-century 
middle-class and working-class Americans ate 
from relatively inexpensive sets of creamware 
plates, they learned what E. P. Thompson (1967) 
calls work-discipline. Work-discipline is a series 
of practices including payment by the hour, that 
served to alienate workers from the products and 
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the value of their labor in the name of efficiency. 
By using creamware plates people were subcon- 
sciously learning and internalizing ideologically 
charged concepts like individualism that helped 
them to be good workers. In this way mass-pro- 
duced mold-made plates helped to reproduce 
among their users the social relations of production 
responsible for their manufacture. 

This interpretation is especially intriguing when 
it is contrasted with the premise of the emulation 
model view of 18th-century ceramics. According 
to McKendrick (1982) Josiah Wedgwood made 
sets of creamware, also called queensware, for 
Queen Charlotte of England and Catherine the 
Great of Russia, among other members of the Eu- 
ropean nobility. His idea was that royal and noble 
use of his wares would encourage middle-class 
folks to buy similar wares in an attempt to be like 
their social superiors. Wedgwood’s message to 
middle-class consumers was, in essence, ‘Use 
queensware and be like the Queen of England,’ 
while the likely result was that buying, owning, 
and using creamware served to make middle-class 
people unlike the Queen of England by teaching 
them to accept the organization of their labor by 
capitalists in factories and other industrial work- 
places. In this way, creamware delivered to its 
users something exactly the opposite of what 
Wedgwood promised it would, which was similar- 
ity to the segment of 18th-century European soci- 
ety immune to the organization of the industrial 
workplace. (This failure to deliver on an advertised 
promise is precisely the kind of phenomenon tar- 
geted by immanent critique.) The emulation model 
is a particularly inappropriate interpretive tool in 
this case because it is identical with and perpetu- 
ates the ideology of capitalism. To use Hands- 
man’s (1977, cited in Meltzer 1981) terminology, 
the idea that using the same kind of plates as rich 
people makes middle-class people more like the 
wealthy is the vulgar ideology of creamware 
plates, the surface message used by Wedgwood to 
sell plates and make his fortune. The sub-surface 
message carried by those plates, the characteristics 
of creamware that taught people ways of thinking 
that strengthened their ties to positions of social 
inferiority is what Handsman would call their non- 
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vulgar ideology. It is to this level of ideology that 
the greatest attention needs to be paid in critical 
analyses of material culture. 

The idea that creamware plates taught their users 
to be manageable members of society, that table- 
ware trained people to work for capitalists, is a 
surmise rather than an historical fact but it has a 
basis in material culture. That basis is the striking 
physical regularity of creamware plates. This reg- 
ularity was produced by the use of molds and by 
regulation in the workplace based on separating the 
parts of plate-making into discrete tasks performed 
by specialists. Along with advances in ceramic 
technology and marketing, the organization of la- 
bor according to the principles of mass production 
and task specialization was one of Wedgwood’s 
major contributions to the ceramic industry in par- 
ticular and the Industrial Revolution in general. 
And as noted above, creamware plates clearly bear 
the marks of the segmented, standardized, and reg- 
ulated labor that went into them. Those marks are 
the symmetry, standardization, and regularity of 
creamware plates. 

Just as there is ample documentary evidence of 
the regulated labor that went into creamware 
plates, so too is there considerable documentation 
of the ways in which creamware plates were likely 
used by at least some of the people who purchased 
them. That evidence is contained in the prolifera- 
tion of etiquette books and other guides for behav- 
ior written and circulated during the 18th century 
(Shackel 1987). The etiquette books’ view of the 
individual as separate from but equivalent to other 
individuals, as well as the rules for the polite be- 
havior of individuals in society contained in these 
books were reinforced by ceramic tableware which 
provided each individual with a plate separate from 
and similar to the plates of all the other diners 
around a table. In addition, one of etiquette’s sec- 
ondary functions, providing a way of stratifying 
society by separating those who knew the social 
rules from those who did not, was facilitated by the 
production of increasingly specialized tableware 
forms, dessert plates, dinner plates, breakfast 
plates, soup plates, and so on, not to mention the 
various exotic serving pieces. An understanding of 
material culture as recursive says that by eating 

from creamware plates in the ways suggested by 
the various etiquette books, people in the 18th cen- 
tury also learned to accept the principles by which 
their labor would be organized in a capitalist work- 
place by men like Wedgwood. 

So far this argument has attempted to link the 
physical characteristics of creamware plates with 
the kind of labor that went into them and the kind 
of behavior that made use of them. Yet to be dis- 
cussed is a way to use this insight for archaeolog- 
ical analysis. 

Interestingly, Deetz’s (1977) work is of assis- 
tance here, even though Deetz himself nowhere 
undertakes the study of ideology. Deetz’s work is 
useful to the extent that the qualities he ascribes to 
the Georgian world view-balance, order, symme- 
try, segmentation, and standardization-are also 
characteristics that virtually define the industrial 
workplace in capitalist production. Leone (1988) 
has for several years used this similarity to go be- 
yond Deetz’s statements of what the Georgian 
world view is to ask what the Georgian world view 
is good for. Leone’s response is, of course, that the 
Georgian world view was a good (i.e., profitable) 
way for capitalists to organize industrial labor. A 
worker taught at home to see standardization and 
segmentation as the way in which the world natu- 
rally works may have been more likely to see such 
organization in the workplace as appropriate. Fur- 
thermore, that same worker may have been more 
likely to accept the loss of control over the prod- 
ucts of his or her labor that came along with such 
an organizational scheme. 

Therefore, Deetz’s conception of the Georgian 
world view may be seen as a guide to the archae- 
ological identification of 18th-century material 
culture that reinforced an ideology that led workers 
to accept being alienated from the products of their 
labor. One problem with this approach is that 
Deetz’s use of structuralism and binary oppositions 
greatly reduces artifact analysis to the detection of 
the presence or absence of Georgian traits in ma- 
terial culture. One is left saying that coarse- 
bodied, slip-decorated earthenware plates signal an 
unsegmented, unstandardized, pre-capitalist world 
view while creamware plates always signal the op- 
posite, a world view parallel with the ideology of 
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early industrial capitalism. Conversely, working 
from this point of view, one cannot possibly dis- 
cover that some person or group of people in the 
past used creamware plates in a distinctly non- 
Georgian way. The central difficulty is that 
Deetz’s work provides no sophisticated way to 
measure the “Georgian-ness” of any assemblage 
in relation to other assemblages. 

This problem has been understood for some time. 
Handsman (1981:12-17) provides one solution in 
his analysis of differentiation and specialization. 
Another solution has been developed and exten- 
sively tested by Paul Shackel (Shackel 1987; Leone 
et al. 1987; Little and Shackel 1989). This second 
solution is a formula for quantifying segmentation 
by determining the amount of variety in the sizes of 
plates in any given ceramic assemblage. 

The basis of Shackel’s formula is the assumption 
that a person who left an assemblage of nothing but 
10-in. plates ate-and thought-differently than 
someone who left an assemblage representing equal 
numbers of 6-, 7-, 8-, 9-, 10-, and 12-in. plates. An 
assemblage of the first kind would be difficult to use 
according to the prevailing rules of etiquette, par- 
ticularly those that distinguished various meals 
from each other (e.g., breakfast vs. dinner) and 
which divided individual meals into separate 
courses. But an assemblage of the second kind 
represents the existence in the past of a table fully 
stocked with creamware plates and serving pieces. 
Such an assemblage also implies that someone at 
the table was knowledgeable enough to enforce the 
proper etiquette for using this array of tableware. 
This etiquette segmented the food that composed 
the meal by putting different courses on different 
kinds of dishes while at the same time segmenting 
the group of diners around the table by separating 
them from each other through their use of individual 
place settings rather than communal vessels. But by 
saying that both of the previously described archae- 
ological assemblages contain few redware plates 
and lots of creamware plates makes them both more 
similar than different. Further, such a statement 
would mask the kind of variation described here. 

Shackel’s formula for ceramic variability pro- 
vides the opportunity to break free from the as- 
sumption behind a great deal of archaeological 
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analysis, the idea that most objects have their full 
meanings attached to them when they are made. 
The point of using the idea of recursivity is that 
objects considered to be artifacts today had mean- 
ings attached to them when they were made and 
when they were used (and yet again by archaeol- 
ogists today). In addition, the ability to measure 
how different people selected differently (or simi- 
larly) from the same range of available objects pro- 
vides an analytical basis for discovering rejection 
of the Georgian world view by people using ma- 
terial culture usually termed “Georgian.” That is, 
a white Annapolitan in 1787 who used all 10-in. 
creamware plates would have been using tableware 
differently than many of his or her neighbors and 
would very likely have known it. 

The noteworthy thing here is that the principal 
variable in Shackel’s formula, plate size, is some- 
thing that historical archaeologists have always 
known to be a measurable attribute but have rarely 
used to any particular analytical end. Many histor- 
ical archaeologists have measured rim sherds to 
determine the sizes and the names of the plates 
from which they came, but most such efforts have 
been merely classificatory; little additional mean- 
ing is ever drawn from the fact that occupants of a 
given site used twice as many dinner plates as 
breakfast plates and no dessert plates at all. Most 
plate measurement has done little more than char- 
acterize the archaeological record in terms that 
would have been meaningful to Staffordshire pot- 
ters without any explanation of how the potter’s 
perspective is meaningful in terms of a specific 
archaeological analysis. 

Returning to the issue of recursivity, Shackel’s 
formula is a way of quantifying the potential of a 
ceramic assemblage in the past to teach segmenta- 
tion, an important part of an ideology that sup- 
ported the emergence of early industrial capital- 
ism. This formula provides the analytical link 
between material culture and ideology essential for 
a critical archaeology. 

Agency 

Having argued that ceramic tableware was one 
channel through which ideology was taught, one 
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ancillary issue needs to be addressed. That issue is 
agency, and there are two parts. 

The first part concerns agency in the past. Spe- 
cifically, one way of attacking a critical analytical 
strategy based on the idea of recursivity is to dem- 
onstrate that the particular agent responsible for the 
production of a given item of material culture did 
not intend the effects attributed to its use. In the 
case of the ceramic analysis presented above, such 
a countering argument would require only evi- 
dence that Josiah Wedgwood was not consciously 
trying to use the products of his factories to dom- 
inate members of the working class. In response, 
to the extent that Wedgwood’s plates had a “life” 
of their own once they left the factories, what 
Wedgwood intended is not a sufficient explanation 
of what Wedgwood plates may have done as ob- 
jects used by people in society. Consider Alfred 
Nobel; he did not intend or attempt to kill thou- 
sands of people but his intentions do not change 
the fact that dynamite has done just that. So, the 
analysis proposed here cannot be refuted by a dem- 
onstration that Wedgwood was a considerate em- 
ployer and a friend to workers. 

The second part of this issue concerns agency in 
the present. Critical archaeology, as developed in 
Annapolis, is concerned not only with identifying 
items and classes of material culture that may have 
taught and reinforced ideology in the past but also 
with examining versions of history, in the present, 
that continue the process of reinforcing ideology. 
The goal of such examination is to unmask these 
ideological versions of the past in a public way. 
This unmasking is sometimes misunderstood to be 
a claim that the author of an ideologically useful 
version of the past specifically intended the effect 
ascribed to his or her book, article, or film. Again, 
this article does not claim that a historian writing a 
guidebook for Annapolis in 1965 intentionally 
misrepresented what he or she knew to be the truth 
about Annapolis history in order to advance a par- 
ticular political agenda. Critical analyses of arti- 
facts and interpretations of the past need not be 
accusatory. Michael Wallace, an incisive radical 
critic of Colonial Williamsburg, says: 

I will try to demonstrate that, from the mid 19th century 
onwward, most history museums were constructed by mem- 

bers of dominant classes and embodied interpretations that 
supported their sponsors’ privileged positions. I do not con- 
tend that those who established museums were Machiavel- 
lian plotters; the museum builders simply embedded in their 
efforts versions of history that were commonplaces of their 
class’s culture (Wallace 1986:137). 

The position taken by Wallace is much like the 
position taken in this article; a critical analysis 
does not need to demonstrate the villainy of a 
writer of history, only the potential of his or her 
work to act as ideology. Conversely, identifying 
the motivations of a history writer as praiseworthy 
does not refute an analysis that shows the ideolog- 
ical usefulness of his or her writings. 

This discussion of agency is a good bridge to the 
next section which deals with the idea of recursiv- 
ity in the context of “Archaeology in Public,” the 
program of archaeological interpretation invented 
to carry out the third step in a program of critical 
archaeology for Annapolis. 

On the Street 

The previous sections deal with the value of the 
idea of recursivity for critical analyses of archae- 
ological materials and ideology in the ground. That 
same concept has a part to play in the design and 
implementation of an effective program of public 
education based on a critical approach to both ar- 
chaeological material culture and historical inter- 
pretation. 

The appropriateness of using the recursive qual- 
ity of material culture as a basis for building a 
program of archaeological interpretation can be 
understood by reference to two articles in Gould 
and Schiffer’s (1981) Modern Material Culture: 
The Archaeology of Us, specifically the contribu- 
tions of Leone (198 1) and Meltzer (198 1). All of 
the other articles in the book are about material 
culture used by people in living their normal daily 
lives while both Leone and Meltzer discuss history 
museums. One could easily ask how these two 
papers fit into the book. The “Archaeology in An- 
napolis” ceramic analysis explores the ways that 
200-year-old material culture communicated to 
people 200 years ago, and the most insightful mod- 
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ern material culture studies explain the ways that 
contemporary material culture communicates to 
people today. Leone and Meltzer both consider the 
ways in which old (or historic) material culture 
communicates to people today. The only thing that 
distinguishes the work of Leone and Meltzer from 
the rest of the articles in The Archaeology of Us is 
that the manufacture of the material culture Leone 
and Meltzer study is temporally separate from the 
people who learn from it; the processes by which 
material culture teaches people hold as much for 
Leone and Meltzer as they do for the rest of Gould 
and Schiffer’s “archaeologists of us.” Recursivity 
can be used to guide studies like Leone’s and Melt- 
zer’s, to illuminate the subtextual messages en- 
coded in presentations of the past, or it can be used 
to guide the creation and implementation of pre- 
sentations of the past. This second path is the one 
followed here. 

This section uses a narrower definition of recur- 
sivity than that used above. Previously two aspects 
of recursivity were identified: (1) that material cul- 
ture teaches through its use; and (2) that some of 
the messages it communicates are hidden, below 
the surface, or subtextual. This section lays aside 
the first part of that definition and uses only the 
second. 

The idea of subtextual communication is helpful 
in dealing with a problem encountered during the 
implementation of the ‘‘Archaeology in Annapo- 
lis” public program. As has been noted, this in- 
terpretive program attempts to use material culture 
to show members of contemporary society parts of 
either a past or a present ideology that may serve to 
thwart their interests. The idea is to pierce such an 
ideology in the hope that enlightenment may lead 
people to understand better their own interests and 
may even lead to emancipatory social action. In 
historical disciplines, a critical interpretation often 
entails teaching the idea that versions of the past 
are created by-and serve-contemporary inter- 
ests. A successful educational program is one that 
helps enfranchise people with some control over 
their consumption of information about the past. A 
visitor who has gotten the point of such a presen- 
tation is one who has learned to ask two questions 
of any version of the past: What is its point of 
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view? and, What does it try to get people to do? In 
comparison to traditional historical interpretation 
based on “true facts” and unexamined premises, 
the kind of historical interpretation presented here 
is somewhat radical. However, the problem for 
which recursivity is a part of the solution is the fact 
that a significant number of visitors fail to find the 
interpretations presented in Annapolis to be radi- 
cal. 

Since the first season of “Archaeology in Pub- 
lic” in Annapolis critically informed archaeologi- 
cal site tours have been evaluated through the use 
of a 1-page questionnaire that assesses both the 
performance quality of the tours and also their suc- 
cess from a critical perspective. Of interest here 
are the responses to a pair of short-answer ques- 
tions. The questions are: “What did you learn 
about archaeology that you did not know before 
you visited the site?” and, “What connection do 
you see between this site and everyday life 
today?” 

The first of these two questions was asked 
twice, in 1985 at the Shiplap House site and in 
1986 at the Main Street site. The desired response 
was for people to say that they learned that archae- 
ology was relevant to today because it could un- 
cover the roots of contemporary ideology. Be- 
tween 5 and 10 percent of the visitors who filled 
out evaluation forms responded this way, while 
well over half indicated that they had learned some 
fact or another about archaeological procedures 
and techniques. As long as what people have 
learned is accurate (i.e., “archaeology is painstak- 
ing”) such messages are encouraging, but they do 
not constitute success from the standpoint of crit- 
ical theory. In addition to these two categories of 
responses, there is one curious set of responses 
indicating that some people went away from the 
tours with a message exactly the opposite of the 
one that was intended. These responses are the 
ones in which people said that they learned that 
archaeology connected the past to the present by 
showing the continuity of evolution from the 18th 
century to today. Nothing could be further from 
the intention of a critically informed interpretation 
than the idea that cultural change is evolutionary. 
Evolution suggests that change operates beyond 
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the agency of the individuals affected by it and, as 
ideology, serves to disfranchise individuals rather 
than enfranchise them with the means to control 
their lives. It is the purpose of any historical crit- 
ical theory to oppose such formulations because 
they teach individuals to be passive victims of his- 
tory rather than agents for change. 

The same kind of miseducation discussed above 
has been identified in responses to the second 
question, which asked visitors what connections 
they saw between the archaeological site they had 
visited and everyday life today. This question was 
asked, during one season only after the tours at 
the Main Street site in 1986. The question had no 
particular “right” answer but it was hoped that 
visitors would say that the site contained archaeo- 
logical evidence for the beginnings of some taken- 
for-granted element of contemporary daily life. 
The actual result was that a plurality of visitors 
who filled out evaluation forms (37.2%) gave re- 
sponses like “history repeats itself.” These re- 
sponses, like those of people who view historical 
change as evolutionary, show people leaving “Ar- 
chaeology in Annapolis” site tours thinking that 
historical change was, and contemporary social 
change is, beyond the ability of individuals to af- 
fect. Some visitors who respond this way could be 
using history to trap themselves in their present 
lives, and if this kind of entrapment did take place, 
the ideological basis for this way of thinking was 
so strong that these people made “Archaeology in 
Annapolis” site tours a part of the “trap.” Talk of 
entrapment may overstate what is indicated by 
those responses; use of the concept of entrapment 
has concerned nearly everyone who reviewed this 
article. But given a choice, it seems more produc- 
tive to overinterpret visitor evaluation data than to 
give up the goal of having a serious impact on an 
audience. “Archaeology in Public” costs far too 
much for its authors to be satisfied with providing 
nothing more than entertainment or “local color.” 

In addition, visitors used the question about ar- 
chaeology and everyday life to express two very 
different ideas about the resemblance between the 
18th century and today. Some visitors learned 
from the tour that the 18th century is very similar 
to today while a like number of visitors learned 

from the same tour that the 18th century and today 
are very different from each other. Both responses 
offer a critical theorist reason to worry. Visitors 
who saw the 18th century as similar may see any 
changes between then and now as gradual, evolu- 
tionary, and natural, that is, beyond their control. 
When this kind of change is naturalized it becomes 
difficult to locate the agents of change and even 
more difficult to identify the interests served by 
such change. Those visitors who cited the differ- 
ences between then and now may see any changes 
as beneficial progress, leading society from some 
sort of “dark age” to a wonderful today. For these 
people, the agents of change are not hidden but 
glorified, yet the result is the same; the status quo 
is seen to be the way the world is supposed to be 
and is beyond question and challenge. 

The basic problem represented by these various 
instances of miseducation is the absorptive power 
of capitalist ideology, the ability of a powerful 
ideology to co-opt, transform, and use for its own 
purposes even a radical critique of itself. In each of 
the cases of miseducation described above, the in- 
terpretations that visitors left the site with are in- 
terpretations that serve the interests of the status 
quo and the dominant ideology “Archaeology in 
Annapolis” was attempting to call into question. 

This absorption and transformation of a radical 
critique happens in two ways. The first, mostly 
beyond the scope of this paper, has to do with the 
widespread adoption of biological evolution as a 
metaphor for explaining any instance of long-term 
change. This model tends to naturalize change and 
make it appear beyond question and human inter- 
vention in both the past and the present. One way 
to combat this problem is to deal explicitly with the 
concept of evolution and make it clear that evolu- 
tion is not, in this context, an appropriate metaphor 
for long-term social and cultural change. 

A second way that miseducation occurs is a re- 
sult of the program’s strategy for using material 
culture to teach. In virtually all site tours, includ- 
ing those that elicited the responses noted above, 
there have been discussions of classes of material 
culture like architecture and ceramics that have 
pointed out changes over time from less to more 
complexity, from less to more standardization, in 
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short, from less to more modernity. This tactic is 
risky, it has been learned, because so many visi- 
tors come to the project’s sites already believing 
that such change is inevitable and all for the best. 
Given this predisposition, it can be assumed that in 
any presentation that arranges artifacts in order 
from less to more complex those artifacts will 
teach that the status quo is good and legitimate 
because it is a clear improvement over the past, 
even if such a message is contrary to the one in- 
tended at the surface level of that interpretation. It 
is worth noting here that a critical interpretation 
does not automatically reject the status quo, but 
does insist on opening up for investigation all as- 
pects of the current order, including the ideas 
about the past that underpin it. The understanding 
that artifacts can communicate on several levels is 
an acknowledgment of the recursive quality of ma- 
terial culture, at least under a narrower definition 
of recursivity. 

There is a way to build an interpretation of ar- 
chaeological material culture out of this under- 
standing of recursivity. When asked what they 
would like to see in future site tours, a majority of 
visitors have said that they would like to see more 
artifacts than they saw on their initial tour. Thus 
the audience has presented a mandate to use arti- 
facts to teach them about the past. Further, the fact 
that people have such a strong desire to see these 
tangible results of archaeological work is a fairly 
strong indication that they have some conceptual 
category into which to place them, some a priori 
argument for which these artifacts are evidence. To 
use artifacts effectively, to advance a critical 
agenda, it is necessary to learn from visitors just 
what those a priori arguments are. Archaeological 
educators may have an interpretive agenda, but 
many visitors come to archaeological sites already 
in possession of a relatively well-developed lesson 

Stated another way, most archaeologists know 
that artifacts do not speak for themselves, therefore 
archaeological educators must take the time to 
learn the frameworks that site visitors are likely to 
use to interpret the artifacts that are shown to them, 
especially when so many visitors seem to use ar- 
tifacts to support a dominant ideology that disfran- 
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chises them. Already noted are the ways in which 
visitors use artifacts arranged from simple to com- 
plex as evidence for the superiority of modern 
technology and the social forms that facilitate it. 
Similarly, when told of the increasing use of indi- 
vidual plates, utensils, and drinking vessels during 
the 18th century, 90 percent of all visitors who 
comment on this phenomenon take the change to 
signal an increasing concern with hygiene. This 
popular interpretation makes creamware plates an 
unqualified good, leading to modern concepts of 
health, even though no evidence exists to suggest 
that the people who made, sold, and used cream- 
ware in the 18th century did any of those things 
with hygiene in mind. 

These are just two examples of the many inter- 
pretive frameworks that visitors use to attach 
meanings to artifacts. The value of the idea of 
recursivity is that it acknowledges the ability of 
material culture to communicate on several levels 
simultaneously. Once this quality of material cul- 
ture is established, it becomes legitimate and in 
fact imperative for those who would teach with 
material culture to study carefully the ideas about 
material culture already held by the people they 
intend to teach. Archaeological educators have to 
discover how people think with things, and what 
they think, and then construct interpretations that 
acknowledge those modes of thought, exposing 
them as ideological when that is the case. Rather 
than presenting critical interpretations of material 
culture in a vacuum, it may be necessary to work 
comparatively, explaining how a particular inter- 
pretation works by explaining what it is not. In 
these ways the idea of recursivity may be vital to 
the creation of critical interpretations, discussions 
of archaeological material culture that help people 
liberate themselves from contemporary ideologies 
that thwart their interests and limit their freedoms. 

Summary 

This paper has attempted two goals. The first 
section uses the idea of recursivity to build a more 
sophisticated way of investigating and understand- 
ing the various ways that material culture has acted 
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on people and society in the past. The second sec- 
tion is an acknowledgment that in the present, just 
as in the past, material culture has a capacity to 
guide behavior and shape society. A creamware 
plate in a 20th-century museum is as active recur- 
sively today as it was on an 18th-century table 200 
years ago. Thus an understanding of recursivity is 
vital both for interpreting 18th-century material 
culture and also for presenting interpretations of 
18th-century material culture to people today. Just 
like the people whom archaeologists study, people 
today-including archaeologists-are subject to 
subtextual messages already embedded in the ma- 
terial culture of contemporary American society, 
or to ideological messages embedded by archaeo- 
logical interpretation in that material culture. 
Given that life in contemporary America is lived in 
the midst of an enveloping and ideologically 
charged material world, this article will close with 
two questions that are only partially answered 
here. First, how is it possible to construct a critique 
of capitalism while completely surrounded by cap- 
italism and its artifacts? Second, how is it possible 
to create an alternative perspective when the very 
principles of the discipline’s basic research tech- 
nique, archaeological excavation, are order, seg- 
mentation, and standardization-principles identi- 
cal to those that structure the phenomenon that 
archaeologists of capitalism are trying to study, 
and whose roots these scholars are attempting to 
find in the ground and interpret to the public on the 
street? Obviously there is more work to do. 
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